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    For everyone who has ever taken a wrong turn and found exactly where they were meant to be.

      

    



  	
        
            
            There are places that keep the light on for us, even before we know we need it.
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Chapter 1
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Wrong Turn, Right Place

The GPS died somewhere between White River Junction and the end of Lily Monroe's patience.

She had followed the blue line faithfully for four hours, through Boston traffic that had dissolved her carefully timed departure, past a gas station where she'd bought the worst coffee of her adult life, and up into the Green Mountains of Vermont, where the trees had staged such a breathtaking show of red and gold that she'd pulled over twice just to stare. Now the phone was a dead rectangle on the passenger seat, and the road ahead was a single lane of cracked asphalt swallowed by dusk.

"You're fine," she told herself. "You're great. This is an adventure."

The Honda Civic — borrowed, older than her journalism career, and rattling over every seam in the road — did not seem to share her optimism.

She almost missed the sign. It was small, wooden, the carved letters worn soft by weather: BRIAR HOLLOW INN, EST. 1924. An arrow pointed left down a lane barely wider than her car, flanked by birch trees that glowed white in her headlights like cathedral columns.

Lily turned.

The lane curved for perhaps a quarter mile before opening onto a gravel clearing, and there it was: the inn. Three stories of white clapboard and green shutters, a wraparound porch strung with amber lights that hadn't quite come on yet in the dying October daylight. Flower boxes that had given up their blooms but held the dry, dignified stalks of what had been zinnias. A stone path to the front door, flanked by carved pumpkins. A fat orange cat sitting directly in the center of the path, regarding her arrival with the bland authority of a border agent.

"Oh," Lily breathed.

She sat in the car an extra moment just to look at it. In her six months of writing about inns, B&Bs, and boutique hotels for a travel magazine that no longer employed her, she'd developed a theory: you could tell everything about a place from its entrance. Whether it was trying too hard. Whether it had given up. Whether whoever ran it still loved it, or had merely decided to endure it.

Briar Hollow Inn looked like a place that had been loved extravagantly once, and was now being managed by someone who hadn't figured out what to do with all that love.

She grabbed her bag, stepped out into air so cold and clean it almost hurt to breathe, and picked her way past the cat — who did not move — and up to the front door.

The bell above the door chimed when she pushed it open.

✦  ✦  ✦

The man behind the front desk was not what she expected.

She'd pictured an innkeeper in the way you picture innkeepers in movies: someone round and rosy, maybe wearing an apron, quick to offer tea and ask about your drive. What she got instead was tall, dark-haired, and visibly annoyed, with the kind of jaw that looked like it had been carved rather than grown. He was reviewing something on a laptop with the focused displeasure of a man who'd rather be anywhere else, and he glanced up at her arrival with brown eyes that made a fast, not particularly welcoming assessment.

"Monroe?" he said.

"That's me. Lily Monroe. I'm so sorry I'm late — my GPS died somewhere in —"

"You were due at four."

"I know. Boston traffic, and then I —"

"It's six forty-seven."

Lily set her bag down and clasped her hands. "I'm aware of that, yes. I'm sorry. I called, but no one —"

"There was no call."

She opened her mouth, closed it, and reached for her phone. Dead. She'd meant to charge it in the car and had forgotten. "I meant to call," she amended. "In my head, I called. Very clearly. You might have heard it, spiritually."

Something shifted in his expression. Not softening exactly — more like a brief acknowledgment that she was a person, before he went back to the laptop.

"Monroe," he repeated, scrolling. A pause. "You're down for October fifteenth."

"That's today."

"Today is the fourteenth."

Lily stared at him. "No it —" She reached for her phone again, remembered it was dead, and instead grabbed her paper notebook from the side pocket of her bag. Opened it to the booking page, where she had written, in her own handwriting: Briar Hollow Inn. Check-in Oct 14. She turned it to show him.

He turned the laptop to show her.

Her name. October 15.

"I," she began. Stopped. "The website said the fourteenth."

"The website says the fifteenth. I booked it myself when your reservation came through."

Lily looked at the screen. She looked at her notebook. She thought very hard about not saying what she was thinking, which was that she absolutely remembered the fourteenth and would have bet money on it, but the evidence was not currently in her favor.

"Okay," she said carefully. "That is clearly a discrepancy. And I am clearly standing here with a bag and a dead phone and" — she glanced back at the door — "a cat outside who has apparently decided I owe him an explanation."

"That's Biscuit. He decides everyone owes him something."

"Could I —" She put her hands together. "Could I please just stay? I'll pay for tonight plus the original reservation. I won't be any trouble. I just need somewhere to charge my phone and sleep, and your porch has pumpkins and I'm very tired."

He looked at her for a long moment. She could feel him calculating — room availability, her level of inconvenience, probably whether she seemed like someone who would leave a bad review. She kept her expression steady. She had perfected the art of looking harmless when it counted.

"Room 4," he said finally. "It's the smallest. No view."

"Perfect."

"Breakfast is at eight. Not eight-fifteen. Not eight-ten. Eight."

"Eight. Understood."

"No smoking anywhere on the property."

"I don't smoke."

"No candles in the rooms."

"Noted."

"The cat comes and goes. Don't let him onto your bed."

She picked up her key — an actual brass key, worn smooth — and her bag. "What's your name?" she asked.

He seemed briefly surprised by the question, as if guests didn't usually ask. "Calloway. Ethan Calloway."

"Thank you, Ethan Calloway." She meant it completely.

He'd already looked back at his laptop.

✦  ✦  ✦

Room 4 was small. It had a sloped ceiling that cut across one corner, a window overlooking the side yard and the edge of an apple orchard just visible in the darkness, a bed with a white quilt, a narrow nightstand with a lamp that cast amber light, and a clawfoot tub behind a screen that turned out to be the entire bathroom situation.

It was perfect.

Lily dropped her bag, plugged in her phone, and lay down on the bed still in her coat, staring up at the low ceiling. Outside, the wind moved through the birches with a sound like distant applause. The inn made the small, certain sounds of old houses: a creak from somewhere above, the distant tick of a pipe.

She thought about her editor. About the pitch she still hadn't finished. About the six months since the magazine folded and she'd been freelancing on a fraying thread, covering places she never quite felt at home in, writing about warmth she couldn't always feel herself.

She thought about the innkeeper's face when she'd said thank you. The brief, unguarded surprise of it.

There was a soft thud from the window. She turned. Biscuit
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