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Chapter 1 – Morning Calm at Turning Tide Books
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Turning Tide Books opened itself up slowly each morning, as though it needed a moment to remember what it was for. The lock resisted in its usual mild, habitual way before giving in, and the door swung inward with a soft creak that let in a strip of pale sunlight and the faint saltiness of the harbour air.

Demelza stepped inside and paused, as she always did, taking in the quiet. The shop was gently cluttered in a way that had long since become its natural state—uneven stacks of paperbacks, handwritten recommendation cards, and shelves that seemed to have developed their own sense of organisation over time. The display table by the window was still “temporarily reorganised,” a situation that had now outlasted several actual seasons.

She moved through the familiar routine without thinking—coat off, lights on, till checked—while the kettle in the back room began its low, reassuring hum. There was something comforting about the rhythm of it, the sense that the day could be eased into rather than hurried.

The bell chimed not long after, its slightly apologetic tone announcing Mrs Pentreath, who entered with the air of someone determined to browse efficiently but not necessarily quickly.

“Morning, Demelza.”

“Morning. You’re early.”

“I like a bit of peace before everyone starts rearranging things,” Mrs Pentreath said, glancing at the nearest shelf with mild suspicion. “Have you had anything new in from that author with all the cats?”

Demelza smiled. “I believe so. Let me check I haven’t lost it already.”

Mrs Pentreath gave a small nod and set off toward the fiction section, while Demelza turned to the order ledger. The book was there, neatly ticked, which meant it had definitely arrived and was now somewhere in the shop doing its best impression of being elsewhere.

The bell chimed again, and Mr Bickle came in mid-thought, as though continuing a conversation the shop had been patiently holding for him.

“I’ve just had the driest scone imaginable,” he announced, placing his bag carefully by the chair near the history shelf. “Dry in both texture and outlook.”

“That sounds like quite an achievement,” Demelza said.

“It was eaten out of duty rather than enjoyment,” he replied, settling himself comfortably. “One has standards.”

Demelza left him to expand on that at his leisure and went in search of Mrs Pentreath’s book. She checked the new arrivals, then the display table, then a small stack beside the armchair that seemed to collect titles with no fixed home. Nothing.

“It was definitely here,” she murmured, more thoughtful than concerned.

“That’s how these things begin,” Mr Bickle said from across the shop. “First a book, then complete disorder.”

“Let’s hope we can stop at the book,” Demelza replied.

She moved to the fiction shelves and crouched to scan the lower rows. There it was at last, neatly tucked between entirely unrelated titles, as though it had simply decided to broaden its horizons. She retrieved it and carried it over.

“Found it. It appears to have wandered.”

Mrs Pentreath accepted the book with quiet approval. “They do, if left unsupervised.”

“I try not to take it personally.”

At the counter, Mr Bickle had risen and was now leaning slightly forward, clearly ready to introduce his next concern. “That book on smugglers I asked about—has that made an appearance, or is it also off exploring?”

Demelza checked the ledger again. “It arrived yesterday,” she said, glancing at the empty reserved shelf. “Which suggests it’s currently somewhere imaginative.”

She found it moments later in the travel section, nestled among walking guides as though preparing for an outing. By the time she returned, Mrs Pentreath was ready to pay, and Mr Bickle had resumed his reflections on the decline of baked goods.

The shop settled into a gentle rhythm—questions asked and answered, books wrapped, small conversations drifting comfortably from one subject to another. Demelza moved easily through it all, keeping things running without fuss, though beneath the calm there was a faint sense of something just out of reach, like a thought she hadn’t quite finished.

The bell chimed again, and Jess arrived in a small rush of energy, scarf half-tied and expression distracted.

“Sorry,” she said, already halfway into the shop. “You would not believe the morning I’ve had.”

Demelza looked at her, a smile forming despite herself. The atmosphere shifted at once, the quiet rearranging itself around Jess’s arrival.

“Given your history,” she said mildly, “I probably would.”
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Chapter 2 – The News Arrives
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By late morning, Turning Tide Books had settled into a livelier rhythm. The door opened often enough that the bell had given up any pretence of restraint, chiming with a steady sort of acceptance. At the same time, voices overlapped in that comfortable, untidy way that suggested no one was in a particular hurry to leave. The kettle had done its work and retired to a low simmer, and the air held that familiar mix of paper, coffee, and conversation that made the shop feel less like a place of business and more like somewhere people happened to gather.

Demelza stood behind the counter, finishing up a transaction while keeping half an eye on the slow migration of books across the front table. She had straightened it earlier with quiet optimism; it now looked as though several competing systems had attempted to coexist and had given up midway. Across the room, Mr Bickle had found a new audience for his ongoing reflections on baked goods. At the same time, Mrs Trevelyan from the bakery nodded in polite agreement, a gesture that suggested she was taking notes for future retaliation.

Jess, meanwhile, was near the local history shelves, holding a book open but, as far as Demelza could tell, not reading it. She was engaged in conversation with Mrs Pentreath, though there was a slight delay in her responses that hinted her attention was not entirely where it ought to be. It was subtle, but enough to register.

The bell chimed again, and Nora Penrose stepped in, bringing a small gust of cooler air and the unmistakable sense that someone had arrived with information. She unwound her scarf, glanced briefly around the shop, and made her way to the counter.

“Morning,” she said briskly. “You’re busy.”

“It’s one of those mornings,” Demelza replied.

Nora nodded, as though that confirmed something. “Well, it won’t get any quieter. Jamie Tregowan’s back.”

The name landed lightly in tone but not in effect. Demelza felt the shift before she fully registered why—something in the air tightening, a brief pause that moved through the room like a ripple. It wasn’t dramatic, just enough to unsettle the rhythm.

“Back?” said Mrs Trevelyan, turning from her conversation. “As in properly back, or one of those passing-through appearances?”

“So I hear,” Nora said. “Seen down by the harbour early this morning.”

Mr Bickle made a thoughtful noise. “That’ll give people something to discuss. We were in danger of becoming content.”

There was a murmur of mild amusement, though it now carried a different edge, curiosity sharpening it slightly. Demelza glanced toward Jess, just in time to see her go still for the briefest moment before she turned a page in the book she was holding.

“Why should it?” Jess said, a touch too quickly.

Nora’s gaze flickered toward her and then away again. “No reason at all. Except that people remember things. Or think they do.”

“That’s rarely the same thing,” Mr Bickle observed.

Mrs Trevelyan folded her arms. “I remember he had a way about him. The sort that made everyone think they were the exception.”

“That sounds like experience speaking,” said Mr Bickle.

“I ran a bakery for twenty years,” she replied. “I know exactly the sort.”

A quiet ripple of laughter moved through the shop, easing the tension just enough without quite removing it. Someone near the travel section added, “Didn’t he leave rather suddenly? I’m sure there was something about that.”

“There’s always something about it,” Nora said. “Leaving tends to improve a person’s reputation, provided they stay away long enough.”

“And returning tends to complicate it,” Mr Bickle added.

Jess closed her book, though she still held it in her hands. “Or it just means someone’s come home,” she said. “Not everything needs turning into a story.”

“True,” Nora said, though there was a faint note in her voice that suggested she didn’t entirely agree. “But stories do tend to form themselves in places like this.”

“That’s because people keep supplying them,” said Mrs Trevelyan.

The conversation began to spread then, as it inevitably would—small fragments of recollection, half-formed opinions, and the occasional confident assertion that softened slightly under scrutiny. Someone mentioned boats, someone else insisted there had been an argument one summer, though the details shifted as soon as they were examined. Each contribution seemed less about establishing fact and more about staking a position within the shared memory of the place.

Demelza listened without joining in, her attention moving between the words and the people speaking them. The details themselves were uncertain, but the reactions were not. There was interest, certainly, and a degree of amusement, but also something more cautious in a few faces—a reluctance to say too much, or perhaps to say it too clearly.

Jess had gone quiet again, which was more telling than anything she had said. She stood with the book still in her hands, though now she was looking toward the window rather than the page, her expression composed but not entirely at ease.

At the counter, Nora collected her purchase, lowering her voice slightly as she did so. “Well,” she said, “I suppose we’ll see what comes of it.”

“I expect we will,” Demelza replied.

Nora gave a small, satisfied nod, as though that was precisely the outcome she had anticipated, and moved toward the door. The bell chimed again as she left, the sound blending quickly back into the steady murmur of the shop.

Demelza turned her attention back to the counter, though her thoughts had shifted. Curiosity had been sparked, but it was tempered by something quieter, a sense that whatever Jamie Tregowan’s return meant, it would not be quite as simple as the conversation made it sound.

Across the room, Jess finally set the book down. Demelza caught her eye for a moment, and in that brief exchange, there was enough to confirm it.

Whatever this was, it mattered.
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Chapter 3 – Jess Reacts
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By early afternoon, the shop had eased into a quieter rhythm. The last of the lunchtime browsers drifted out with unhurried goodbyes, and the bell above the door returned to its more occasional, almost polite chime. A soft stillness settled over the shelves, though it wasn’t quite the same as the morning calm; something lingered beneath it, as though the earlier conversation had left a trace in the air that hadn’t yet decided what to do with itself.

Demelza gathered a small stack of books from the front table and began returning them to their places, or at least to places that could reasonably be defended as such. She worked without hurry, aware of Jess behind the counter, who had made tea some time ago and was now leaning against the worktop with the cup untouched at her side.

After a moment, Demelza set the last book in place and turned, brushing her hands lightly together. She met Jess’s eye with a small, measured smile.

“So,” she said, gently. “Jamie Tregowan.”

Jess exhaled, not quite a sigh and not quite a laugh. “We’re not going to pretend that didn’t happen, then?”

“I thought we might save ourselves the effort.”

“That’s probably wise.”

Demelza moved back behind the counter, resting her hands on its edge. “Do you want to tell me about him?”

Jess picked up her cup, turned it slightly in her hands, then set it down again. “He was... well, he was always in the middle of things. That’s the easiest way to put it.”

“In a good way or a complicated one?”

Jess tilted her head, considering. “Both, I suppose. He had a way of making everything feel more interesting than it really was. If there was a group of people, he was at the centre of it without ever seeming to try.”

“That sounds familiar,” Demelza said. “I think every place has at least one.”

“Oh, we definitely had one,” Jess replied. “And we all orbited around him to some extent, whether we admitted it or not.”

She paused, then added, “There was a group of us back then. Nothing official, just whoever happened to be around most evenings. Beach, harbour, that sort of thing. Jamie was always there. And Jago.”

“Jago Penrose?”

Jess nodded. “Yes. He was part of it, but not in the same way. He never needed to be in the middle of anything. He just... was. You knew where you stood with him, which was more than you could always say for Jamie.”

Demelza watched her, noting the way Jess kept her tone even, as though smoothing something out before it could catch. “And you?” she asked quietly.

Jess gave a small shrug, aiming for casual and not quite landing it. “Oh, I was there. Fully involved in all the important business of being seventeen and thinking everything mattered enormously.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It was,” Jess said, with a brief smile. “But at the time, it felt very necessary.”

She took a sip of her tea, made a faint face at the temperature, and set the cup down again. “Jamie had a way of making things seem simple,” she went on. “Even when they weren’t. Especially when they weren’t, you’d think you understood what was going on, and then later you’d realise you probably didn’t understand it at all.”

“And now?”

Jess hesitated, just for a moment. “Now I think I understood less than I thought I did,” she said lightly. “Which is not exactly a shock, given the age.”

Demelza smiled, though her gaze stayed steady. “That’s a fairly universal experience.”

“Yes, well, it’s comforting to know I wasn’t uniquely misguided.”

The humour was there, but it didn’t quite settle. Demelza let the moment breathe rather than filling it, aware that pushing would only make Jess retreat into something neater and less true.

“It wasn’t all dramatic,” Jess added after a pause. “That’s the thing people forget. Most of it was just... ordinary. Talking nonsense, wasting time, thinking we had far more influence over things than we actually did.”

“And some of it mattered anyway,” Demelza said.

Jess glanced at her, then away again. “Yes,” she said quietly. “Some of it did.”

The shop settled around them, the quiet now more deliberate than before. Demelza didn’t press further. There was more beneath what Jess had said—more in what she hadn’t—but it wasn’t something that questions, not yet, would draw out.

Instead, she nudged the cup of tea slightly closer to Jess. “You should probably drink that before it gives up entirely,” she said.

Jess smiled properly at that, though there was still a trace of something held back behind it. “Good advice,” she said, lifting the cup again. “I’ll try not to overthink it.”

Demelza turned back to the small tasks waiting on the counter, though her thoughts lingered. Whatever Jamie Tregowan’s return meant, it mattered to Jess more than she was saying, and that, in itself, was enough to give it weight.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 – Aggie Weighs In
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Late morning at Turning Tide Books had softened into a quieter stretch. The earlier bustle had thinned to the occasional customer and the low murmur of pages turning somewhere near the back. Sunlight lay across the front table, catching the edges of book covers and making the slightly chaotic arrangement look more deliberate than it was. Demelza was gently restoring a stack of local history titles to something resembling order. At the same time, Jess sat behind the counter with a cup of tea that had long since cooled into irrelevance.

The bell chimed, and Aggie Trevanion entered with the calm assurance of someone who had never once wondered whether her arrival might be inconvenient. She paused just long enough to remove her gloves, then stepped fully inside as though taking up her rightful position in the day.

“Well,” she said, “I see we’ve all got something to talk about.”

Jess gave a small, resigned smile. “Good morning, Aggie.”

“Oh, good morning,” Aggie replied, in a tone that suggested greetings were a courtesy rather than a necessity. “Though I’ve just passed three people outside the post office pretending not to discuss Jamie Tregowan, and I must say it was not a convincing performance.”

Demelza smiled. “You heard, then.”

“My dear, by the time I reached the corner, I’d heard, considered, and rejected two versions of events, and been offered a third that improved on all of them.”

Jess shifted slightly on her stool. “People do like a story.”

“They do,” Aggie agreed. “Though in this case, there’s enough truth to manage without embellishment. Jamie Tregowan was charming, which everyone remembers, and trouble, which they tend to forget.”

There was a brief pause, not uncomfortable but attentive. Demelza leaned lightly against the table, watching Jess rather than speaking.

“That seems a little definite,” Jess said.

“It usually is,” Aggie replied. “Charm is very useful, but it rarely travels alone. It brings a certain amount of disruption with it, whether anyone notices at the time or not.”

Jess gave a short laugh, though it didn’t quite settle. “You make him sound like a cautionary tale.”

“Only because I’ve seen a few,” Aggie said. “He wasn’t dreadful. That would have been simpler. He was good company, full of ideas, and very capable of making people feel interesting. That tends to blur the edges of everything else.”

Demelza nodded slightly. That fitted, in its own way, with what Jess had said earlier, though the emphasis was different. Jess’s version carried warmth; Aggie’s carried distance.

“He was always at the centre of things,” Jess said. “People were drawn to him.”

“Yes,” said Aggie. “And people often mistake being drawn to someone for being safe with them.”

Jess rested her elbow on the counter. “That sounds like experience speaking.”

“It is,” Aggie said simply. “Yours will catch up with it in time.”

There was a flicker of amusement between them, enough to ease the moment without removing it entirely. Demelza found herself smiling, though her attention stayed on the undercurrent rather than the words themselves.

“I don’t think it was all as dramatic as that,” Jess added. “Most of it was just... ordinary.”

“It always is at the time,” Aggie said. “That’s how it gets past people.”

Demelza reached for the kettle and poured fresh coffee into a mug, setting it down in front of Aggie. “We seem to be balancing two views of the same person,” she said. “One from the middle of things, and one from slightly further out.”

Aggie gave a small nod of approval. “Exactly. And the view from the outside is usually less flattering, though not necessarily less accurate.”

Jess smiled faintly. “I’ll bear that in mind.”

“You should,” Aggie said, though there was no sharpness in it. “Because if he’s back, people will start talking about fresh starts and how time changes everything. It doesn’t, not as much as people like to think. Most of us remain broadly ourselves. We learn how to present it better.”

“That’s either reassuring or slightly alarming,” Demelza said.

“It’s practical,” Aggie replied. “Which is usually the same thing.”

The shop settled around them again, quiet but not quite as easy as before. Demelza glanced at Jess, who had gone still for a moment, her expression composed but thoughtful.

It occurred to her then that this was less about Jamie himself than about what his return might stir up. Not events, exactly, but patterns—old positions reappearing, old understandings shifting into place before anyone had quite decided whether they wanted them to.

Aggie lifted her coffee, apparently satisfied she had said what needed saying. “In any case,” she added, “we shall see. These things have a habit of revealing themselves soon enough.”

Jess let out a small breath. “They usually do.”

Demelza turned back to the display table, adjusting a book that didn’t need adjusting, her thoughts lingering elsewhere. The shop felt the same as it always had—warm, familiar, gently untidy—but beneath it, something had shifted.

Aggie glanced toward the shelves, her practical focus returning with impressive speed. “Now then,” she said, “have you got anything worth reading that doesn’t involve snow and despair?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5 – First Glimpse of Jamie
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By early afternoon, the light on the High Street had shifted into something softer, the kind that made the shop window feel less like a barrier and more like a frame. Outside, St Merryn’s Cove continued as it always did—people passing in ones and twos, a delivery van taking up more space than strictly necessary, someone pausing mid-conversation to gesture emphatically at something only they could see. Inside, Turning Tide Books held its quiet, though it was no longer quite the same quiet as before.

Demelza was at the front table again, making small, unnecessary adjustments to a display that had already been improved twice that morning. Jess stood beside the window, not looking out directly but near enough that it was clear her attention had settled there.

It was Jess who saw him first, though she didn’t say so. There was no announcement, no shift in posture dramatic enough to draw attention. Just a stillness, brief and contained, before she spoke.

“Well,” she said, as if commenting on the weather. “There he is.”

Demelza glanced up, following her line of sight without hurry.

Jamie Tregowan stood across the street, just beyond the bakery, speaking to someone Demelza couldn’t immediately place. He looked entirely at ease, one hand in his pocket, the other gesturing lightly as he talked. There was nothing uncertain about him, nothing hesitant. Whatever version of himself he had brought back to the Cove, it had arrived fully formed.

“Confident,” Demelza said quietly.

Jess let out a small breath. “He always was.”

Jamie turned slightly then, enough for his face to come more fully into view through the glass. He smiled at something the other person said, and the effect was immediate, even at a distance—open, engaging, the sort of expression that suggested everything was exactly as it should be.

“He looks...” Demelza began, then stopped.

“Exactly how he wants to look,” Jess finished for her.

There was no bitterness in it, but there was recognition.

As if prompted by nothing more than timing, Jamie glanced toward the shop. For a moment, it was impossible to tell whether he had seen them or taken them in the window as part of the street. Then his gaze settled, and he gave a small nod of acknowledgement—polite, measured, neither inviting nor avoiding.

Jess lifted a hand in return, equally composed. The exchange was brief, almost incidental, yet it carried the distinct sense of something being set in place rather than begun.

“Very civilised,” Demelza murmured.

“That’s one word for it,” Jess said.

Jamie said something to the person beside him, smiled again, and then moved on, heading further along the street with the same easy certainty. There was no hesitation, no backward glance. Within moments, he had disappeared from view, absorbed back into the ordinary movement of the day.

Inside the shop, the quiet returned, though it felt different now—less settled, as if something had passed through it and left the air faintly altered.

Jess shifted her weight, reaching for the nearest book and opening it without looking at the page. “Well,” she said lightly, “that was... uneventful.”

Demelza smiled faintly. “If you like your events very small and neatly contained.”

Jess gave a soft huff of agreement, though her attention remained fixed somewhere just beyond the words.

After a moment, she closed the book and set it down. “He hasn’t changed as much as people will say he has,” she added.

“No,” Demelza said, watching the now-empty stretch of street. “I don’t think he has.”

She rested her hand on the edge of the table, thoughtful. There had been something in the way he held himself, in the ease of it, that felt deliberate rather than natural—as though he had decided in advance how this return would look, and was making sure it stayed that way.

Beside her, Jess had gone quiet again, the earlier lightness settling into something more considered.

The bell did not ring. No one entered. Outside, the town carried on as before. Inside, the conversation did not quite pick up where it had left off.
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Chapter 6 – A Slower Morning, A Lingering Thought
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Turning Tide Books opened more quietly the following morning, as though the shop itself had decided not to rush the day. The light through the front window was softer, filtered by a thin layer of cloud that turned everything outside a muted grey. Down at the harbour, the tide was easing its way out, leaving boats sitting lower and the water looking thoughtful rather than lively. Inside, the air held the faint, reassuring smell of fresh coffee, and the shelves seemed content to remain exactly as they were for once.

Demelza turned the sign to OPEN and stood for a moment, letting the quiet settle around her. It was the sort of morning she usually enjoyed most—no urgency, no noise, just the steady rhythm of putting things in place before the day properly began. She moved through the familiar routine with practised ease, straightening a stack of paperbacks, adjusting a display that didn’t strictly need adjusting, and checking the counter as though it might have rearranged itself overnight out of sheer mischief.

Her thoughts, however, were less cooperative.

It wasn’t the conversation itself that lingered so much as the shape of it. Jess’s words had been measured, even lightly dismissive in places, but the pauses between them had carried something else entirely. Demelza found herself replaying those moments rather than anything that had actually been said—the slight stillness when Jamie’s name first came up, the way Jess had chosen her phrasing with just a fraction too much care.

She picked up a book from the front table, glanced at it, and realised a moment later she hadn’t taken in a single word of the cover. “Helpful,” she murmured to herself, setting it back down in a place that was no more correct than where it had been.

The bell chimed, breaking the thread of her thoughts, and a man in a windbreaker stepped in, pausing just inside the door as though adjusting to the change in atmosphere.

“Morning,” he said, with the cautious optimism of someone hoping for guidance.

“Morning,” Demelza replied, her attention returning to the present with quiet relief. “What can I help you find?”

He hesitated, glancing around the shelves. “Something... readable,” he said at last. “Not too heavy. But not too light either.”

Demelza smiled. “A perfectly balanced book, then. We do keep a few of those, though they’re shy and tend to hide.”

He gave a small, uncertain laugh. “I knew I should have been more specific.”

“It’s all right,” she said, stepping out from behind the counter. “We can narrow it down. Fiction or non-fiction?”

“Fiction, I think. Something with a bit going on, but not so much that I need a notebook.”

“That rules out several prize winners straight away,” Demelza said, leading him toward the shelves. “Let’s see what we can do.”

They moved slowly along the rows, Demelza pulling out a couple of options and offering brief, practical descriptions—enough to guide without overwhelming. The man listened with growing confidence, eventually settling on a novel that promised interest without undue effort.

“That sounds about right,” he said, holding it as though testing its weight. “Engaging, but not exhausting.”

“A rare and valuable quality,” Demelza agreed.

Back at the counter, she wrapped the book neatly and handed it over, watching him leave with a satisfied nod, the bell chiming softly behind him. The shop returned to its quiet, but this time it felt steadier; her attention was anchored again in the small, manageable tasks of the morning.

For a while, she let herself stay there, moving between shelves, tidying without purpose, letting the rhythm of the place settle her thoughts. It worked, as it usually did. The bookshop had a way of drawing her back into the present, of reminding her that most things could be approached one small action at a time.

And yet, as she paused by the window and looked out at the grey stretch of harbour beyond, the name surfaced again, uninvited but persistent.

Jamie Tregowan.

She exhaled softly, not quite a sigh. It wasn’t her concern, not really. People came and went in the Cove all the time. Histories overlapped, resurfaced, and settled again without requiring her involvement.

Still, she found herself thinking less about him than about Jess, and the quiet shift in her that no one else might have noticed.

“Well,” Demelza said under her breath, turning back toward the shelves, “that’s none of my business.”

It was a reasonable conclusion, calmly reached.

It did not, unfortunately, feel particularly convincing.
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Chapter 7 – Jess Opens the Door Reluctantly
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By mid-morning, Turning Tide Books had settled into a comfortable, familiar rhythm. A couple of customers browsed with quiet intent, one near the travel section and another lingering over cookbooks as though weighing up a future self that might be more organised. The bell chimed now and then with a gentle regularity, and the low murmur of the shop carried on without demanding much from anyone.

Demelza was behind the counter, making a note in the order book she would almost certainly need to decipher later, when the door opened, and Jess came in. She looked more composed than the day before—hair properly in place, scarf tied with intent rather than urgency—but there was still something in her expression that hadn’t quite settled.

“Morning,” Jess said, setting her bag down behind the counter.

“Morning,” Demelza replied, glancing up with an easy smile. “You look like someone who has had just a reasonable amount of sleep and is determined not to discuss it.”

Jess huffed a quiet laugh. “That’s a very accurate description. I’m also determined to drink tea before I form any strong opinions about the world.”

“A wise policy. I recommend it often.”

Jess busied herself with the kettle, moving with the efficient familiarity of someone who had done this many times before. Demelza watched her for a moment, then returned to her notes, allowing the silence to settle rather than filling it too quickly.

After a minute, Jess leaned against the counter, cup in hand, and said, “It’s strange, isn’t it? How quickly people start talking.”

“It’s one of the town’s more reliable habits,” Demelza said lightly. “Right up there with parking badly and underestimating the weather.”

Jess smiled into her tea. “I suppose we all do it.”

There was a pause, small but not empty. Demelza closed the order book and rested her hands lightly on the counter.

“You mentioned yesterday,” she said, carefully casual, “that you all used to spend time together. When you were younger.”

Jess nodded, as though that was a safe place to begin. “Yes. Nothing unusual, really. Just whoever was around. We’d end up down by the harbour or on the beach, talking nonsense and making plans that never quite happened.”

“Important rite of passage,” Demelza said.

“Very,” Jess agreed. “I think we believed we were on the brink of something most evenings. In reality, we were mostly deciding where to get chips.”

“That still sounds like a decision worth making properly.”

Jess laughed softly, and some of the tension eased. “Jamie was always the one suggesting things,” she went on. “Nothing dramatic, just... ideas. He had a way of making even very ordinary plans sound like they mattered.”

“And did they?”

Jess tilted her head. “At the time, yes. Everything did.”

She took another sip of tea, her gaze drifting briefly toward the shelves before returning. “He liked being the one people listened to. Not in an obvious way—he wasn’t pushy—but things tended to gather around him. Conversations, plans, people. He made it feel easy.”

Demelza nodded, letting the picture form without interrupting it.

“And Jago?” she asked gently.

Jess’s expression softened, though in a different way. “Jago was always there,” she said. “Not leading anything, never trying to. He didn’t need to. He just... turned up, did his bit, kept things steady when they needed it.”

“That sounds like a useful counterbalance.”

“It was,” Jess said. “Though I don’t think we appreciated it properly at the time. We were more interested in whatever was happening at the centre of things.”

She smiled faintly, then added, “Which usually meant whatever Jamie had decided was happening.”

There was a lightness to her tone, but it didn’t quite carry all the way through. Demelza noticed it, along with the way Jess’s account moved easily over some moments and skimmed past others.

“And you?” Demelza asked, not pressing, just allowing the question to exist.

Jess gave a small shrug, looking down into her cup. “Oh, I was there. Part of the general chaos. I don’t think I had a particularly defined role, beyond turning up and having opinions.”

“That sounds like a perfectly respectable contribution.”

“It felt very important at the time,” Jess said, with a brief smile.

The conversation drifted then, not quite ending but easing into something less direct. A customer approached the counter with a question about gift wrap, and Jess answered it with her usual ease, the practical moment providing a natural pause.

Demelza watched her as she worked, noting the way the composure held, but only just. There was more beneath what Jess had said—more in the spaces she had left unfilled—but it was clear she was choosing what to offer, and what to keep.

Demelza let it be. For now, the door was open, even if only a little, and that was enough.
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Chapter 8 – The Shape of the Past
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The shop floor had settled into a gentle lull, the kind that arrived without announcement and stayed just long enough to be noticed. A couple of customers had drifted out, leaving behind a quiet that felt earned rather than empty. Outside the window, a few familiar faces passed along the High Street, slowing just slightly as they glanced in, as though checking that everything remained reassuringly in place.

Jess had moved out from behind the counter and now stood near the fiction shelves, absent-mindedly straightening a row of books that had not asked for assistance. Demelza lingered nearby, tidying in a similarly unconvincing fashion, both of them aware that the conversation had not so much ended as paused.

“It wasn’t just that he was at the centre of things,” Jess said after a moment, her tone thoughtful rather than defensive now. “It was the way everything seemed to become his idea, even when it wasn’t.”

Demelza glanced at her. “How do you mean?”

Jess gave a small, almost amused shake of her head. “You’d suggest something—going somewhere, doing something—and by the time it actually happened, it would somehow feel like Jamie had come up with it. Not in a deliberate way, exactly. More... a shift. Like the idea had settled in a different place without anyone quite noticing.”

“That sounds like a useful skill,” Demelza said lightly.

“It probably was,” Jess replied. “At the time, it just felt natural. We didn’t question it. We were all part of it, so it didn’t seem to matter whose idea anything was.”

She paused, adjusting a book that was already perfectly aligned. “Looking back, though... It’s clearer.”

Demelza nodded, letting that sit. “And Jago?”

Jess’s expression softened again, though this time it carried a quiet certainty. “Jago didn’t need to shape anything. He just turned up, did whatever needed doing, and got on with it. If something had to be organised, he’d organise it. If something went wrong, he’d fix it. No fuss.”

“Reliable,” Demelza said.

“Completely,” Jess agreed. “You never had to wonder where you stood with him. Which, in hindsight, was probably quite a contrast.”

She smiled faintly, then added, “Not that we saw it that way at the time. We just assumed that was how things worked.”

Demelza picked up a book from the nearest table and turned it over in her hands, more to give herself a moment than from any real interest in its contents. “Was there ever a time it didn’t work?” she asked.

Jess hesitated, then gave a small breath of acknowledgement. “There was one evening,” she said. “Nothing dramatic. We’d all decided to go out on one of the boats—nothing official, just a quick trip along the coast before it got dark. It was someone else’s idea originally, I can’t even remember whose, but by the time we got there, Jamie was the one directing everything. Where we were going, who was doing what, all of it.”

“And Jago?”

“Jago sorted the boat,” Jess said. “Checked everything, made sure it was safe, got us all on board without anyone having to think too hard about it.”

“That sounds sensible.”

“It was,” Jess said. “Until Jamie decided we should go a bit further than planned. Nothing outrageous, just... further. See something else, try something different. And everyone went along with it, because that was what you did.”

Demelza watched her carefully. “And Jago?”

Jess gave a small, thoughtful frown. “He didn’t argue. He might have hesitated, I’m not sure. But if he did, it didn’t last. He just adjusted, made it work, like he always did.”

“And you?”

Jess smiled, though it carried a touch of self-awareness now. “I thought it was exciting. Which probably tells you everything you need to know.”

There was no weight to the story as she told it, no sense of anything having gone wrong. It was, on the surface, entirely ordinary—a group of young people stretching an evening a little further than planned. And yet, as Demelza listened, the shape of it became clearer.

Charm sets the direction—momentum carrying it forward. And someone else quietly ensured it all held together.

Outside, a couple passed the window, slowing as they glanced in, then moving on. Inside, the quiet held.

“I suppose,” Jess said after a moment, “it didn’t feel like an imbalance at the time. It just felt like... how things were.”

Demelza nodded slowly. That, she thought, was often the way of it.

She looked down at the book in her hands, then set it back on the table with a small, careful adjustment. It was a simple enough pattern when seen from a distance. The question was whether people ever really stepped out of it, or whether they carried it with them, unnoticed, until something brought it back into view.

Across from her, Jess had gone quiet again, her expression thoughtful rather than guarded now.

The shop remained still, the lull stretching comfortably on.

Nothing had changed.

And yet, Demelza had the distinct sense that something had just come into focus.
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Chapter 9 – Aggie Adds Perspective, Uninvited, Naturally
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The lull in the shop did not so much end as shift, nudged aside by the sound of the bell and the unmistakable presence that followed it. Aggie Trevanion entered with purpose, her expression carrying the clear suggestion that she had been thinking about this matter for some time and had now decided to share the results.

“Well,” she said, removing her gloves with brisk efficiency, “I assume we’re still discussing Jamie Tregowan, or have we all moved on to something less interesting and more sensible?”

Jess, who had been leaning against the counter in a way that suggested she was trying not to lean too heavily on anything at all, gave a small smile. “We were attempting a balanced and nuanced reflection.”

“Were you?” Aggie said, unimpressed. “How exhausting.”

Demelza hid a smile and reached automatically for a mug. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please. Strong enough to justify my opinions.”

“That may require a bit less sugar,” Demelza said, setting the kettle on.

Aggie took her usual seat near the counter, settling herself with the air of someone preparing to make a contribution that would not be easily ignored. “I’ve been thinking about it,” she said, as though this might come as a surprise to anyone present. “And I’ve decided that while everyone remembers how charming he was, they seem less inclined to remember what happened afterwards.”

Jess lifted an eyebrow. “After what, exactly?”

“After anything,” Aggie replied. “That was the pattern, as I recall. Jamie would suggest something—usually quite persuasively—and everyone would go along with it. Then, when it came to sorting out the consequences, he had a remarkable ability to be somewhere else.”

“That’s not entirely fair,” Jess said, though without much heat.

“It’s entirely accurate,” Aggie returned, accepting her coffee with a nod. “Not maliciously so, you understand. He wasn’t setting out to cause difficulty. He simply had a talent for moving on once the interesting part was over.”

Jess gave a soft huff. “That makes him sound like a badly trained spaniel.”

“I’ve known spaniels with better follow-through,” Aggie said, taking a sip of coffee. “At least they come back when called.”

Demelza laughed quietly, the image landing more easily than the point beneath it. “So we’re distinguishing between intention and outcome,” she said.

“Precisely,” Aggie replied. “When you’re young, that distinction doesn’t seem to matter much. You call it high spirits, or harmless fun, and everyone muddles through. When you’re older, the same habits tend to leave rather more of a mess.”

Jess folded her arms lightly, though there was a trace of a smile at the corner of her mouth. “You’re very determined not to allow for any personal growth.”

“I allow for it,” Aggie said. “I simply don’t assume it.”

There was a pause, softened by the small sounds of the shop—the rustle of a page turning somewhere behind them, the distant murmur of voices from the street
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