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that became better stories. I would choose every wrong
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The Drawer of Journeys

The ticket was not where Maya remembered putting it, which
meant it was almost certainly in the kitchen drawer devoted to

things with no sensible reason to be kept.

She set her tea beside the fruit bowl and began sorting. Two
takeaway menus. A pencil worn flat on one side. Museum stubs,
train tickets, a ferry receipt whose ink had nearly vanished. Across
the kitchen, Alex dried the breakfast cups and returned each one
to its usual hook.

“Looking for something?”

“The ticket from last month.”

“Ah. An archaeological dig.”



Maya ignored this. Beneath a folded café receipt, she found a
scrap of softened paper, blue lines fading into a pale grey crease.
At first it was only familiar beneath her fingers. Then she saw half
a street name and the tiny printed edge of the harbor.

Alex came to stand beside her, tea towel still in hand. “That map.”
“The map that failed in its one essential duty.”

“It lasted longer than the pastry.”

The memory returned in pieces: warm rain darkening the lane,
the map opening into pulp along its folds, Alex holding a striped
awning aside for her. The pastry between them had been crushed
almost flat, its icing stuck to the paper bag.

“We took the wrong path back,” Alex said.

“The scenic route.”
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They smiled. The rain seemed briefly present in the quiet kitchen,

warm against her forearms.

Alex smoothed the café receipt against the counter. “We could go
back.”

Maya looked up. They said it lightly, but their thumb remained
pressed to the old paper as if keeping it from lifting away.

“For a weekend?” she asked.



“This autumn. If you'd like.”

There were practical questions—trains, rooms, which dates—but
none required answering first. Maya placed the map fragment
back beside the receipt, no longer ready to shut the drawer on
either of them.

“Yes,” she said. “Let’s go.”

Alex reached for the calendar at once.

On Friday morning, Maya checked the coastal forecast before
breakfast and again while Alex fastened the overnight bag. Both
times it promised clear spells, brisk harbor breezes, and a
possibility of rain vague enough to mean anything.

“Umbrella,” she said, placing one beside the kitchen door.
“Excellent,” Alex said. “We’ve defeated weather.”

Twenty minutes later, as the train slid past rows of wet allotments,
Maya looked at the fine droplets gathering on the window and

pictured the umbrella standing upright at home, precisely where
she had put it.



“TI've remembered something,” she said.

Alex followed her gaze. “Is it by the kitchen door?”
“We’ll laugh about this later.”

“I'm making an early start.”

Their laughter drew a glance from the passenger across the aisle,
but Maya didn’t mind. Alex opened the bag and produced two



packets of oat biscuits, an apple, and the cheese sandwiches Maya
had made and then forgotten she had made. They passed the food
between them without discussion, Alex keeping the apple and
giving her the less generously filled sandwich, as usual.

When the inspector clipped their tickets, Maya held out her hand
for both. Alex surrendered theirs without asking. She smoothed
the small rectangles against her knee before slipping them into the
zipped pocket of her bag, where they would not acquire crumbs or

unnecessary folds.

The weather notice on Alex’s phone updated an hour later: clear
spells, possible showers.

“Useful,” Maya said. “The sky may do something or it may not.”

“If it rains, we can take the scenic route to somewhere with a

roof.”

The sea appeared between buildings soon afterward,
pewter-bright beneath a clearing sky. Maya rested her shoulder
against Alex’s. Neither spoke as the harbor widened into view,

familiar in outline and altered in its details.

The train tickets made a faint papery sound when she checked her
bag before they stepped onto the platform—together, dry, and

entirely without an umbrella.



A Town Slightly Moved

The guesthouse door still required a firm lift before it would close,
though the brass bell above it was new. Lena came from the back
room wiping her hands on a tea towel and welcomed them with
the brisk warmth of someone who had guests arriving and scones
in the oven.

Their room was at the front, up two narrow flights. The carpet had
changed from brown to blue, and the framed watercolor on the
landing now showed gulls instead of fishing boats, but the banister
gave the same soft creak beneath Maya’s hand.

“There,” Alex said when Lena opened the curtains.
The harbor lay beyond the sloping street, quiet between the

buildings. Maya recognized the stone clock tower and the curved

breakwater. Everything between them seemed to have shifted



slightly. Slate roofs had acquired skylights; a red café sign
occupied what she remembered as a greengrocer’s; fresh white

arrows directed pedestrians away from one of the narrower lanes.

“It’s the same view,” Maya said, “only it's had things happen to it.”

Lena laughed. “Haven’t we all?”

While Maya set her bag on the chair, Alex went to the window. A
folded sheet appeared in their hand—not the fragile old fragment,
but a clean copy marked with several careful circles. They held it
against the street below, tracing a route with one finger.

Maya glanced over. Alex folded it at once and slipped it beneath
their shirt on the windowsill.

She turned back to unfastening her bag, taking more time than the

zip required.

“If you're planning to wander,” Lena said, “don’t trust an older
map too closely. They redirected several pedestrian lanes after the
repairs. You can still get everywhere, just not always by the way

you expect.”
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Alex’s hand rested on the hidden paper.

Maya looked through the glass at the new arrows, then at the
corner of the copied map peeping out beneath the shirt. An
unhurried weekend, apparently, had acquired circles.

At the harbor café, Maya ordered tea before she had opened the
menu. Alex moved the sugar bowl from beside the window to the
place near her right hand, then looked out at the water as if this
small rearrangement required their full attention.
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Beyond the glass, gulls stepped along the seawall. A fishing boat
nudged its ropes with a hollow wooden knock. Maya let the silence
settle between them. She could wait longer than Alex could
conceal a map.

When the tea arrived, Alex poured hers first.

“All right,” they said. “You saw it.”

“I saw a corner of paper. Very suspicious.”

Alex smiled, but their thumb smoothed the crease in the menu. “I

thought we might find the awning.”
The old stripes rose in Maya’s mind, blurred by warm rain.
Beneath them, Alex had divided a crushed pastry with grave

precision while the map shed wet pieces onto the pavement.

“And retrace the walk?” she asked.
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“As much as we can. I marked where the bakery might have been,
and the lane we probably took back.” Alex paused. “I wanted it to
be a surprise.”

“It was. Especially the part where you hid the evidence under your
shirt.”

That won a quieter laugh. Maya added sugar to her tea and
watched it disappear beneath the spoon. She had expected an

aimless weekend: harbor walks, early evenings, perhaps the old
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bookshop if it remained. Alex had brought circles.
“We can look tomorrow,” she said.

Alex’s face brightened so quickly that tenderness caught her off
guard.

“But the town is allowed to have changed,” Maya added. “We're
not going to scold it for moving a lane or replacing a sign.”

“Agreed.” Alex unfolded the copied map at once and flattened it
between the cups. “There’s a bookshop listed here that might have

older directories.”

Maya hid her smile behind the rim of her cup. Alex had agreed to

uncertainty and immediately begun organizing it.

She leaned closer to the map. “Show me the first circle.”
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Clues on Paper

The bookshop was still there, though it seemed to have narrowed
since Maya remembered it. Shelves leaned into every passage,
obliging customers to turn sideways past towers of atlases and tide
tables. The air smelled of dust, wood polish, and paper slowly
becoming history.

Ruth listened to Alex’s description without interrupting, then
brought out a town atlas broad enough to cover half the counter.
Beside it, Alex’s copied map looked unnaturally white.

“This passage disappeared during the harbor works,” Ruth said,
tracing a street with one finger. “And this name changed. Twice,

for reasons nobody can explain.”

Maya bent over the pages. The old map showed lanes fine as veins,

including several that now ended against buildings. Alex
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compared each line carefully, smoothing the copy whenever it
curled.

“The pastry came from somewhere near the awning,” Maya said.
“We think.”

“Which is almost an address.” Ruth’s dry smile softened as she
reached beneath the counter for a business directory. Its cover
had faded from blue to the color of rainwater. After several
minutes, Maya found a bakery advertisement with a tiny sketch of

a sugared bun.

Alex tapped the listing. “That street runs toward the harbor.”

“Ran,” Ruth corrected. “But the bakery moved before it closed.
There may be another listing later.”

While Maya copied the address onto a bookshop receipt, Ruth
stepped into the back room. She returned with a slim parcel
wrapped in brown paper. Alex accepted it quietly and tucked it
beneath the folded map.

Maya noticed the neat corners, the string, and Alex’s attempt at

looking entirely casual. She could have asked. Instead, she zipped
the receipt safely into her bag.
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“Harbor first?” Alex said.
“Harbor first.”

They left with an imperfect address between them and the parcel
held carefully under Alex’s arm.

The directory had made the route look insultingly simple: down
Bellmaker Lane, left at the arch, then follow the slope toward the

water. Ten minutes later, they passed a flower stall spilling late
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dahlias from tin buckets.

“Lovely,” Maya said.

Alex glanced up from the map. “Very.”

Three turns after that, they passed the same stall again. The seller
was rearranging the yellow dahlias now, but a fallen pink petal
still clung to the wet paving beside Maya’s shoe.

“Still lovely,” she said.

Alex stopped beneath a blue sign pointing toward a lane that no
longer appeared to exist. They rotated the map, then themselves.

The parcel remained tucked securely under their arm.

“We aren’t lost.”
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“Of course not.” Maya nodded toward the dark window of a closed
cobbler’s shop. Their reflections stood side by side in the glass,
Alex holding the map open and Maya trying not to smile. “Those
two were here five minutes ago, though.”

Alex studied the reflected couple. “They may be following us.”
“That would be unwise.”

The laugh escaped Alex before they could preserve their
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seriousness. They folded the map—not quite along its existing
creases—and slid it into a pocket. “So what do you recommend?”

“The scenic route.”

Maya took the lane that smelled most strongly of salt. It emerged
not at the bakery’s former street but above a flight of broad harbor
steps, sun-warmed despite the cool air. Below, small boats shifted
against their ropes, tapping the quay with patient wooden knocks.
They sat without discussing whether they ought to. Alex set the
parcel safely between them. Maya leaned her shoulder against
theirs, and for a while they watched a gull make three
unsuccessful attempts to steal something from a mooring post.
Eventually Alex said, “We’ve lost twenty minutes.”

“Found them, I'd say.”

Their hand settled over hers on the stone. The map stayed folded
as the harbor brightened below them.
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What the Weather Keeps

The address on the bookshop receipt brought them to a narrow
storefront with its metal shutter pulled down. Above it, fresh white
lettering announced HARBOR KEYS & CUTTING, though the
window displayed neither keys nor evidence of recent opening. A
salt-stiffened estate agent’s board leaned against the door.

Maya checked the number twice. Alex checked the map.

“This should be it,” they said.

“Perhaps the pastries became unusually secure.”

Usually that would have earned her at least a breath of laughter.

Alex only looked up at the sign, then along the row as if the bakery

might have shifted one doorway over out of politeness.
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A laminated notice was pinned inside the neighboring laundrette.
Between advertisements for a missing glove and a church jumble
sale, someone had preserved a farewell from Bell's Bakery:
THANK YOU FOR FORTY-THREE SWEET YEARS. CLOSED
PERMANENTLY. The date was three autumns old.

So it had not moved toward the harbor. The directory had merely
outlived it.

Maya stood beside Alex while a dryer turned behind the glass,
lifting the same red sock and letting it fall. She could have said
they had known the town would be different. She could have
offered the usual promise that they would laugh about this later.

Neither seemed kind enough.

Alex unfolded the map against the shutter and ran their palm over
its creases, once, then again, pressing the paper flat as though the
street might return if handled patiently. Their brown-paper parcel
was tucked safely beneath one arm.

“At least we know where the bakery was,” Maya said.

Alex’s finger rested on the obsolete address. “The awning might
still be somewhere else. It wasn’t necessarily theirs.”

The determination in their voice was too careful to be enthusiasm.

Maya slipped the receipt back into her bag and watched Alex fold
the map with exact attention.
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“We can still find it,” they said.

Maya nodded, but this time she did not tease them about the
scenic route.

They bought two pastries from a kiosk by the harbor, choosing
them because they were there rather than because either
resembled the one they remembered. Alex carried the paper bag
to a bench facing the moored boats. The brown parcel rested
between them, protected beneath Alex’s folded map.
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Maya broke one pastry in half. Flakes scattered over her trousers,
and Alex brushed them away with two careful strokes before
taking their share.

The harbor made enough sound to hold a silence comfortably:
halyards tapping masts, water nudging stone, a gull complaining
from a roof. Usually Maya would have pointed out the terrier
watching fish beneath the railings or the single blue fender among
a row of white ones. Today she let such details pass without
offering them up.

Alex finished first and folded the bag along its existing crease.
“T've still got our train tickets,” Maya said.

That drew their glance. “Of course you have.”

“In the zipped pocket, where sensible people keep useless scraps.”
The corner of Alex’s mouth moved, but only briefly.

Maya watched a small boat turn at its mooring. “That’s why I save
them, I think. Tickets and receipts. Not because the grand
occasions need help. It’s the commonplace days that get difficult
to tell apart afterward. You remember being happy, but not which

cup of tea, or which wet platform, or where we were going.”

Alex’s hands became still around the folded bag.
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Maya turned toward them. Alex was looking past her now, toward

two dinghies rocking in each other’s wake.
“That red one’s drifting,” they said. “Look. The line must be loose.”

It wasn’t, as far as Maya could see. The boat moved out, then
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returned on its tether.

She set her hand beside Alex’s on the bench, their little fingers
touching. Alex did not move away.

Commonplace, Maya thought, while the word settled between

them more heavily than the failed address had done.

By the time they returned to the bookshop, Maya had prepared a
graceful ending. Thank Ruth, buy something small, and let the

missing awning remain missing.

Ruth looked up before the bell had finished jangling. “There you

are. I've found your stripes.”

She led them past tottering shelves to the counter, where a
photograph lay beneath a sheet of clear plastic. The image showed
a street bright with sun and crowded with bicycles. At first Maya
saw only the bakery sign, blurred at one edge. Then Alex leaned
close.

“The awning.”

Its pale and dark stripes projected from the neighboring shop.

Ruth tapped the photograph with one careful finger. “Stationer’s.
The bakery merely benefited from the shelter, by the look of it.”
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Maya pictured the crushed pastry between them, its paper bag
going translucent in the warm rain. All these years, they had
attached the awning to the wrong shop.

“There,” she said, noticing a narrow gap beyond the stationer’s
window. A chipped arch framed a sliver of water.

Ruth adjusted her glasses. “That passage disappeared from the
maps when the harbor district was redrawn. Not necessarily from

the town, mind you. Streets are stubborn things.”
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Alex studied the background, then glanced at Maya. Hope had
returned cautiously, as if expecting to be asked for identification.

“We could try the harbor lanes tomorrow morning,” they said.

“Once more. Or we could stop.”

Maya heard what they had not managed to say on the bench. She
slipped the copied map from Alex’s hand and laid it beside the
photograph, aligning the waterfront herself.

“Once more,” she said. “But we start early.”

Alex’s shoulders eased.

“And if this passage has become somebody’s cupboard?”

“Then,” Maya said, “we’ll have seen a very historic cupboard.”

Ruth gave a dry little laugh. Alex’s lasted longer, and Maya folded

the new directions into her bag as carefully as any ticket.
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The Day They Could Have
Planned

Morning laid a clean bar of sunlight across the breakfast table.
Maya had checked the forecast before coming downstairs: dry
until evening, light breeze, excellent visibility. For once, the
weather appeared willing to behave.

Lena arrived with toast and a tea towel over one shoulder. “If you
want a day without getting lost, take the eastern promenade. Level
all the way, benches exactly where a person starts wanting one,
and the headland view never moves.”

“Suspiciously convenient,” Maya said.

“It has disappointed several determined adventurers.” Lena
topped up the hot-water pot and left them with a smile.
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Alex turned their cup between both hands. The copied map lay
folded beside their plate, untouched. “We could do that.”

Maya looked up.

“The promenade,” Alex said. “Forget the passage. We've spent
enough of the weekend chasing things that aren’t where they used
to be. We could have lunch somewhere overlooking the water. You

could simply enjoy the town.”

There was no hidden plea in it, as far as Maya could tell. Alex
meant the offer. They would put away Ruth’s photograph and
carry the brown-paper parcel all day without mentioning it. They
would admire the reliable view, locate every promised bench, and
make certain Maya never felt she had been dragged through

somebody else’s disappointment.

Maya buttered the last small pastry, then reconsidered and
wrapped it in a napkin instead. It fitted into her crossbody bag
with a slight compression at one end.

Alex watched. “Emergency provisions?”

“Historically important provisions.”

She lifted the map and held it out to them. “We came to look for a
stubborn street.”
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“You're sure?”
“No. That seems to be the defining feature of the harbor route.”

Alex’s smile began slowly. They took the map, but Maya kept
Ruth’s directions.

Outside, the straightforward promenade curved east beneath an
open blue sky. Maya turned west with Alex, toward the lanes

where the signs contradicted the maps.
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“Early,” she reminded them.

“Very practical.”

“And we have one pastry.”

“Slightly crushed.”

“Now we're properly equipped.”

The first lane narrowed until Maya could have touched both walls
by stretching out her hands. The stone held last night’s damp in its
seams, while above them white shirts and flowered sheets moved
between windows, briefly turning the sunlight cool. Somewhere
beyond the roofs, a gull complained. The harbor answered with

the hollow knock of a rope against a mast.

Alex stopped beneath a new blue sign and unfolded the map. “This
says left.”
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“Ruth’s directions say through an arch with a chipped tile.”

They looked together. The left turn ended at three wheelie bins
and a bicycle missing its front wheel. Maya pointed instead to a
shallow arch half concealed behind a display of postcards. One
yellow tile remained above it, cracked neatly through a painted
fish.

Alex refolded the map. “Your turn.”

33



Beyond the arch, the passage opened unexpectedly onto a
pocket-sized square. A fig tree leaned over an old stone trough;
beneath it, someone had set out a chipped saucer of water. They
paused there, though the photograph offered no fig tree and no
reason to stop. Alex tested a fallen fig with one thumb,

pronounced it “structurally unreliable,” and set it carefully back.

They went on without hurrying. Alex found the next turning
where the old map showed a kink in the lane. Maya found a rusted
bracket high on a wall, like the one behind the stationery shop in
Ruth’s photograph. New lettering covered an old painted sign, but
the word PAPER still showed faintly through the whitewash when

the sun struck sideways.

At the next corner, Alex caught Maya’s sleeve.

Across a courtyard crowded with washing lines and terracotta
pots, a striped shape angled above a narrow opening. Cream and

faded red, just visible between two buildings.

For a moment neither of them spoke. Maya felt Alex’s hand

tighten lightly around the fabric of her cardigan.

“That looks—" Alex began.

“It does.”

The map stayed folded. Maya checked Ruth’s directions once, and

Alex watched the courtyard instead. Then they crossed it together,

skirting a sleeping cat and a row of wet socks, toward the stripes.
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Not the Same Awning

Up close, the stripes belonged to six folded deck chairs leaning
against a courtyard wall.

Cream canvas, faded red bands, wooden frames silvered by
weather. Behind them stood a shop selling rope baskets and
postcards beneath an awning of plain green canvas. No stationery
sign, no narrow doorway, no resemblance to Ruth’s photograph

beyond the angle that had deceived them.

Alex stopped so abruptly Maya took another step before noticing.
Somewhere above, a sheet snapped on its line. The shopkeeper
was turning a postcard rack, making painted harbors revolve in
the sun.

“Well,” Maya said softly. “Those chairs put in a convincing

performance.”
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Usually that would have earned at least a breath of laughter. Alex
unfolded the photograph instead. They looked from its striped
awning to the green one, then turned the picture upside down, as
though disappointment might be corrected by orientation. The
copied map followed. Alex smoothed its creases against one palm,
checked the courtyard entrance behind them, and looked again at
the photograph.

“Itisn’t here.”
“Not here,” Maya agreed.
“I'm sorry.”

The words were quiet enough to be nearly lost beneath the gulls.
Alex folded the photograph with excessive care. “I've turned the
whole weekend into a fruitless errand. We could have taken Lena’s
promenade. We could have sat by the water instead of chasing a
shop that probably vanished years ago.”

Maya had an easy answer ready: they had sat by the water; she had
enjoyed every lane; no weekend containing tea and structurally
unreliable figs could be called fruitless. But Alex’s hand had closed
around the brown-paper parcel from the bookshop. A dark
crescent spread beneath their thumb where damp from their palm

had reached the wrapping.

This was not about deck chairs.
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She stepped closer and eased the parcel from Alex’s grip just
enough to tuck it safely under their arm. “Come on.”

Alex looked toward the way they had entered. “Back to the

guesthouse?”

“To the café.” Maya slipped her hand through theirs and turned
them toward the harbor. “You need tea.”
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“You're the one who always orders tea.”

“Yes,” she said. “But today you're going to sit beside it while I ask
you a question.”

At the café, Maya ordered tea before she had opened the menu.
Alex thanked the server, moved the sugar bowl aside, and placed
Maya’s cup to the right of her saucer, handle turned toward the

reach of her hand.
They did it without looking.

Beyond the glass, the harbor lay pewter-blue and quiet. Maya
warmed her fingers against the cup. The brown-paper parcel
rested safely on the empty chair between them.

“Why,” she asked, “did finding one awning become proof of
anything?”

Alex’s gaze remained on the water. “I didn’t mean for it to.”
“I know.”

A boat knocked softly against the quay. Alex flattened the corner
of a paper napkin. “Everything we do fits so easily now. Tea in the
same place. Your shoes by the radiator when theyre wet. Me
knowing you’ll want the window cracked at night and you knowing
I'll forget the charger.” Their mouth lifted, but only briefly.
“Sometimes I wonder whether easy has become invisible. I wanted

to give you something you couldn’t fail to notice.”
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Maya looked at the cup waiting exactly where her hand expected
it.

“This morning,” she said, “you took the burnt piece of toast and
left me the good one. You put Ruth’s directions in my bag because
you knew I'd check them twice. You offered to give up the search
when the promenade would have been easier, though you wanted
this.” She touched the parcel’s dry edge. “And before you even
looked at your own breakfast, you wrapped my pastry so it
wouldn’t crumble everywhere.”
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“That last one was self-preservation.’
“Still counts.”
Alex finally met her eyes.

“I notice,” Maya said. “I'm sorry I've made you guess whether I
do.”

Their hand opened on the table. Maya placed hers in it, and Alex’s

40



fingers closed around hers with familiar care—not tentative,

merely relieved.
“We can stop,” Alex said.

“We don’t need the awning,” Maya agreed. She took a sip of tea.
“But I'd still like to find it.”

This time, when Alex smiled, it stayed.

The first drops ticked against the café window so lightly that Maya
mistook them for blown spray. Then the harbor blurred. Rain
threaded down the glass, silvering the boats and sending people
beneath doorways.

Alex looked at her. “You checked the forecast.”

“Twice.”

“And the umbrella?”
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Maya pictured it beside the kitchen door, packed, ready, and
several hours inland. “You’ll be delighted to hear it's somewhere

perfectly dry.”
Alex laughed, the last strain leaving their face. “Of course it is.”
Before Maya could suggest ordering another pot of tea, the café

proprietor approached with a slip of paper. “Message from Ruth at
the bookshop. She rang because neither of you answered.”
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Maya found her phone buried beneath receipts in her crossbody
bag.

»

“Apparently,” the proprietor continued, “the stationery shop
relocated after the harbor works. Ruth found the address in a later

directory. She says the present owner is closing shortly.”

Alex read the note over Maya’s shoulder. Across the table,
possibility passed between them—not urgent in the old, brittle
way, but bright enough to make Maya reach for the map.

“We could stay here,” Alex said. Rain darkened the harbor stones

outside. “No proving anything.”

“No proving anything,” Maya agreed. She tucked the folded map
into her bag beside the slightly crushed pastry. “But we've paid for
the scenic tour.”

Alex slid the brown-paper parcel under their shirt, sheltering it
with both arms. “This is not how I imagined carrying this.”

“I'm practicing not noticing.”

“You're terrible at it.”

They left coins beneath the sugar bowl and went to the door.
Warm, salt-scented rain rushed into the café as Alex opened it.
Maya held out her hand. Alex took it, parcel pressed safely
between them, and together they stepped from the dry doorway

into the shining street.
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The Scenic Route

The rain was warm enough to feel almost hospitable. It tapped on
Maya’s hair and soaked her cardigan at the shoulders as they
hurried uphill, their joined hands swinging between them. Water
ran along the lane in quick silver threads, carrying petals, grit, and
someone’s lost paper napkin toward the harbor.

“At the blue door, turn left,” Maya said, reading Ruth’s directions
beneath the shallow shelter of her hand. “Then right at the anchor
plaque.”

They found the blue door. Beyond it, the lane divided three ways.
An enamel marker pointed right for Anchor Passage, while Ruth’s

note plainly said left.

Alex unfolded the map. Rain stippled it at once. They tried to

flatten a softened crease with one careful thumb, but the paper
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gave a small, final sigh and tore through the harbor district.

For a moment they both stared at the two halves.

“That seems judgmental,” Maya said.

Alex smiled, but glanced down at the parcel hidden beneath their
shirt. “We could go back. Ruth’s bookshop is closer than the
stationer’s, and this has already got damp. I don’t want another
destination to turn out to be deck chairs.”

There was no defeat in the suggestion now. Only an offered limit,
and concern for the thing they had carried through half the town
for her.

Maya fitted the torn edges together, though there was nothing
useful left to read. Then she folded both pieces into a neat wet
square and slipped them into her crossbody bag beside the pastry.

“We’ll laugh about this later,” she said.

Alex looked toward the marked passage, then back at her. “Which

way?”
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Maya noticed a narrow lane between two buildings: unmarked,
rain-bright, with old stone underfoot instead of the newer harbor
paving. A drainpipe shaped like a fish ran down one wall.
Somewhere beyond it, faintly, came the clink of a shop bell.

She took Alex’s hand again and turned toward it.

“The scenic route.”

Alex did not ask to see Ruth’s directions. They shifted the parcel
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securely under one arm and followed her into the lane.

The lane bent twice and narrowed until their shoulders nearly
brushed opposite walls. Rain ran warm from Maya’s hair into her
collar. At the second corner she stopped.

In Ruth’s photograph, behind the awning, a carved stone shell had
sat above a doorway. Here it was, weather-softened but
unmistakable. Beyond it, the fish-shaped drainpipe’s twin pointed
toward a sliver of cream and faded red.

“Maya,” Alex said quietly.

They rounded the corner together.

The striped awning stretched over a stationery-shop window
crowded with notebooks, postcards and jars of bright pencils. Rain
drummed on the old canvas. They ducked beneath it, laughing too

hard for people who had merely found shelter.

Alex touched one stripe with two fingers. “It really is the same

2

one.
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“Possibly,” Maya said, catching her breath, “the awning took the

scenic route too.”

The pastry emerged from her bag flatter than it had been at
breakfast. Its paper was damp at the edges, but the middle
remained edible. Maya broke it unevenly and gave Alex the larger
half. Butter and sugar stuck to their wet fingers.

Then Alex drew out the brown-paper parcel. Beneath its
wrappings was a hand-bound book, deep blue, with thick cream
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pages and small paper pockets fixed inside. Several were labelled
in Alex’s handwriting: tickets, maps, receipts, things we nearly

threw away.

Maya turned another page. Most of the book was empty.

“I thought the drawer might be getting crowded,” Alex said.

Her throat tightened. She opened her crossbody bag and found the
train tickets, softened at the corners from being handled and kept.
She slipped them together into the first pocket, then wrote
beneath it in the pencil Alex offered: Return to the coast. Rain. No
useful map.

She held the book where they could both see it.

“Our first entry,” she said.

Alex’s smile arrived slowly. Maya kissed them under the
rain-beaten stripes, tasting sugar and tea remembered from

earlier.

When she drew back, she tapped the blank pages. “Where shall we
take it next?”
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The Ordinary View

By the time they returned to the harbor café, the rain had thinned
to drops slipping from gutters. Maya’s cardigan clung coldly at the
cuffs, and Alex’s hair left small dark marks on the window when

they leaned close to look outside.

Their tea arrived without discussion. Alex moved Maya’s cup to
the side she always reached for, then unfolded two unused
napkins and laid the train tickets between them. The paper had
gone soft and faintly rippled.

“Very archival,” Maya said.

»

“'m improvising.” Alex placed the sugar bowl beside her.

“Apparently that’s allowed now.”
Maya smiled into her tea.
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They opened the blue book between their cups. Her first line
looked lonely on the cream page, so Alex took the pencil and
added: Contradictory signs. One deliberate wrong turn.

Maya considered this, then wrote beneath it: Found the awning.
Pastry condition: compromised.

“Unfair,” Alex said. “It survived heroically.”

In Alex’s hand appeared: Shared anyway.

Maya drew a small arrow from those words to the pocket holding
the tickets. It was not how she had kept things before. Her scraps
had needed no explanation when they belonged only to her. Here,

Alex’s sloping letters met hers across the page, preserving not
merely where they had gone but how they had got there.
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Outside, the wet harbor darkened from pewter to blue. Lamps
appeared one by one along the quay, trembling in the water
whenever a boat shifted at its rope.

Alex rested their hand over Maya’s on the open page. Neither
spoke. The tea cooled; the tickets dried between their napkins;

harbor lights gathered against the glass.

Maya left the book open.
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Breakfast at the guesthouse lasted through a second pot of tea, and
the train home rocked them into companionable quiet. By late
afternoon, their bags stood in the kitchen, bringing with them a
faint scent of damp wool and sea air.

Maya opened the crowded drawer.

Old tickets shifted beneath her fingers: bus stubs, café receipts, a
museum label whose ink had almost vanished. There was room
for the new train tickets if she tucked them beneath the faded map
fragment. She reached for the blue book instead.

Alex, unpacking the last of the travel snacks, paused. “Drawer?”

Maya looked at its jumble of private evidence, then at the empty
pages waiting beyond their first shared entry. “No. We’'d never
find it again.”

Together they cleared a place on the shelf beside the tea tins. Alex
moved a chipped mug; Maya wiped away a crescent of dust. They
set the book there within easy reach, its deep-blue spine visible
from the kitchen table.
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Alex nudged it half an inch to the left.

“Perfect?” Maya asked.

“Ask me after the next rainstorm.”

The kettle had barely begun to murmur when Alex checked the tea
tin. “We’re nearly out.” They glanced toward the window, where
the pavement shone under a mild, uncertain sky. “We could go to

the corner shop.”
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“Very sensible.”

“Or the one past the park.”

Maya closed the drawer. She took Alex’s offered hand, their
fingers fitting with the unremarkable certainty of a habit chosen
again.

“The scenic route,” she said.

They left the kettle cooling on the hob and the blue book waiting

on its shelf, with room for another ticket.
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