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This story was born from a simple question: What happens when the person you ran from turns out to be the person you were running toward all along?

Our Perfect Storm is a novel about second chances—not the easy kind, where time heals all wounds and love conquers everything without effort, but the real kind, where forgiveness is a daily practice and staying is something you choose on purpose, every single morning.

Maya and Jamie’s story is fictional, but the emotions at its heart are ones I believe many of us recognize: the fear of being truly known, the weight of secrets we carry to protect the people we love, and the quiet courage it takes to say the hard thing out loud.

The town of Shelter Cove, as it appears in these pages, is an imagined place. But the Lost Coast of Northern California is very real—wild, remote, and breathtakingly beautiful—and I hope this story captures some of its spirit.

If you have ever left a place or a person and wondered whether you could go back, this book is for you. If you have ever stayed and wondered whether they would return, this book is for you too.

Thank you for reading. I hope Shelter Cove feels like home.

––––––––
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With love,

Jacee Jax
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CHAPTER ONE
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MAYA

The highway narrowed from four lanes to two somewhere around Willits, and that was when my hands started shaking.

It wasn't dramatic. Not trembling, exactly. More like a low hum in my fingers, a vibration I could feel against the steering wheel, as though my body remembered what my mind was still trying to deny: I was going back. After twelve years of building a life somewhere else—anywhere else—I was driving straight into the gravitational pull of the place I'd spent my entire adulthood trying to escape.

Shelter Cove. Population 743, give or take whoever had died or been born or finally gotten the good sense to leave since the last census. A fishing village clinging to the Lost Coast of Northern California like it was afraid the ocean might wash it away, which, if we're being honest, it probably should have by now.

I adjusted my grip on the steering wheel and flexed my fingers. The rental car smelled like pine air freshener and someone else's cigarettes, and I'd been driving for five hours straight because stopping meant thinking, and thinking meant feeling, and I was not prepared to feel anything yet. I'd packed that away somewhere between my apartment in Portland and the Oregon border, folded it up tight like the clothes I'd stuffed into two suitcases without sorting, without deciding what mattered and what didn't, because the truth was that nothing I owned felt like it mattered anymore.

My phone buzzed in the cup holder. I didn't look at it. It was either my mother, asking what time I'd arrive with the urgency of someone who had been waiting twelve years for this moment, or it was Ethan, and if it was Ethan, there was nothing left for him to say that would change the fact that I'd found another woman's earring in our bathroom and he'd looked me in the eye and said it's not what you think with a practiced calm that told me it was exactly what I thought and he'd been rehearsing this moment for weeks.

The road wound through redwoods, and the light through the canopy turned everything green and cathedral-dim. I used to love this drive when I was young—the way the world seemed to close in around you, trees so tall they made you feel like you were driving through a dream. Now it felt like the trees were leaning in, conspiratorial, whispering we knew you'd be back.

Twelve years. I'd been twenty-two when I left, which seemed impossibly young now. Twenty-two and burning with the certainty that if I didn't get out I'd suffocate—that I'd end up behind the counter of my parents' general store for the rest of my life, selling bait and beer and homemade sandwiches to the same forty people, having the same conversations about weather and fishing and who was sleeping with whom, until one day I'd look up and realize I was sixty and I'd never been anywhere or done anything or become the person I was supposed to be.

So I left. I left hard and fast and with the kind of desperate, reckless energy that only someone who is terrified of staying can muster. I told my parents I was moving to San Francisco to be a writer. I told my friends I'd visit. I told Jamie—

I turned the radio up. Classic rock, something with guitars that didn't require thought.

I told Jamie goodbye.

That was the word I used. Goodbye. Not see you later or I'll be back or let's figure this out. Goodbye, like closing a book. Like the period at the end of a sentence. I was twenty-two and I thought I was being brave, when really I was just being cruel in the particular way that only young people can be cruel—thoughtlessly, thoroughly, and with absolute conviction that they're doing the right thing.

The trees thinned as the road climbed, and then dropped, and then there it was: the Pacific, gray-blue and enormous, filling the windshield like it had been waiting. The ocean in Shelter Cove wasn't like the ocean anywhere else I'd been. It wasn't the postcard turquoise of Southern California or the moody romantic gray of the Pacific Northwest. It was something wilder—dark water that moved like it was breathing, waves that hit the black-sand beach with a sound like a body falling, and always, always, the sense that you were standing at the very edge of the known world.

I pulled over at the lookout point three miles north of town. This was the spot. Everyone who left Shelter Cove had a last-look spot, and everyone who came back had a first-look spot, and for me, they were the same place—a gravel turnout on Highway 211 where you could see the whole town spread below you like a model train village. The harbor with its fleet of fishing boats. The general store with its green awning. The row of houses climbing the bluff. The lighthouse at the point, white and slender, no longer operational but still standing because this was Shelter Cove and nothing was ever allowed to change.

I turned off the engine and sat there.

The shaking in my hands had moved to my chest.

I was thirty-four years old. I had a failed career in food and travel writing that had somehow devolved into copywriting for a kitchen appliance company. I had a failed relationship with a man who'd been sleeping with his physical therapist for god knows how long. I had two suitcases, a laptop, and eleven hundred dollars in my checking account. I had no apartment, no job, and no plan beyond showing up at my parents' door and saying the words I'd been too proud to say for twelve years: I need help.

The phone buzzed again. I picked it up this time.

Mom: Are you close? Dad made his dumplings.

Something cracked in my chest. Not broke—cracked. Like ice in spring when the water underneath starts moving.

I typed back: 20 minutes.

Then I started the car and drove down into the town that was supposed to be my past.

The first thing I noticed was that the general store had a new sign.

This shouldn't have mattered. It was a sign. Letters on wood. But the old sign—hand-painted by my grandfather in 1971, Chen's General Store & Deli in green letters that had faded to the color of sea glass—had been replaced by something newer, cleaner, with the same words in a font that was trying too hard to look hand-painted. It was fine. It was a perfectly fine sign. But it meant my grandfather's brushstrokes had been covered or removed or thrown away, and that was the first small grief of being home: discovering that the things you'd taken for granted had changed without asking your permission.

I parked in the lot behind the store and sat for a moment, watching the back door. The building was the same—clapboard siding, two stories, store on the ground floor and the apartment where I grew up above it. But the siding had been painted, and there were new windows, and someone had planted hydrangeas along the foundation that were blooming in improbable clouds of blue and purple.

The back door opened and my mother stepped out.

Lin Chen at sixty-two was a small woman with an enormous presence. She was barely five-two, her hair silver now where it had been black, wearing her usual uniform of pressed khakis and a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to her elbows. She stood on the back step with her arms crossed, watching me the way she watched everything—with patience that was indistinguishable from judgment.

I got out of the car.

"You look thin," she said.

"Hi, Mom."

"You're not eating enough."

"I drove five hours."

"Your father made dumplings."

This was how my mother loved: through food, through observation, through statements of fact that contained within them everything she couldn't say directly. You look thin meant I'm worried about you. Your father made dumplings meant we've been preparing for your arrival, which means we've been thinking about you, which means we love you, now come inside and let us feed you before we have to talk about why you're here.

I pulled my suitcases from the trunk and followed her inside, and the smell hit me like a wall—soy sauce and ginger and sesame oil and the particular warm yeasty scent of the store itself, decades of bread and coffee and old wood, and underneath it all something I couldn't name, something that was just home, and I had to stop in the hallway and put my hand against the wall because my knees did something unexpected.

"Maya?" My mother turned back.

"I'm fine." I wasn't fine. I was the opposite of fine. I was standing in my childhood home at thirty-four with two suitcases and a broken life, and the hallway still smelled the same, and the light still came through the window at the top of the stairs the same way, and I could hear my father humming in the kitchen the same song he always hummed when he cooked—some old Mandarin love song his mother taught him—and I wanted to sit down on the floor and cry for about six hours, but that wasn't how Chens did things, so instead I squared my shoulders and carried my suitcases up the stairs to my old bedroom.

Which had been converted into a sewing room.

"We didn't know you were coming," my mother said from behind me, with a tone that suggested she had known eventually and had converted the room anyway as a matter of principle.

"It's fine. I'll sleep on the pullout."

"Your room is the guest room now. End of the hall. Your father painted it last spring."

I walked to the end of the hall and opened the door to a small, clean room with white walls and a double bed and a window that looked out over the harbor. There was a quilt on the bed that I recognized—my grandmother's, the one with the interlocking rings pattern in blue and white—and a vase of wildflowers on the nightstand that had definitely been placed there in the last hour.

"This is nice," I said, and meant it.

"Dinner in ten minutes." My mother paused in the doorway. She looked at me for a long moment—really looked, the way she did when she was reading something true in your face that you hadn't said out loud—and then she nodded once, as though confirming something she already knew, and went downstairs.

I sat on the bed and pressed my palms against the quilt. Outside the window, the harbor was turning gold in the late afternoon light. A fishing boat was coming in, its wake a white V on the dark water. Seagulls were doing what seagulls do, which is screaming and being generally obnoxious, and from somewhere down on the waterfront I could hear the clang of a metal something against a metal something else—a halyard against a mast, probably, the soundtrack of every evening of my childhood.

I texted my friend Rae in Portland: Made it. Still alive. The town has a new stop sign.

She texted back immediately: Proud of you. How's it feel?

I looked out the window at the town I'd spent twelve years running from, and I typed: Like putting on shoes that still fit but you've outgrown.

Then I went downstairs to eat my father's dumplings and pretend I wasn't falling apart.
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CHAPTER TWO
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MAYA

Dinner with my parents was an exercise in the things we didn't say.

My father, Wei Chen, was the opposite of my mother in nearly every way: tall where she was small, soft-spoken where she was blunt, emotional where she was controlled. He was sixty-five now, his hair fully white, and he moved around the kitchen with the slow deliberateness of someone who had been cooking in the same space for forty years and knew exactly where everything was. He set the table with three place settings, poured tea, brought out the dumplings and a plate of stir-fried greens and a bowl of rice, and only when everything was arranged to his satisfaction did he look at me and smile.

"Welcome home, little one."

The crack in my chest widened.

"Thanks, Dad."

We ate. The dumplings were perfect—they were always perfect, thin-skinned and bursting with pork and chive and ginger, and I ate four before I realized I was crying. Not dramatically. Just tears sliding down my face and landing on the table next to my plate like they'd been waiting their turn.

My mother handed me a napkin. My father kept eating. This was Chen-family crisis management: acknowledge, provide practical support, do not make a scene.

"The store looks good," I said, wiping my face. "New sign."

"The old one was rotting," my mother said. "We had it redone last year. Tommy Park's boy—you remember Tommy Park?—his son does signs now. Very expensive."

"Tommy Park's son is forty," my father said mildly.

"He's still Tommy Park's boy."

I smiled despite myself. This was the rhythm of my parents' marriage—my mother making declarations and my father gently contextualizing them—and it was so familiar it hurt.

"How's the store doing?" I asked, because it was safer than any of the other questions.

My parents exchanged a glance. This was the glance I'd been raised on, the one that meant how much do we tell her, and seeing it now, as an adult, I understood for the first time that it wasn't about hiding things from me. It was about protecting me, which they'd been doing my entire life, whether I wanted it or not.

"Business is good enough," my mother said, which meant it wasn't great.

"Tourism helps in summer," my father added. "And your mother's sandwiches."

"My mother's sandwiches have always been the backbone of this family," my mother said, referring to herself in the third person with complete seriousness.

"How long are you staying?" she asked then, and there it was—the question I'd been dreading. Not because I didn't have an answer, but because the answer was pathetic.

"I don't know. A while. If that's okay."

Another glance between them.

"Of course it's okay," my father said.

"You'll work in the store," my mother said. It wasn't a question.

"Mom—"

"You're living here. You eat the food. You work in the store. That's how it works."

"Lin," my father said softly.

"What? She's here. She can help. I'm sixty-two, Wei. My back hurts."

I looked at my mother, who had never in her life admitted to a physical limitation, and I understood that this was her version of an olive branch. She wasn't punishing me for coming home with nothing. She was giving me something to do so I wouldn't drown.

"Okay," I said. "I'll work in the store."

"Good. We open at seven."

"In the morning?"

My mother looked at me as though I'd asked whether the sky was up. "When else would seven be?"

My father hid a smile behind his tea.

After dinner, I helped with dishes and then excused myself, claiming exhaustion from the drive, which was only partly true. The exhaustion was real, but it wasn't from driving. It was from the accumulated weight of the last three months—finding the earring, the confrontation with Ethan, the slow terrible dismantling of a life I'd built so carefully, piece by piece, until I was standing in an empty apartment with nothing left but the realization that it had never really been mine. Ethan's apartment. Ethan's furniture. Ethan's friends. Ethan's life, which I'd slid into like a guest who stayed too long and forgot she was supposed to have her own.

I lay in the guest room and stared at the ceiling. The house settled around me with the particular creaks and sighs of old wood, and through the window I could hear the ocean—not close, but present, a constant low roar that I'd grown up falling asleep to and had spent twelve years trying to replicate with white noise apps that never sounded right because they were missing the irregular rhythm of real waves, the way the sound swelled and pulled back like breathing.

I pulled out my phone and opened my notes app. I used to write. Really write—not ad copy for blenders and sous vide machines, but actual essays, stories, observations. In college I'd been the writer. The one whose workshop pieces made people cry. The one whose professor pulled aside and said you have something. And I'd believed it, for a while. I'd moved to San Francisco and freelanced and hustled and published small pieces in small magazines, and then the small magazines folded, and the hustle got harder, and somewhere along the way I stopped writing things I cared about and started writing things that paid, and then I met Ethan, who was steady and successful and didn't understand why I was always sad, and the writing got smaller and smaller until it fit inside a box marked kitchen appliance copy and I could pretend that was enough.

I opened a blank note and typed: Things I know about myself at thirty-four.

I stared at the cursor blinking in the empty white space.

I couldn't think of a single thing.

I closed the app and turned off the light and listened to the ocean until I fell asleep.
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CHAPTER THREE
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MAYA

I woke to the sound of my mother's footsteps on the stairs at 6:15, which was how she'd woken me every school morning for eighteen years—not by knocking on my door or calling my name, but by walking past it with deliberate heaviness, as though she just happened to be going about her business and it was certainly not her problem if the noise woke anyone up.

I lay in bed for a moment, disoriented. White ceiling. Blue quilt. The smell of coffee coming up through the floorboards. For one suspended second I was seventeen, about to go downstairs and eat rice porridge and walk to school, and the years between then and now hadn't happened yet, and I was still someone who hadn't hurt anyone or been hurt, someone whose biggest problem was a calculus test or whether to go to the bonfire on Saturday.

Then the present reassembled itself around me—the suitcases in the corner, the rental car in the lot, the fact that I was thirty-four and sleeping in my parents' guest room—and I got up and got dressed.

The store opened at seven. By 6:45, my mother had the coffee brewing, the deli case stocked, and the day's sandwiches started. My father was sweeping the front porch, saying good morning to the early walkers—retired fishermen, mostly, who had been getting up before dawn for so long their bodies refused to stop even after they'd sold their boats.

"What do you need me to do?" I asked my mother.

She looked me over, assessing my usefulness the way she might assess a piece of produce. "Can you still work the register?"

"I think I remember how to push buttons."

"Good. Don't give discounts to anyone. Not even Mrs. Okafor. She'll tell you I owe her from some card game. I do not."

"Got it."

"And if Hal Perkins comes in and tries to return another can of soup that he already opened, tell him no."

"Understood."

"And—" She hesitated, which was unlike her. My mother did not hesitate. She assessed, decided, and acted, usually all within the same breath. "People are going to talk. About you being back."

"I know."

"They're going to ask questions."

"I know."

"You don't have to answer them. You can say, 'I'm visiting my parents.' That's enough."

I looked at my mother, this woman who had lived in the same town for forty years and knew exactly how information moved through it—which was to say, instantly and with embellishment—and I felt a rush of gratitude so strong it nearly knocked me over.

"Thanks, Mom."

She waved her hand, already back to the sandwiches. "The bread needs to be sliced. The slicer is in the same place."

It was, in fact, in the same place. Everything was in the same place. The store was a time capsule—the wooden shelves my grandfather had built, the brass bell above the door, the penny candy jars that now held dollar candy but still had the same glass lids. The bulletin board by the door was covered in flyers for yoga classes and lost dogs and someone selling a boat motor, just like always. The floor still creaked in the same spots. The light still came through the front windows in the morning and lit up the dust motes like something from a painting.

And the people. God, the people.

Mrs. Okafor came in at 7:15, as she apparently had every morning for the last thirty years, and stopped dead when she saw me behind the counter.

"Maya Chen."

"Good morning, Mrs. Okafor."

"Good morning? You disappear for a hundred years and you say good morning?"

"Twelve years."

"Felt like a hundred." She came around the counter and hugged me, smelling of lavender and hand cream, and I stood there being hugged by this woman who'd taught me to play cards when I was eight and thought, twelve years. What was I doing for twelve years?

"You look thin," she said, pulling back to examine me.

"So I've heard."

"Your mother's not feeding you?"

"I've been here twelve hours."

"That's long enough. Lin!" she called toward the back. "Your daughter needs feeding!"

"She's being fed!" my mother shouted back. "Buy something or get out, Agnes!"

Mrs. Okafor winked at me. "She owes me eleven dollars from poker."

"She said you'd say that."

"She would." Mrs. Okafor bought her usual—coffee, cream, and the morning paper, which the store still stocked because this was Shelter Cove and some traditions refused to die—and paused on her way out. "It's good to have you home, sweetheart."

After she left, I stood behind the counter and felt the strange double exposure of being here—the present laid over the past like tracing paper, everything familiar but slightly off, like a song played in a different key.

The morning passed in a stream of faces, some I recognized and some I didn't. A few people I remembered from school came in and did the dance of small-town reunion: surprise, warmth, the careful calculation of how much to ask. I deployed the "visiting my parents" line like a shield and it worked, mostly. People accepted it, nodded, said it was nice to see me, moved on. Small towns are like that—they know everything, but they also know when to wait.

It was around eleven when the bell above the door rang and I looked up from restocking the chip display and saw Jamie Sullivan for the first time in twelve years.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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MAYA

Here is what I remembered about Jamie Sullivan: everything.

I remembered the way he stood—balanced, like a person who spent time on boats, weight centered, shoulders relaxed. I remembered that he was left-handed, that he drank his coffee black, that he had a small scar on his right eyebrow from falling off his bike at eleven, that he hummed when he was thinking, that he smelled like pine and salt water, that when he laughed—really laughed, not the polite version he gave to acquaintances but the full-body surrender he reserved for people he trusted—his eyes closed completely and his whole face changed and you felt like you'd been given something rare.

I remembered the weight of his hand on the back of my neck. I remembered the sound of his breathing in the dark. I remembered the way he said my name—Maya—like it was a word he'd invented and was still deciding what it meant.

And I remembered the way he'd looked at me the day I left: standing in the parking lot of this same store, morning light on his face, his jaw working the way it did when he was trying not to show what he was feeling, and me saying goodbye like it was simple, like it was just a word, like I wasn't tearing something out of both of us that would never grow back the same way.

Twelve years.

He walked into the store and he was—

God.

He was thirty-five now, and the decade-plus had done what time does to some people, which is remove everything unnecessary. The boyishness was gone—the softness around his jaw, the uncertain energy of someone still becoming. What was left was settled. Steady. He was taller than I remembered, or maybe I'd shrunk, or maybe I'd just forgotten the way he took up space in a room without trying to. His hair was darker, cut shorter. He was wearing work clothes—jeans, a flannel shirt with the sleeves pushed up, work boots—and his hands, I noticed, were the hands of someone who used them: calloused, capable, a bruise on one knuckle.

He didn't see me right away. He was looking at a list on his phone, heading toward the hardware aisle—we stocked basics, nails and tape and that sort of thing—and I had approximately four seconds to decide whether to announce myself or hide behind the chip display, which was not large enough to hide behind but I was considering it anyway.

"Jamie," I said, because apparently my mouth had made the decision without consulting my brain.

He looked up.

I have replayed this moment approximately nine hundred times since it happened, and I still can't describe it accurately. The human face is not supposed to do that many things at once. I saw surprise, then recognition, then something that flared fast and bright—joy? pain? both?—and then, just as quickly, a shutter came down. Not cold, exactly. Controlled. Like a person pulling a door mostly closed but leaving it open a crack.

"Maya."

There it was. My name in his voice. Twelve years and it still did the same thing to my chest—a squeeze, a warmth, a feeling like being found.

"Hi," I said, which was spectacularly inadequate.

"Hi." He stood there, phone forgotten in his hand, and looked at me across a display of Doritos and pork rinds. "You're—here."

"I'm here."

"Behind the counter."

"Apparently."

A silence opened between us, and it was the loudest silence I'd ever heard—full of twelve years of conversations we hadn't had, questions we hadn't asked, things we hadn't said. I could feel it pressing against the walls of the store.

"I'm visiting my parents," I said, deploying the line one more time, though it sounded thinner each time I used it.

"Right." He nodded. "That's—good. Your parents. Good."

We were doing so well.

"Can I—do you need something? From the store?" I gestured vaguely at the shelves, like a flight attendant indicating exits.

"Uh." He looked at his phone again, as though remembering he'd had a purpose before walking into a time warp. "Yeah. I need deck screws. And—" He stopped. Looked at me again. "When did you get in?"

"Yesterday. Late afternoon."

"How long are you staying?"

This question, from him, had a different weight. When other people asked, it was small talk. When Jamie asked, it was— something else. Something that reached back through time and touched the morning I'd left, when he'd asked me the same question in reverse: How long will you be gone?

And I'd said: I don't know.

Which was what I said now: "I don't know."

He held my gaze for a moment longer than was comfortable, and I saw—or imagined I saw—something behind the controlled expression. Not anger, exactly. More like the memory of anger, the fossil of it, pressed into the rock of who he'd become.

"Deck screws are in aisle three," I said, because I had to say something.

"I know where they are." A ghost of a smile. "I've been shopping here my whole life."

"Right. Of course."

He walked to aisle three. I stood behind the counter and gripped the edge of it hard enough to turn my knuckles white and thought: I am not prepared for this. I was not prepared for the dumplings and I was not prepared for Mrs. Okafor and I am definitely not prepared for Jamie Sullivan in a flannel shirt looking like that and buying deck screws in my parents' store.

He came back with the screws and a roll of painter's tape. I rang them up. Our fingers didn't touch during the transaction because I was very, very careful about that.

"It's good to see you, Maya," he said, and his voice was even and measured and gave away exactly nothing.

"It's good to see you too."

He nodded once, took his bag, and walked out. The bell above the door rang. I watched through the front window as he got into a truck—a blue Ford, older model, well-maintained—and pulled out of the lot and drove down toward the harbor.

My mother appeared from the back like a submarine surfacing. "Was that Jamie Sullivan?"

"Yes."

"Hmm."

"Don't hmm me."

"I didn't hmm. I said hmm."

"That is the same thing."

My mother began reorganizing the candy jars, which did not need reorganizing. "He's done well for himself. Bought the old Whitaker marina. Fixed it up. Runs charter boats now too. Very popular with the tourists."

"That's nice."

"He's not married."

"Mom."

"I'm just telling you a fact. Like the weather. It's sixty-two degrees and Jamie Sullivan is not married."

"Please stop."

She stopped. But she was smiling, and my mother's smile was a dangerous thing—small, private, and full of plans.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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JAMIE

He sat in the truck for a full minute before starting the engine.

Maya Chen was behind the counter of Chen's General Store, and she looked exactly the same and completely different, and he was thirty-five years old and his heart was hammering like he was eighteen again, standing on the bluff above the beach, watching her walk toward him in the half-light of a summer evening.

He started the truck. He put it in gear. He drove toward the marina, which was where he went when he needed to think, or not think, or do something with his hands while his brain sorted itself out.

The marina was his. That still felt strange sometimes, even three years after he'd bought it. The old Whitaker place—two docks, a boat repair shed, a bait shop, and a small office—sitting on the south end of the harbor where it had been sitting since 1955, slowly falling apart until Jamie had scraped together the money and the nerve to buy it and rebuild it plank by plank. Sullivan's Marina, which was now Sullivan's Marina & Charters because he'd added two boats for fishing tours, and then a kayak rental, and then somehow a small café that his friend Dave ran and that served the best fish tacos within fifty miles, though that was according to Dave and Jamie had never verified it independently.

He parked and walked down the dock, checking mooring lines out of habit. The Annie Mae—named after his grandmother—was bobbing gently in her slip, a thirty-two-foot cabin cruiser that he'd restored himself over two years of weekends. Next to her was the Second Wind, the smaller charter boat, and beyond that, the line of rental kayaks in their rack, bright yellow and red against the gray wood of the dock.

Jamie stood at the end of the dock and looked out at the water and thought about Maya Chen saying I don't know to the question of how long she was staying, and how that was the same answer she'd given twelve years ago when he'd asked how long she'd be gone, and how I don't know from Maya had always meant I don't want to promise you something I can't keep, which was either the most honest or the most devastating thing a person could say.

He pulled out his phone and almost called his sister. Claire would want to know. Claire, who had held him together after Maya left—not with words, because Claire wasn't a words person, but by showing up at his apartment with food she'd cooked badly and movies she'd chosen poorly and her simple, stubborn presence, night after night, until the worst of it passed. Claire, who still, after twelve years, referred to Maya as "the situation" in the careful way of someone who has decided that naming a thing gives it too much power.

He put the phone away. He'd tell Claire later. Right now he needed to process.

The problem with Maya—one of many problems, if he was being honest—was that she had never been someone he could reduce to a simple feeling. It would be easier if he could. Easier if he could be angry, clean and uncomplicated, the way you're supposed to be angry at someone who left you. But Maya hadn't just left him. She'd left everything—her parents, the town, the life she'd been expected to live—and he'd understood that, even through the pain of it. He'd understood because he knew what it felt like to love a place and feel trapped by it at the same time, to want to stay and need to go, to carry the guilt of wanting more than what you were given.

The difference was that Jamie had stayed. Not because he lacked imagination or ambition—he hated when people assumed that about him, that staying was the absence of courage rather than its own kind of bravery—but because his reasons for staying had always been stronger than his reasons for leaving. His family. The water. The business he could see in his mind before it existed, the marina that was now real and solid and his. He'd chosen Shelter Cove not because he had no other options but because this was where he fit, where the shape of his life matched the shape of the place, and there was a profound peace in that, a peace he'd earned through years of deliberate choosing.

But Maya. Maya had always been the variable. The disruption. The person who could walk into his carefully constructed life and make it feel, for a moment, like it wasn't enough.

He hated that. And he missed her. And he was angry. And he was glad she was back. And all of these things were true simultaneously, which was the fundamental problem with feelings—they refused to organize themselves into anything useful.

A harbor seal surfaced near the dock, black-eyed and whiskered, and looked at him with the mild judgment that harbor seals seemed to reserve for humans standing still.

"I know," Jamie said to it. "I know."

The seal slipped back under the water, unimpressed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER SIX
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MAYA

Three days into my return, I established a routine, because routines are what you build when you don't know what else to build.

Up at 6:30. Coffee with my father, who was the only person awake and who didn't require conversation, just companionship. Store by 6:45. Open at 7. Work the counter until noon, when my mother took over and I had the afternoon free, which was both a gift and a problem, because free time was thinking time, and thinking was still dangerous.

I walked. That was what I did with my afternoons. I walked the town the way you walk through a museum—slowly, deliberately, reading the plaques. There was the school where I'd kissed Ben Morrison in fifth grade under the bleachers and immediately regretted it because his lips tasted like Cheetos. There was the library, still tiny, still run by Mrs. Delgado, who was now approximately a thousand years old and still remembered what books I'd checked out as a teenager. ("You had a real Emily Brontë phase," she told me. "Very intense.")

There was the beach, black sand and driftwood, where I'd spent every summer of my childhood. The bonfire pit was still there, a ring of stones in the sand, and I could almost see the ghosts of us—Jamie and me and our group of friends, passing a cheap guitar and cheaper beer, someone always burning marshmallows because nobody had the patience to do it properly.

And there was the bluff trail, which wound along
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