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        Hi! Thanks for picking up Forever My Home. I appreciate it.

        Sign up for my newsletter and receive your choice of any of my first-in-series books.
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      “Take it! Take another little piece of my heart now baby,” I scream-sing along to Janis Joplin, a constant companion on my cross-country trip from Braverton to Tyler Creek. Before I left home, my best friend Maryann made sure I had approximately one billion hours of music to listen to while I drove my hunter green 2013 Outback filled with all my earthly possessions to my new home. On CD, because we’re just that old and because we don’t trust streaming services to always work or for there to be a decent cell signal.

      Case in point, my GPS has been rerouting…rerouting…for the last five miles through these dry foothills broken up by roadside groves of low hanging trees casting shadows against the dusty paved road, blocking out the noonday sun. The change in lighting has me squinting one minute and opening my eyes as wide as possible the next. I’d given up on flipping my sunglasses down off the top of my head and then pushing them back up every quarter mile.

      I turn the music down so I can see better and focus on finding a sign indicating I’ve arrived at the driveway to the Enchanted Cavern Cottages – the woodland vacation retreat my great aunt Lettie, my namesake, left me in her will.

      The expectation is a secluded gravel driveway leading off into the woods. At least that’s what the photos in the packet Aunt Lettie’s lawyer had sent me shows. But I’m just not finding anything that matches the pictures and, to be honest, I’m not sure I’m even on the right road.

      “My queendom for a paper map,” I mutter and turn the music completely off with a hard press of the button. Glancing behind me in the rearview, all I can see is the dust cloud in my wake, but since I haven’t seen another vehicle for half an hour at least, I slow way down, scrutinizing both sides of the road.

      As I drive around the next curve, I spot a person on a horse, leading four other people on horseback along a roadside trail.

      I approach and roll down my passenger side window, leaning across the front seat littered with CD’s, granola bar wrappers, a few ChapSticks, and a bag of McDonald’s trash.

      “Hey there,” I say, giving the lead guy, an attractive man with tanned skin who is wearing a black cowboy hat, black Western shirt, tight dark jeans, and brown boots, a wave and my most neighborly smile.

      He tips his hat up and ducks down to see into my car. “Howdy. You need directions?”

      I chuckle. “That obvious, huh?”

      The cowboy grins. “It’s easy to get lost out here. And a GPS will lead you into a lake if you’re not careful. Where ya headed?”

      “The Enchanted Cavern Cottages.”

      He furrows his brow. “You know they’re closed, right? Have been for half a year or so.”

      I nod. “I do. I’m the new owner.”

      “Are you now?” He twists in the saddle and points behind him. “You’re almost there. The drive is on your left. There’s a great big willow tree just before the turn off. The sign fell over during a strong storm last December.”

      “Ah, thank you. I’ve been looking for a sign.” I smirk. “For the cottages, not like, if taking on this adventure is a mistake or not.”

      His horse bends its head down and starts chewing on a patch of scraggly high grass. The man gently tugs on the reins.

      I give him a thumbs up. “Thanks for the directions. I’ll let you go.”

      “Anytime. I’m Henry, my place is on up the road, the next drive after the cottages. Welcome to Tyler Creek.”

      “Thanks, Henry. I’m Lettie.”

      His eyes light up with recognition. “You must be related to Miss Lettie who owned the cottages when I was a kid.”

      An image of a younger Henry, dressed in his cowboy gear, perched on a gray pony leading another cream-colored pony behind dredges up from my memory. I’d only been to Tyler Creek once when I was a pre-teen and despite my great aunt telling me I should get outside and enjoy the property, I’d spent most of my visit in her guest room reading. I’d turned down the offer to ride ponies with the neighbor kid.

      “Yep. She was my great aunt. On my mother’s side.” Lettie never had any children to leave the cottages to, but I was still surprised when she’d willed them to me. And thankful. My life was in a downward spiral and complete upheaval was in order. Like a cross-country move.

      Henry tips his hat. “My condolences. I have fond memories of her and that apple pie she used to make.”

      “It’s a family recipe,” I say. “When I get settled, I’ll do some baking and have you over.” Okay. Pretty bold of you, Lettie, to already be inviting a man to your house, but what good is starting over if you can’t be a bit bolder than you were in your old life?

      He chuckles and his horse shifts to the side, probably anxious to get moving. “That sounds wonderful, but I imagine it’ll be a while.”

      “That bad, huh?” He did say the place had been shuttered for six months. “As long as there aren’t a bunch of mice and rats skittering about, I think I can handle it.”

      Henry gives his horse a tap with his boot heel. “Good luck. Left turn right after the big willow tree.”

      “Got it. Thanks again.” I give him another thumbs up and raise the window.

      I wait until Henry and his group are past me before driving off, so I don’t stir up dust in their faces.

      Sure enough, two minutes later I spot the great big willow and a gravel driveway. It’s overgrown with brambles, vines, and tall clumpy weeds. Nothing a weed whacker and some determination can’t fix.

      I turn onto the drive and make my way into the woods, the dappled sunlight through the trees casting pleasant, lazy shadows onto the hood of my car.

      My shoulders un-scrunch and a thrill goes through me. After four days of driving, I’m finally here, beginning a new and hopefully more exciting chapter of my life.

      Things in Braverton had been awful for a long time and had only gotten worse in the last three months. My job of twenty years as the live-in manager of a ten-room B&B ended without warning when an out-of-town investor bought the property with plans to demolish the building. I was left with no job and no place to live, and due to a horrible break up that ended in bankruptcy two years ago, my credit is so bad I can’t even rent a studio apartment. Maryann would’ve let me move in with her and her husband, Luis, but that wasn’t a permanent solution, or even a weeklong solution.  Couch surfing at forty-four years old is something I can’t bring myself to do.

      “No matter what’s around this corner,” I say to myself. “It’ll be different.”

      I move forward into a clearing, what used to be a small auxiliary parking area if I remember correctly. The sheer number of massive, taller-than-my-car dandelions and thistles erupting through the gravel grabs hold of the thrill from a moment before and chokes it out.

      My tires mow a path through the weeds, vegetation scraping against the sides of the car, no doubt scratching the paint job. Then the car abruptly sinks down into a deep rut that jars my teeth.

      I ease the front tires out of the rut, only to then drive over a rigid mound of something.

      A pile of gravel? Dirt? Dead bodies?

      I don’t get out to check. That’s for later Lettie to discover.

      Forging ahead, the ground levels out, but the weeds don’t abate. In fact, a tangle of blackberry briars and honeysuckle vines join the party to my left. I edge the car to the right, searching my memory for bodies of water on the property. The Outback can likely handle a drive through a creek, but not survive a plunge into a pond. Henry had been kidding about the lake, right? I don’t recall a lake.

      Keeping to the right proves to be the better choice, as to my forward left a weathered post with a rotten gate door hanging by one hinge juts out of the brambles. There isn’t a post or fence of any kind that I can see on the right, so I continue down what I’m hoping is the circular drive that passes by each of the eight cottages and the main house which serves as the office and my residence.

      Finally, there’s a break in the weeds on the right and I realize the gravel drive is over there, and not what I’ve been tearing through. Was this where the fenced off fire pit and picnic area had been? A memory of roasting marshmallows sitting on a halved log bench comes to mind. I guess I did venture outside a few times back then.

      “For crying out loud,” I mutter and get the car onto the actual road. First order of business is to get all this vegetation torn down because there is no way I’ll be able to make this drive in the dark and I’d planned on going into Tyler Creek proper to pick up some groceries and cleaning supplies this evening.

      A moment later, there is a marked change in the light and the sun blinds me as I pass through an opening in the surrounding trees, before I’m thrown back into the deep shade of the forest. Then, suddenly, there is a cottage next to me, three more to my forward right, and the main house directly in front of me.

      I stop the car, gaping, and burst into tears.
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      The first cottage is in shambles. The two steps up to the sagging porch, if you can even call that thing a porch, are caved in at the middle. Where the flower boxes underneath the front windows to either side of the door once held flowers, they’re presently filled with moss and toadstools and coated on the face with a slimy pink something. Yellow jacket nests have taken over the space underneath the boxes.

      Bees. I can deal with bees. I’ve even dreamt of setting up my own hives and selling the honey and other locally produced goods in the office in the small gift shop area I have planned. Yellow jackets were not part of my honeyed fantasy.

      The roof on this cottage is more blue tarp than roof and I can only imagine the inside is an ideal breeding ground for toxic black mold.

      The porch and the roof on the second cottage are in better shape, but the gutters on each side are hanging off, having succumbed to the weight of compacted mud, pine needles, and… is that poison ivy?

      I wipe the tears from my face with the back of my hand and unplug my cell phone from the charger. I need Maryann to convince me I can do this thing that I very much don’t want to do at the moment. The display on my phone reads calling…calling, but it can’t connect because there’s no signal. That deluxe
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