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✦ Dedication

For my sons—

may you never lose faith when the road curves away from what you planned.

Sometimes what feels like an ending

is only the beginning of something meant for you all along.

And to every reader standing at the edge of the unknown:

take the leap.

You may just find yourself on the other side.

Before the Move (Prologue)
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I wasn’t supposed to end up here.

Haven Hollow wasn’t on my map, not even as a detour. The first time my realtor drove me through town, I remember thinking it looked like a place that had fallen asleep and forgotten to wake up. Quiet. Too quiet. Rows of moss-covered oaks, sleepy storefronts, the kind of place where even time seemed to stroll instead of run.

“Too country,” I’d told her flatly, watching the scenery roll by through the passenger window. “I need somewhere with a little more... life.”

She’d laughed softly, like she knew something I didn’t.

“Sometimes,” she said, “life is just waiting for you to slow down enough to notice it.”

At the time, I wasn’t ready to hear that. I was still raw from the layoffs—one of thousands swept out of corporate America that summer. I’d spent twelve years building a career I thought defined me, only to watch it vanish in an email that started with ‘We regret to inform you...’

For months, I couldn’t look at a job listing without feeling my chest tighten. I didn’t want another office, another login, another polite smile that hid a thousand quiet compromises. I wanted something of mine.

So I stopped looking.

I started writing.

One essay turned into a book, and that book turned into something I hadn’t expected: freedom. Real freedom.

When my realtor called again nearly two years later, she started with the same words as before.

“I know you said you didn’t like Haven Hollow...”

I laughed. “Still true.”

“Just—humor me,” she insisted. “Let me show you something different this time.”

This time, she was right.

Because what I saw wasn’t just a sleepy town. It was a possibility. A patchwork of old and new, stories waiting in the walls, secrets tucked behind painted facades. And somewhere in that stillness, I felt something shift—like the city itself had taken a breath and whispered, finally.

That summer, I moved into a small bungalow not far from the lake. The days were slow and unhurried. I found my favorite coffee shop, Ritter’s Fine Coffee & Co., where the baristas already knew my order by the second week. I began to write again, to walk again, to see again.

But there was one thing I couldn’t ignore.

Every morning, when I sat at the fountain in Central Park with my honey-almond latte, my eyes would drift toward an old brick building on the corner.

316 West Grand Central Avenue.

It was beautiful and broken in equal measure—arched windows, faded signage, the kind of architecture that remembered too much.

And the strangest thing was, every time I looked at it... it looked back.
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Chapter One-Ivy
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The mornings had taken on a rhythm since the move.

By seven, the sun spilled across the lake behind Ivy’s small bungalow, turning the water into shifting glass. She’d open the window, breathe in the damp air that smelled faintly of jasmine and citrus, and let the sound of the ducks settle her nerves before the day began. The bungalow wasn’t grand, but it was hers — a clean beginning, walls painted in soft creams, the echo of her old life fading with each unpacked box.

Most mornings she walked downtown for coffee. Central Park was quiet at that hour; a few locals passed by with leashed dogs or to-go cups. She always chose the same bench beneath the oak that arched over the fountain, notebook in hand, letting her thoughts wander between writing and daydreaming.

That was where she first noticed it.

Across the street, half veiled in ivy, stood 316 Grand Central Avenue — a brick building with weathered columns and boarded windows, its sign long faded to the color of bone. The vines grew thickest near the upper story, tracing the outline of a once-grand balcony. Every time she glanced up, sunlight caught on the glass like a wink.

She’d seen it before, of course, driving past on errands. But this morning the building seemed different, almost awake, as if it had finally realized she’d been watching it all along.

She sipped her coffee, studying the shape of the entrance arch, the symmetry of its double doors. A thought slipped in quietly: What could I make of that space?

A gallery? A writing studio? Something that would let her other business—the part she kept pushing aside—take root here?

By the time the last sip of coffee cooled, she’d already decided.

She set her notebook aside, took out her phone, and scrolled to a familiar contact.

Kenzie McAdams answered on the second ring, her voice warm with recognition.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite homeowner. How’s that lake view treating you?”

“It’s perfect,” Ivy said, smiling. “But I think I’m ready for something... more. A business property, maybe. I keep passing this old building downtown. 316 Grand Central Avenue. Do you know it?”

Kenzie chuckled softly. “Oh, I know the one. Grand old girl. Been empty for years, waiting on the right buyer. I can meet you there this week if you’d like.”

“Tomorrow morning?”

“You got it.”

Kenzie had been her realtor when she bought the bungalow — steady, genuine, the kind of professional who still believed in the heart behind a transaction. Ivy trusted her instinct.

THE SKY WAS STILL PALE WHEN I PULLED UP TO 316 GRAND CENTRAL AVENUE. 

The streets were quiet, dew still clinging to the edges of the brick sidewalks. The building loomed larger than it had across from the park — tall, tired, beautiful.

Kenzie was already there, leaning against her car with a folder tucked beneath one arm. “Still beautiful,” she said, glancing up at the façade. “Even under all that ivy.”

The front steps were uneven, the brass handles tarnished but intact. The scent of damp brick filled the air.

Kenzie handed her a key from the ring. “Take your time. Listen to her.”

The lock resisted, then gave way with a deep click that echoed into the quiet street.

Inside, the light filtered through dust and cracked glass, settling in pale stripes on the floor. The lobby opened wide—a staircase curling upward, a chandelier hanging askew but stubbornly clinging. The air smelled of cedar and something floral, like an old perfume that refused to leave.

Ivy walked slowly, fingertips grazing the wall, the hum of silence pressing close. The space was tired but dignified, every scuff and crack a record of years survived. She could almost hear the murmur of guests, the shuffle of suitcases, the faint ring of a bell long removed.

Kenzie’s voice floated from behind her. “She’s been standing since the twenties. Hotel, boarding house, offices after that. The structure’s solid, just needs imagination—and someone who’ll listen.”

Ivy turned in a slow circle, seeing not decay but possibility. “It feels... alive.”

Kenzie smiled. “Then maybe it’s found its person.”

That night, Ivy sat by the window of her bungalow, journal open beside a half-burned candle. Rain finally began to fall, soft against the roof.

She wrote one line before closing the cover:

The ivy wasn’t dead, only waiting. Climbing again in its own time. Maybe I am too.

Outside, thunder rolled somewhere beyond the lake. And in the quiet after, she thought she heard the faintest echo of keys turning in a lock.
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