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For everyone who has ever felt lost at sea.

May you find your harbor.
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Chapter One: Running Away
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The highway stretched endlessly before her, gray asphalt disappearing into a horizon blurred by rain.

Claire Ashford had been driving for six hours, and she still couldn't shake the feeling that she was making the biggest mistake of her life. Or maybe it was the only sane thing she'd done in years. At this point, she honestly couldn't tell the difference.

Her phone had buzzed seventeen times since she left Boston. Twelve calls from her agent, three from her editor, two from her mother. She'd stopped counting the text messages around hour three.

The last one from her agent had been particularly colorful: "Claire, I swear to God, if you don't answer this phone, I'm driving to Maine myself and dragging you back by your ponytail."

Claire didn't have a ponytail. She'd cut her hair two weeks ago, a impulsive decision made at midnight with kitchen scissors and half a bottle of wine. The results were... uneven. Her mother had cried when she saw it. Her ex-husband had laughed.

That laugh had been the final straw.

Not the divorce itself, which had been grinding on for eighteen months. Not the discovery that David had been sleeping with his physical therapist for the last two years of their marriage. Not even the settlement, which had left her with half of everything they'd built together and none of the dreams she'd thought they shared.

No, it was the laugh. That condescending, pitying laugh he'd given her when she walked into the coffee shop with her choppy new haircut and the dark circles under her eyes.

"Jesus, Claire. You look terrible. Have you been sleeping at all?"

She hadn't. Not really. Not since the creative block had descended like a fog eight months ago, stealing her ability to draw, to imagine, to create anything at all. Claire Ashford, award-winning children's book illustrator, couldn't so much as sketch a stick figure without wanting to throw her pencils across the room.

Her latest book was three months overdue. Her agent was threatening to invoke the kill clause in her contract. Her editor kept sending encouraging emails that felt more like eulogies for her career.

And David had laughed at her haircut.

So Claire had done what any reasonable thirty-four-year-old woman would do: she'd packed a suitcase, gotten in her car, and driven north until she ran out of highway.

Willowbrook Harbor appeared through the rain like something from one of her illustrations—if she could still illustrate, which she couldn't. A cluster of weathered buildings huddled around a horseshoe-shaped harbor, fishing boats bobbing at their moorings. A white church steeple pierced the gray sky. Everything looked tired and peaceful and utterly unlike the life she was leaving behind.

Her grandmother's cottage was on the outskirts of town, perched on a rocky cliff overlooking the ocean. Gran had died three years ago, leaving the property to Claire with a handwritten note: "For when you need somewhere to run to. Love, Gran."

At the time, Claire had thought it was a strange thing to write. She'd been married, successful, happy—or so she'd believed. Why would she ever need to run?

Now, pulling into the gravel driveway with rain streaming down her windshield, she understood.

The cottage was smaller than she remembered. The blue paint was peeling, the garden had gone wild, and the front porch sagged ominously on one side. But the lights were on in the windows—she'd called ahead to have the electricity turned on—and smoke was curling from the chimney.

Wait. Smoke?

Claire sat in the car, staring at the chimney. She hadn't arranged for anyone to start a fire. She hadn't arranged for anyone to do anything except make sure the lights worked.

Someone was in her grandmother's cottage.

She considered her options. She could call the police. She could drive back to the nearest motel and deal with this in the morning. She could—

The front door opened, and a man stepped onto the porch.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair going gray at the temples and the kind of weathered face that came from years of working outdoors. He wore a flannel shirt and jeans, and he was holding a mug of something that steamed in the cold air.

"You must be Claire," he called out. "Your grandmother said you'd come eventually. Took you long enough."

Claire got out of the car slowly, rain immediately soaking through her jacket. "Who are you?"

"Ben Hartley. I live next door." He gestured vaguely toward the trees. "Rose asked me to keep an eye on the place after she passed. Make sure it didn't fall down. Come inside before you drown."

She should have been more suspicious. Should have asked for proof, or verification, or at least a better explanation. Instead, she found herself climbing the porch steps and following a stranger into her grandmother's house.

Inside, everything was exactly as she remembered. The worn floral couch. The bookshelf stuffed with romance novels. The collection of seashells on the windowsill. The smell of salt and lavender and something that was purely Gran.

Claire's throat tightened.

"I made tea," Ben said, moving toward the kitchen. "Wasn't sure when you'd get here. Your mother called me this morning, said you'd left Boston in a hurry. Wanted to make sure the place was warm."

"My mother called you?"

"Rose gave her my number. For emergencies." He glanced back at her, his expression unreadable. "This counts as an emergency, I take it?"

Claire didn't know how to answer that. Was it an emergency to flee your entire life with nothing but a suitcase and a desperate need to be somewhere—anywhere—else?

"I'm fine," she said automatically.

Ben raised an eyebrow but didn't argue. "Tea's on the counter. I stocked the refrigerator with basics—milk, bread, eggs. The general store in town closes at six, but Pete will open early if you call ahead. The heating system's old but functional. Don't touch the upstairs bathroom faucet unless you want to flood the hallway."

"You didn't have to do all this."

"Rose was a good neighbor. Best one I ever had." His voice softened slightly. "She talked about you all the time, you know. Showed me your books. Said you had her eyes."
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