
	Prologue

	The Secrets We Bury

	The bus groaned as it pulled out of the city station, the neon lights of downtown blurring into streaks against the rain-slicked window. Grace pressed her forehead to the cool glass, watching the skyline shrink, watching the place that had swallowed five years of her life recede into the distance.

	Her suitcase sat at her feet—scuffed leather, the handle wrapped in tape where it had once torn. Everything she owned fit inside it. Everything else she had left behind: the ruined apartment, the unpaid bills, the voices that whispered her name like it was a cautionary tale.

	She closed her eyes, but the past was not so easily left behind. It came to her in fragments—the harsh glare of police lights flashing red and blue across her skin; the sound of a gavel striking; the betrayal in her mother’s eyes when she’d read the newspaper headline. Grace had trusted the wrong man, followed him into a mess she hadn’t known how to crawl out of until it was too late. And though she had paid the price, society never let her forget. Once you were a scandal, you stayed a scandal.

	The bus rattled along the highway, carrying her deeper into the dark. She gripped the seat in front of her and whispered the name of her destination as if repeating it might make it real:

	“Oakhaven.”

	A town so small it hardly showed on most maps. She had found it by chance, a dot on a bus route, a place with no headlines attached, no memories lurking. Just quiet streets, pine-shaded lanes, and, she hoped, anonymity.

	She imagined what it might be like to walk into a shop where no one looked at her twice. To smile at a stranger without fearing recognition. To wake in the morning and feel light instead of dread.

	The rain eased as dawn crept across the horizon. Grace opened her eyes to see fields rolling past, mist rising in the distance. The world outside was softer, greener, gentler than the city she had fled. For the first time in years, she let herself believe in possibility.

	She wrapped her coat tighter and whispered, almost like a prayer:

	“Please let this be a place where I can stay.”

	But even as the thought formed, another voice whispered back inside her—one she could not silence:

	You can change your name, you can change your town, but you can’t bury the truth forever.

	And yet Grace leaned against the window, watching the world turn golden with morning light, daring to hope anyway.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter One

	The Secrets We Bury

	The bus hissed to a stop at the edge of Oakhaven’s main street, and Grace stepped down onto the cracked pavement, suitcase in hand. The morning air was crisp, scented faintly of pine and damp earth. Across the road, storefronts with painted wooden signs lined the street: a bakery with steaming windows, a café with iron chairs outside, a bookstore with ivy climbing up its brick walls. The town looked like something from a postcard, untouched by the rush and noise she had left behind.

	Her heart thudded. She felt exposed, like every person she passed might somehow know who she was and where she had come from. But the few faces that looked her way were friendly, curious, nothing more. An older man tipped his hat. A pair of children on bicycles sped past, laughing.

	Grace adjusted her grip on the suitcase and forced herself to walk forward.

	She found the cottage at the end of Acorn Lane, tucked behind a white picket fence. The landlord, a balding man named Mr. Holloway, had left the key in the mailbox as promised. Inside, the cottage smelled of cedar and old books. The furniture was simple but sturdy—a worn sofa, a wooden table, a bed with a quilt patterned in faded blues. It was nothing like the places she had lived before, which had always felt temporary, precarious. Here, with the quiet tick of a clock on the mantle, she dared to imagine permanence.

	The next morning, she rose early and followed the sound of church bells into town. She wandered past the bakery, where warm bread perfumed the air, and into the bookstore whose windows had caught her eye the day before.

	A bell chimed overhead as she stepped inside. Shelves stretched high, packed with spines in every shade of leather and cloth. Behind the counter stood a round woman with silver hair and kind eyes.

	“Morning,” the woman greeted. “First time in?”

	“Yes,” Grace said, her voice soft. “It’s lovely.”

	The woman smiled. “I’m Helen. This is my kingdom. If you’re new to Oakhaven, you’ll find this place is the heart of things. Everyone ends up here sooner or later.”

	Grace hesitated, then asked, “Are you… hiring?”

	Helen’s eyes crinkled with amusement, as though she’d been waiting for the question. “As it happens, I could use a pair of steady hands. My back isn’t what it used to be. Do you read much?”

	“All the time,” Grace said, too quickly, but it was true. Books had been her only refuge when the rest of her world collapsed.

	Helen tilted her head. “Then why don’t you come back tomorrow? We’ll see how you do.”

	Relief surged through Grace’s chest. “Thank you.”

	As she left the shop, the sun was high, warming the cobblestones. Across the street, she noticed a man setting up a stall for the Saturday market. He wore a flannel shirt rolled at the sleeves, his arms strong and sure as he arranged wooden carvings and furniture pieces. His hair was dark, his jaw rough with stubble. He glanced up at her and offered a smile—easy, unguarded, like he had known her all his life.

	Grace’s breath caught. She smiled back, but only faintly, before lowering her gaze and hurrying past. She hadn’t come here to be noticed. Not yet.

	That night, in the quiet of her cottage, Grace lay awake listening to the chorus of crickets outside her window. For the first time in years, she didn’t feel trapped. She felt… on the edge of something. A life that could be hers, if she could just keep the shadows of her past buried deep enough.

	And though she didn’t yet know his name, she couldn’t stop picturing the man at the market, and the way his smile had made the town feel a little less foreign.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Two

	The Secrets We Bury

	The bell above the bookstore door jingled as Grace stepped inside the next morning, the air already thick with the scent of paper and ink. Sunlight streamed in through tall windows, catching on the dust motes that drifted lazily through the air. Helen was perched behind the counter, glasses low on her nose, a ledger spread out before her.

