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      SAM

      All five members of Pearl Jam smolder at him from the poster stuck to the unremarkable white wall of his childhood bedroom.

      This, Sam thinks, is a telling snapshot of his life these days: lying akimbo in a bed his feet hang off of whenever he slides too far down his pillow, and a band he hasn’t listened to in years looking down at him with reproach.

      He almost feels guilty. He almost feels guilty a lot these days. It’s the kind of guilt that’s becoming somewhat signature to him. A brand of it that he has too much pride to commit to fully, yet not enough self-involved arrogance to pull off.

      “SAMMY! BREAKFAST!” his mom yells from downstairs. Like she sensed his eyes opening. Or she thinks he’s slept in enough. He pats around the mattress for his phone, lost in the folds of his polka-dotted quilt. Yeah, 8 AM. Slept in enough. His train of thought reeks of sardonicism these days.

      He opts for a meditative exhale. It comes out a resigned sigh. Lying in bed will only make this general ennui worse. He’s discovered that a record-breaking three days into being back in Maplewood Grove. His hometown. The same one he’d run from as soon as he could… and left plenty behind in, almost everything but a single duffle bag full of clothing he’d grown out of within the first year of college. He hadn’t meant to run. He’d just been looking for something that didn’t exist in this small town.

      He’s still looking, he thinks. Forty-three years old, and feeling painfully seventeen.

      Almost twenty-five years later, he remembers how he’d thought: Weddings or funerals are all I’ll come back for. The kind of passive-aggressive, flippant promises of someone young enough to think they knew everything.

      Weddings or funerals, he’d thought.

      Now, it’s too close a call to the latter that’s yanked him back here.

      Back to the same bathroom that they’d all shared, fighting to get dressed in the mornings. Sam almost expects to see his lanky teenage self in the mirror. Instead, while he brushes the sourness out of his mouth, the darkened bags under his eyes screech Middle-Aged Adult. “It doesn’t have to be forever,” he tells his reflection, spraying foamy spittle every which way. The traitorous greys creeping into the shadow of stubble across his jaw mocks him.

      “SAMMY!” his mom’s voice cuts through the reverie.

      Sam scrunches his eyes shut, spitting into the sink. “Coming, Ma!” he finally hollers back. He wipes his mouth, and the mirror, then makes his way downstairs.

      He pretends the faces in the photographs that line the stairwell wall don’t glare at him with every step he descends. It isn’t hard. Three days of practice is enough to nail it.

      Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for the shrewd look on the face of the man at the breakfast table with his hand already wrapped around a mug of coffee. He’s in his police uniform. Very distinguished, and he definitely knows it. What’s eeriest is how much like Sam himself he looks – only, obviously better.

      “Don’t you have a house of your own?” Sam asks his brother.

      Solomon Walker is the elder of the two Walker children. Sam’s big brother by four and a half years. And he never lets Sam forget it. Sam can hear the way his own voice grows pinched with irritation, the longer they face off.

      In a way, they have always been this way. Natural, their dad calls it. In another, it’s this: “It doesn’t need to be my house to be my family,” Sol says. My. Not our. Sam doesn’t miss it. He isn’t supposed to. It’s a minor miracle his teeth don’t audibly grind. “Just a part of my routine. Checking in after dropping the kiddos off at school. Has been since after Pop’s stroke, Sammy. You’d know if you’d been here.” There it is.

      The taunt isn’t new. It isn’t even a taunt, coming from his brother. That’s not Sol. No, Sol is never that juvenile. That’s a role better assigned to him. Sol is the Reasonable One. The one with the answers. The good son, the one who stayed. It had been him who’d made the call to Sam last week when their father had collapsed in the grocery store. Sam wishes he were a big enough person for that to not chafe at him, but he’s not.

      “I’m here now,” Sam says curtly.

      “Sure. In your pajamas all day. Skulking around uselessly.”

      He wishes he wouldn’t flinch. That there wouldn’t be the petulant edge to his voice when he demands, “What’s your point, man?”

      Sol doesn’t pause. Like he’d been waiting for Sam to ask, he answers without hitch, “Just because you’re back in our small town doesn’t mean you’ve got to treat it like you’re slumming it. My point is, if you’re here then be here.”

      Sam snorts his derision. “And how the heck would you have me do that?”

      “Figure it out, Peter Pan,” Sol says. “Be a man for once in your life.”
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        * * *

      

      Next to the beat-up Jeep his dad’s had since Sam was a kid, his glossy BMW looks out of place. Sam doesn’t bother getting into it when he steps out of the house. Everything his brother had said felt unfair. This didn’t mean it was likely it was a shared sentiment around town.

      It is roughly 9 AM. He’d managed to get showered and dressed after his brother landed a few more kicks at his downtrodden pride. Sam is already out of fight for the day. Maybe for the week. He’d have to check his reserves again at the end of the day – on the off chance that something just might fill his cup.

      He takes off on foot. Whether he’s now perceived as an outsider, or the Maplewood Grove native he is for better and for worse, Sam hasn’t forgotten how this place works. He gets a little thrill out of eliciting a look of pleasant astonishment out of more than one passer-by when he greets them by name as he jaunts through town.

      It’s almost enough for him to forget he doesn’t have a destination in mind. Not as much as he has a mental list of destinations he won’t go. The top of which is likely to feature the most morning traffic: Loretta’s Diner. A classic American diner with delicious dishes and more town gossip than the newsstand down the street. Sam can't help but think of it like a fishbowl.

      Maybe he was being presumptuous. Maybe Sol had made him paranoid. There was always that chance. But he wasn’t Peter Pan; contrary to his brother’s reviews, he wasn’t always up to taking a chance.

      Besides, it wasn’t as if Maplewood Grove was prone to change. The same sidewalks and same shops line the streets. Even the décor that’s begun to bedeck the town is somewhat recycled from previous years. He can tell. He recognizes the lights strung up between street light poles. Of course, the town is still buzzing with excitement.

      Fortunately, Sam doesn’t have to go far to get answers. He asks the first person he sees: Cliff Barnett. The grizzly owner of the Sip ‘n Saw bar could come off as intimidating—but he’d only been a couple of years ahead of Sam in school. Asking, “What’s with the—?” while gesturing vaguely at the banners strung up down the street featuring a couple of aged men who looked familiar but not.

      “Heritage Festival,” Cliff replies after a brusque nod in greeting. “They’re doing a theme for the winter festival this year.”

      Sam almost laughs, raising a hand in thanks as Cliff carries on past him. He wasn’t expecting the man to stop to exchange idle pleasantries. He’d bet the bar owner didn’t even need to ask why Sam was in town. There were chances most people in this town had known about his dad’s stroke before he had. If he’d asked Sam what he was doing, what would he even answer? He looks at Cliff’s retreating back, watching him until he’s turned the corner and out of sight.

      Yeah, he thinks, probably best he didn’t stop.

      

      MAGGIE

      A couple of streets over, Loretta’s Diner is precisely where a bespectacled brunette walks into. She wouldn’t necessarily call herself a casual frequenter. A woman couldn’t afford to eat out so often with a librarian’s paycheck, after all. She’s definitely not here for the gossip.

      But Maggie Foster did like her little routines.

      Especially on days like today, the ones where she felt like a storm cloud was following her around. She calls them her Blue Days. It’s her favorite color and makes them sound less insidious than they feel. The days when there is just something in the air that coats her skin in a film negativity sticks to, like a fly in honey.

      She prides herself in not letting even these get her down. It may not be easy. But Maggie is a methodical woman. She knows when not to be alone with herself. Of course, she respects herself too much to force herself to talk to anyone either, when she’s not much of a conversational partner to dance around with.

      Her solution, therefore, is tried and true: the diner.

      Where conversation always formlessly hums around her without needing her input or intervention. It just is. That’s comforting to her. She breathes a little easier just opening the door.

      Immediately upon stepping in from the January chill, Maggie spots a familiar head of golden hair. Her friend and fellow Book Club bluestocking, Rachel Green, is herding her little boy out of the diner bathroom. From the way Rachel dabs at Jamie’s pudgy little hands, Maggie deduces they’re done eating and on their way out.

      Only a beat later, Rachel spots her back. She waves with an exhausted sort of enthusiasm that’s become signature to her. “Maggie!” Rachel huffs, taking a break from grinning at her to glare at her son until he lets her wrap a cozy green scarf around his neck. “Gosh, I wish I’d known you were coming in. Breakfast with a real adult conversation may have been just the thing. I’m—Well, you know.”

      Maggie smiles softly at her. She does know. Rachel, new in town and still finding roots to put down, has been on the hunt for a job. No luck yet. She doubts the little boy shyly looking at her from where he’s tucked himself by Rachel’s hip does, though, so she stays mum. Her dark blond hair conceals the greys a closer look would pinpoint.

      She squeezes Rachel’s hand in passing. “Good luck. I’ve got my fingers crossed for you,” Maggie promises, then holds her hand up to show her how literally she means it. Just in case Rachel needs it.

      “Thanks, Mags,” the woman says warmly. “I’ll see ya later, right?”

      It isn’t long after Maggie agrees that Rachel’s gone.

      The exchange is brief. Not at all unwelcome. But when Maggie drops down into the closest chair, she does so heavily. Jasmine, one of the kids Loretta lets waitress before school some days, takes her order—“A plate of some of that fluffy French toast with a cup of hot chocolate!”—after a swift greeting, takes it to the kitchen, and then she’s on her way out the door too. She doesn’t instigate the regular exchange of pleasantries and only leaves with a friendly wave.

      Maggie releases a relieved breath. So far, the universe is on her side, it seems.

      She is free to take her time laying that week’s Maplewood Grove Gazette out in front of her, paging her way to the crossword puzzle. She’s barely four words into solving it when that warm egg and sugar smell envelops her, making her mouth water. Loretta Beam, owner and namesake of this diner that’s always been here, sets her plate and mug down in front of her. “Enjoy, sweets,” Loretta coos, squeezing Maggie’s shoulder on her way back behind the counter.

      She sets down her pencil to pick up a knife and fork. The toast is still visibly too hot, but she can’t help it. Maggie is huffing with her ruddy cheeks puffed like a blowfish, exhaling steam and regretting her burnt tongue, when she hears a familiar pair of voices behind her.

      Well, she hears tutting at first. Then, she hears, “So unfortunate. In her 40s and not one prospect—” A second, similar voice intersects, intertwining, “How could there be? That gal blinks at anyone who dares to look her way until they run for the hills!” It’s the Carlton twins. Maggie can rarely, if ever, tell the two apart. It isn’t anywhere near as difficult to decipher who the subject of their exchange is, though. “Living her life away in books…” the first voice adds as if Maggie needed any confirmation to know it’s her they’re talking about.

      She lets out a slow, tempering breath.

      If it works, Maggie doesn’t find out. One of the twins audibly grumbles, “Ah, she didn’t even come to the last meeting, did you know?” It is the other’s turn to cluck her tongue like a disapproving hen. Maggie’s stomach turns. She can see the hand around her fork quivering.

      “If she had, she would’ve heard what Gene said.”

      Gene… Maggie considers. The mayor. What⁠—?

      “Poor girl. What’s she gonna have left when they have to shut the library down?” Maggie’s terror ratchets. Her utensils drop with a clatter. She doesn’t hear the aged twins’ reaction to that; her blood roars in her ears too loudly, flowing in a panicked rush. The sugar turns sour in her mouth.

      She’s going to be sick. She would be, right now, if she had more than half a bite of French toast in her system. Even that may just fall out of the hole that’s been burrowed in her chest. It feels that way. Like she’s been stabbed through the chest with an icicle from outside. Like the two old women have conspired to bundle a fistful of snow, and then shot it right at her face like a fastball.

      With bones filled with lead, Maggie somehow scrambles to her feet. Some part of her brain must remember where she is and what she is doing; even in her stricken haste, she pulls out a handful of cash and leaves it on the table beside a meal she cannot see through blurring vision. Maggie runs.

      Even the snow crunching beneath her boots outside goes, Oh no, oh no, oh no.
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t have to think about where to go. There’s only ever one real option. This, in hindsight, is where she should’ve just come in the first place. This library is her haven. Maggie may have a small, unremarkable, but inherited house. But it’s this building where she feels grounded. Here, where she feels more corporeal.

      Here, her panic feels far away. Just an ephemeral infection she’s left on the other side of the heavy oak doors. Yeah, Maggie thinks to herself, ruffling her bangs out of her eyes as she puts another selection of recently dusted hardbacks away.

      She isn’t sure how long she’s necessarily been at it. All that matters is how steady her hands are as she systemically makes her way through the aisles. These aisles she could make her way through in the dark. That’s how much history she has here. She loved it before she ever worked here. It’s been hers longer than she’s had a badge to prove it. When she’s surrounded by it, it doesn’t feel like something to be ashamed of. What the doddering Carlton twins had said felt like facts, not censure.

      Maggie is forty-two years old. She doesn’t have romantic prospects. She doesn’t feign interest in any. She does live her life surrounded by books. She can live her life that way, it feels good to her.

      So what if it sometimes felt like it was all she had? Surely, it was better than having nothing. This is her life. It didn’t happen to her by accident. A series of choices she can’t find herself regretting had resulted in it. It’s her life, and it’s mostly quiet nights alone and places where bitterness made her harder years ago—but it’s fine.

      When she’s got her fingers wrapped around the solid metal handle of the cart, and the comforting, familiar creak of the wheels every time she moves them, it isn’t hard to ignore the stagnant feeling in her stomach.

      It isn’t as effortless to dismiss the way her stomach comes to life when confronted with the sight around the corner. The back of a curly head of hair that’s only dark enough to escape being blond by a single shade. Oh, Maggie’s breath shallows. Oh. Her stomach somersaults. It isn’t a ghost, is it? No.

      A slight turn—and his profile is in view, just like that.

      Maggie would know Samuel Everett Walker anywhere.

      As if he feels her too, he turns to face her. Maggie doesn’t have enough functioning brain cells to fathom the implications of that. It takes a moment too long for recognition to dawn on his face. Her chest aches all over again. If the Carlton twins had plummeted a snowball at her face, Sam aims one right at her sternum. It’s a miracle she doesn’t keel over.

      But she’s a strong woman. She absorbs the look on his face and remembers it all. Hadn’t he once been such a monumental part of her figuring that out?

      Maggie wonders if this is a reminder from the universe: You survived him. You could survive this loss, too – if it comes down to it. She only realizes how she’s been staring, for how long, when he pierces her reverie. He clears his throat. Maggie startles, flinching with her whole body.

      “Hi, Mag—” he starts. Maggie feels her face shutter. No, she thinks. No. Never again. Not a chance. She isn’t interested. Not ever again.

      The wheels of her cart screech over the sharp turn she demands of them. “If there’s anything I can help you with, please let me know,” she says brusquely, walking away from him. Mechanically. Like he’s a stranger.

      Hadn’t it been his choice for that to be all they are today?
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      MAGGIE

      “Maggie? You okay?” Isabel’s rich, rumbling voice jars her out of her haze.

      A haze is probably an understatement. Maggie had fallen down a rabbit hole—tripped into one, actually, and she can’t seem to stop falling. She’s been falling all day. If any one of the women in this room were to ask her how she’d gotten from the library that morning to her seat in their circle at the Whispering Willow, Maggie knows she wouldn’t have an answer.

      As it is, she doesn’t even know where to begin answering Isabel Martinez’s question. If it occurred to her to lie, she wouldn’t be able to pull it off. Maggie didn’t practice lying enough, and Isabel had too much practice being shrewd. The woman, albeit younger than Maggie by a handful of years, maintains a gently intimidating aura, even with those warm brown eyes affixed to Maggie now. Maggie opens her mouth. Then closes it again.

      “Cool it, Iz,” Rachel interjects, saving her, moving from her seat to crouch by Maggie’s side. Her hand pets through Maggie’s hair. Maggie wonders if her son knows how lucky he is, to be raised by someone to whom love comes so easily. Rachel asks softly, the same question: “Are you okay, though?”

      Maggie doesn’t think about it. She just shakes her head. “I don’t think so,” she answers. “Not at all.”

      “Say more,” Diana Hayes prompts with a familiar refrain. She’s younger than all of the rest of them—but somehow, past the youthful features that betrayed her age in the 20s, she is anything but immature. She just may be the best listener Maggie has ever met; she’s got the habit of only speaking when she’s got something important to add. Somehow, she still can’t ever be accused of being inattentive.

      These three women don’t know everything about her. But they do know her. They know her in a way that supersedes facts and judgments. Instead, they know the way she perceives the world. How she thinks about life, treachery, and love, about fantastical creatures and the most flawed of human beings. One path of knowledge has a broader scope; the other is deeper. It is anything but insignificant to Maggie, that she feels safe enough to tell them.

      “Do you ever,” she begins, “wake up with a pit in your stomach? Almost like you’re holding a breath you can’t let go?”

      “Waiting for the other shoe to drop?” Isabel checks. “Oh yes.”

      Rachel giggles. “I’m a single mom, Mags. I live in that place.”

      Maggie offers a watery smile in return. “Well, I can deal with that feeling, usually. Today, however, it just—it did. The shoe. It dropped.”

      Now, Diana guesses, “The budget cuts Mayor Beckett brought up at the last town meeting.” Maggie gives a shaky, grateful nod her way. “He said he was concerned, not that it was final. Has something changed?” Diana is every inch a journalist. Her questions are direct, harboring no nonsense.

      Maggie can’t help but answer earnestly, “I don’t know, Diana. I don’t—I don’t love the meetings, you guys know that. I didn’t go. The Carlton twins broke it to me this morning⁠—”

      “—suuuper gently, I’m sure,” Isabel mutters sarcastically.

      Despite herself, Maggie snuffles a light laugh. “Very, yes. Um. While reeling from that, I ran into an ex between the library shelves.”

      “You have an ex?!” Rachel nearly screeches, every syllable soaked in astonishment.

      Maggie’s face heats. Resigned, she confirms, “Sam Walker. He’s… Yeah. He’s… You could say he is the ex.” Her breath is shaky. She barrels forward quickly, insistent. “I don’t care. I don’t—I don’t want to care, at least. I don’t have time to care, and I’m definitely not going to waste any more on that man than I already did. I’m more stressed out about the library. I need to figure out a way to come up with a way to save it.”

      Diana only looks at her, quiet and calculating. It’s unnerving. Isabel shatters the tension like glass, announcing with gusto, “Then let’s come up with a solution.” She punctuates slapping her hardback shut forcefully. No arguments to be brooked.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie had forgotten her own capacity when confronted by the re-emergence of a ghost from her past. By the next evening, on the other side of a fervent talking-to from the women she admired most, that same haunting has been reshaped into a bucket full of gumption.

      It fuels her enough to not just get her to a town meeting but to call an emergency, after-hours one herself. As it turned out, when one put four heads together, a solution simply couldn’t be that far behind. It made mathematical sense, Rachel had ventured. What chance did one problem stand against four of them?

      As she walks up to the podium they brought up to the makeshift stage in the corner of the Sip ‘n Saw bar, Maggie is inclined to agree. Especially armed with notes outlining her strategy in her hand. She doesn’t need them. The girls helped her prepare and practice the speech enough times, she could give it in her sleep. Still, it soothes her nerves to have them.

      “Hi, guys,” she greets sheepishly and adjusts her glasses at the bridge of her nose. “As I’m sure you’ve heard—” Maggie stares pointedly at the Carlton twins, always sat right in the front row, hands on their hearing aids just so they didn’t miss a thing, “—the mayor has been struggling with budget after looking at annual projections. And, as I’m sure you’ll all agree, the library is a centerpiece of town history. Which happens to be exactly what we’re celebrating this winter festival.

      “Now, we also have a meteor shower coming up. A couple of years ago, I’m sure some of you remember, some of us at the library helped raise money to get a telescope in the library. My suggestion is to integrate that into the festival. Just, imagine with me here: What if we walked through our beautiful town with handmade luminaries, while our very own Dot leads whoever buys a ticket with a real-time history lesson on the luminaries who’ve made this town what it is?” With a sweeping gesture, just like Isabel had taught her, Maggie signals to Dot. The woman, wrapped in the arms of the bar’s owner, waves lightly when many begin to turn in their seats to spot her. “Dot’s already agreed. She understands how important this is—not just to me, though it will mean the world to me, but for the whole town. What do you all say?”

      For a terrifying second, there is silence. Quiet enough to hear a pin drop.

      A silence that is subsequently fissured by the erratic, enthusiastic applause of none other than Mayor Gene Beckett himself. The stout, jolly-faced man bumbles forward, clapping his palms together, exclaiming, “Very good, very good, Miss Foster! Revolutionary thinking! Taking charge!” Maggie is so surprised, her face doesn’t know what to do with itself. She really doesn’t know what to do when he adds, “Marvelous! It should be the center of the event, I say!”

      As the applause begins to ripple through the crowd, Maggie allows herself a brief moment to imagine the full scope of the festival. It wouldn’t just be the luminary walk lighting up the town. The Winter Heritage Festival would become a true celebration of Maplewood Grove’s history and traditions. She pictured the ice-sculpting competitions that had been a staple for generations, where local artists transformed blocks of ice into glittering masterpieces under the winter sky. There would be stalls showcasing traditional crafts—handmade quilts, wood carvings, and candles, all crafted by the talented hands of Maplewood Grove’s artisans. In the town square, a storytelling circle would gather, with the town’s elders recounting legends of old, ensuring that the history of Maplewood Grove wasn’t just remembered, but lived, through the people who called it home. This festival, Maggie realized, wasn’t just about raising funds for the library—it was about bringing the entire town together to celebrate who they were and where they came from.

      In hindsight, perhaps Maggie would realize that calling out the Carlton twins so boldly wasn’t her wisest move. It seemed, as she would soon learn, like opening the floodgates to their inevitable meddling. One of them suggests, voice dripping saccharine, “Why doesn’t Miss Foster chair the committee? It’s her idea, she should.”

      The other chips in, “Alone? No, no, Mabel,” she clucks, “Miss Foster has a job. Surely someone must help her?”

      “They must, Agnes, correct! How about⁠—?”

      One pretends to consider it. Neither has much of a potential career as an actress, that is to be certain. “How about Sam Walker?”

      “Agnes! What an idea! Ah, yes!”

      “You’re not doing anything are you, now, Mr. Walker? You said only this morning that you’d love to help with the festival … Building things, you mentioned? He’s an architect, you know, Eugene!”

      Mayor Beckett, it seems, cannot read the room. Or the look on Maggie’s face, which she would venture must be one of nausea-inducing panic. He begins to clap once more, cheering, “Yes, yes! The community coming together! Spectacular!”

      Sharing a transparently sly, conspiratorial glance, the Carlton twins sing-song in eerie tandem: “They should organize an entire exhibition!” Maggie’s damp palms moisten the edges of her useless notes.

      

      SAM

      Whatever descriptors Sam might choose to employ for this week, he couldn’t call it boring.

      He probably should’ve known that when his brother had commended, “Your ex-girlfriend called this meeting. Very grown up of you to show up.” Sol’s compliment had been how Sam had found out. He couldn’t very well leave after that, could he?

      For a moment in time, once Maggie Foster took the stage, he was glad he hadn’t. Seeing her that way, so different from the cold and curt woman he’d run into at the library, she looked like the girl he had once loved. She spoke with singular attention about her beloved library. No one listening could deny her passion for it. None who could argue her adamant belief in the building’s importance to the town’s cultural identity. Emotion made her come alive.

      If Sam had any doubts whatsoever about how the woman felt about him all these years later, they were obliterated the instant the wily old Carlton dames said his name. Maggie’s face hardens to stone.

      So swiftly, he’s left reeling.

      The girl he had just gotten to remembering turned back to a mirage. In a way Sam has been careful not to succumb to in all the years between them, he yearnfully remembers her warm eyes, the color of the chocolate she had been borderline addicted to. He had never met someone so easy to please, before Maggie Foster or since. A chocolate bar snuck into her backpack and between one of her books is all it took to make the sun rise on her face. However deceptively plain-looking she may have been otherwise, the minute Maggie smiled, she had the kind of beauty you couldn’t look away from.

      He must lose himself in remembrance. When he comes to, the townsfolk have already begun to filter out of Cliff’s bar—and the woman making her way over to him has eyes he can only describe as stony. Her aura, painfully frigid.

      At least this time she lets him get out the full, “Hi, Maggie.”

      She even responds, albeit stiffly, “Hello, Sam.”

      He only just manages to not succumb to the sudden urge to fuss with his collar. With the way she looks at him—or through him, rather—makes him squirm in ways Sam isn’t prone to squirming. He attempts levity, joking, “What’re the chance, huh,” only to have her blink at him, unimpressed.

      “Right,” she says with finality, once she’s decided he’s finished. “Look, I don’t know what you’re playing at here. But you should know this matters to me. I’m not playing a game. My job, at a place I love very much, is at stake here. Why don’t you just– Why don’t you come to the library tomorrow? We can⁠—”

      “I’m in, Maggie. I swear. I’m not messing around here. I really do want to help. In whatever way you’ll let me.” The words rush out of his mouth of their own volition. All it results in is her looking visibly pained. Sam shoves his hands into his pockets for lack of anything better to do with them.

      “I guess we can make a plan,” she allows shortly.

      Silently, too weary to say anything else, Sam shrugs.

      It is enough for Maggie to turn on her heel. Sam only just manages to fully exhale, before she’s whipping around again. He could swear he reads indecision in those features, at once familiar and strange to him.

      Except then she says, “Sam.” Just his name. His heart sinks. “If you could do me the small mercy of just letting this be what it is? I… didn’t think I would ever have to see you again. Obviously. So. Once we’ve saved the library, if you’re still around… I will make a concentrated effort to not see you as often as I can. I’d appreciate it if you’d extend me the same courtesy.”

      He conveys a terse nod he suspects she doesn’t even see, with how quickly she escapes. The whole time, he feels like his joints have been frozen stiff.
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      SAM

      Another day brings along with it a fresh bout of perspective.

      Fine, maybe he’d almost talked himself out of showing up to meet someone who obviously wanted nothing to do with him on his way back from the town meeting. But all it took was returning to the time capsule of his childhood bedroom to change his mind.

      Sam hadn’t meant to linger. But his eyes had sought out the makeshift collage still stuck to the wall above his desk. There was no denying the brunette features in most of them. Her hair may have been bushier and her features softer. It was still Maggie though. Maggie who had been the center of his little universe once upon a time. The same Maggie who he had hurt. He knew he had. And the guilt had never truly left him, no matter how hard he’d tried to bury it under layers of new experiences, new relationships, and the bustling chaos of city life. But none of it—none of it—had ever come close to filling the hollow space she left behind. He had thought time would heal the wounds, but now, standing here, staring at a younger version of her, Sam felt the sharp sting of regret all over again. He couldn’t shake the sense that he had abandoned the one person who truly understood him, and the thought haunted him.

      He’d always been good at compartmentalizing his emotions. Those compartments were neatly sorted, though. It didn’t take much scavenging to unearth an avalanche of guilt from years ago. That was more than enough of a reminder that he really, really couldn’t blame Maggie Foster for hating his guts.

      Amidst that scavenging, he’d unearthed some core memories of her, too. Enough to suspect he’s gotten it right when he does show up at the library the next morning—with a cup of hot chocolate in hand. He can see it all over her face, the moment he holds out the to-go cup: she struggles to make it to the ire she had been planning on.

      In the end, Maggie accepts it. Grudging, but polite. “I’ve—” She gestures vaguely, quick to segue past the matter. Of course, there is plenty of material to distract him. On the long table that she leads him to at the back of the library, she already has a spread going. Upon closer inspection, Sam notes it is littered with old newspapers and article clippings, some photographs too, from what he eventually identifies as material from past winter carnivals in Maplewood Grove.
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