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The moving truck arrived on a Tuesday, which Mira noted because nothing interesting ever happened on Tuesdays. She was in her front garden, deadheading the roses that had somehow survived another brutal summer, when the diesel rumble interrupted the suburban silence of Maple Ridge Court.

The house next door had been empty for eighteen months. Before that, it had belonged to the Kowalskis, an elderly couple who'd moved to Florida to be closer to their daughter. The realtor's sign had gone up, come down, gone up again. Each time, Mira had wondered who would buy it—who would choose this particular street, this particular house, in this particular neighborhood where everyone knew everyone else's business, where the same families had lived for twenty, thirty, sometimes forty years.

She straightened, pressing one hand against the small of her back where the familiar ache had settled in. Forty-three years old and already feeling every one of them. Through the gaps in the hedge, she could see the truck backing into the driveway with practiced precision. No other vehicles followed. No family station wagon, no line of friends with pickup trucks helping with the heavy lifting.

Just the truck, and then, a few minutes later, a single man.

He emerged from a dark blue sedan that pulled in behind the moving truck, and Mira found herself staring. Not because he was particularly remarkable—medium height, maybe late thirties or early forties, dark hair starting to silver at the temples—but because of the way he moved. Careful. Deliberate. As if he were walking through a room full of sleeping children, afraid to wake them.

He stood for a moment in the driveway, hands in the pockets of his pressed khakis, looking up at the house. Not the way most people looked at a new home—with excitement or nervousness or the busy calculation of renovations to come. He looked at it the way you might look at an old photograph, searching for something half-remembered.

Mira realized she was staring and quickly bent back to her roses. Through the hedge, she could hear the metallic clang of the truck's loading ramp, the professional voices of the movers. She should go over. That's what people did in Maple Ridge, wasn't it? They welcomed new neighbors. They brought casseroles or cookies, made small talk, established the comfortable boundaries of suburban proximity.

But something held her back. Something in the careful way the man moved, in the silence that seemed to surround him even with the movers' activity all around.

"New neighbor?"

Mira jumped, nearly dropping her pruning shears. Her daughter Leah stood on the porch, arms crossed over her gray hoodie, observing with the particular brand of cynicism that seventeen-year-olds had perfected.

"You scared me," Mira said, trying to steady her voice.

"You were staring pretty hard." Leah came down the steps, her bare feet soundless on the concrete. She'd inherited her father's height and his dark eyes, but everything else was pure Mira—the sharp chin, the way her mouth quirked when she was thinking, the stubborn set of her shoulders. "So? New neighbor?"

"Apparently."

They both watched as the movers began unloading. Furniture appeared: a leather couch, a dining table, chairs, bookshelves. Lots of bookshelves. Boxes marked "KITCHEN" and "BOOKS" and "OFFICE." No boxes marked "TOYS" or "NURSERY." No obvious signs of family life.

"Single guy," Leah observed. "Probably mid-life crisis. Divorced. Buying a house in the suburbs to prove to his ex-wife he's stable."

"That's quite a story you've constructed."

"I'm probably right." Leah pulled her phone from her hoodie pocket, glanced at it, typed something. "Did you talk to him?"

"Not yet."

"Are you going to?"

Mira looked at her daughter, at the calculated casualness of the question. Leah had been watching her too closely lately, ever since the divorce had been finalized six months ago. Watching for signs that Mira was coping, or not coping, or needed to talk about things Mira had no intention of discussing.

"Eventually," Mira said. "When the dust settles."

But the dust didn't settle. Not in any normal way.

The movers left by late afternoon, and the house next door fell silent. No sounds of unpacking, no music, no evidence of someone settling in. The lights came on at dusk—just a few of them, in what Mira guessed was the kitchen and one upstairs bedroom—but otherwise the house could have still been empty.

That night, Mira made pasta with pesto and cherry tomatoes, a meal that required minimal attention. Leah ate in her room, door closed, music leaking through in bass-heavy pulses. Mira sat at the kitchen table with her laptop, trying to focus on the grant proposal she was writing for the library, but found her eyes drifting to the window.

The house next door was mostly dark now. Just that single upstairs light, warm and yellow against the twilight.

She made herself close the laptop and go to bed at ten-thirty, the same time she always did. But sleep was elusive, and she lay there listening to the sounds of the house—the settling of old wood, the hum of the refrigerator, Leah's muffled movements in the next room.

And then, around midnight, she heard it: a car door closing. Quiet, careful, the kind of sound you only noticed in the deep silence of suburban night. She got up and went to the window, pulling back the curtain just enough to see.

The dark blue sedan was pulling out of the driveway next door, no headlights. She watched it roll down the street, lights still off until it reached the corner and turned. Only then did the headlights come on, washing across the stop sign before the car disappeared.

Mira let the curtain fall and got back into bed, but the unease that had settled in her stomach when she first saw the moving truck had grown heavier, colder.

She told herself she was being ridiculous.

—-
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WEDNESDAY MORNING BROUGHT September sunshine and the beginning of another routine. Mira walked the three blocks to Maple Ridge Library, where she'd worked for twelve years, first as an assistant librarian and now as director. It was a small library, serving a small community, but it was hers in all the ways that mattered.

She arrived to find Eleanor already there, unlocking the front door with the key Mira had given her twenty years ago when Eleanor was still her boss and Mira was fresh out of library school.

"Morning," Eleanor said, her silver hair catching the morning light. At seventy-two, she'd been retired for a decade but still volunteered three days a week, mostly because she claimed her apartment was too quiet and her children too busy to visit. "Someone moved into the Kowalski house."

"I know. Yesterday."

"Did you meet him?"

"Not yet."

Eleanor made a small humming sound—approval or disapproval, it was hard to tell. She pushed open the door and they stepped into the familiar smell of old books and furniture polish. "Betty saw him at the grocery store last night. Said he was buying just basics. Bread, milk, coffee. Very polite, she said, but quiet."

Of course Betty had already seen him. Betty managed the only grocery store in Maple Ridge and knew more about the town's residents than the town council did. Shopping habits revealed everything—who was drinking too much, who was eating too little, whose finances were tight, whose marriages were failing.

"Did she get a name?" Mira asked, turning on lights as they walked through the library.

"Gabriel. He told her his name was Gabriel."

Just Gabriel. No last name offered. Mira filed that away as she went through the morning routine: checking the book drop, organizing the returns, booting up the ancient computer system that the town council kept promising to upgrade.

The library was quiet that morning, just a handful of regulars. Mrs. Hartley, looking for the newest Danielle Steel. Tommy Marsh, the high school senior who came in every morning before class to use the computers because his family couldn't afford internet at home. The Garrett twins, homeschooled kids whose mother dropped them off to read while she ran errands.

At eleven, Mira's phone buzzed. A text from Diane, her oldest friend in Maple Ridge: Coffee tomorrow? Need to catch up.

Mira texted back her agreement and was about to put the phone away when Eleanor appeared beside her, a book in her hand and a strange expression on her face.

"Do you remember when this happened?" Eleanor asked.

The book was a hardcover, its dust jacket faded and torn at the edges: "Maple Ridge: A History, 1920-1995." Mira had shelved it dozens of times. It lived in the local history section, rarely checked out, mostly used by students doing research projects.

"When what happened?"

Eleanor opened the book to a page marked with a slip of paper. It was the chapter on the 1980s, and the marked section was titled "The Disappearance of Sarah Vega, 1983."

Mira's stomach tightened. She knew this story the way everyone in Maple Ridge knew it—a piece of local tragedy that was mentioned in hushed tones, never quite forgotten but never quite examined either.

"Of course I remember," she said. "Why?"

"Someone requested it." Eleanor showed her the checkout card—they still used the old system for local history books, part of Eleanor's stubborn refusal to fully modernize. The name on the card, written in neat, precise handwriting, was Gabriel.

Just Gabriel.

"He was in here?" Mira looked around the library as if he might still be there.

"First thing this morning. I wasn't in yet—you were opening up, remember? You went to get coffee from next door. He must have come in then, found what he wanted, and checked out."

Mira tried to remember the morning routine, the brief twenty minutes when she'd left the library unattended to run next door to the café. It happened sometimes. Maple Ridge was safe. People were honest. They checked out their own books and left them on the desk if no one was there.

"Did he put his address?"

Eleanor pointed. The address line read: 42 Maple Ridge Court.

"That's the Kowalski house," Mira said unnecessarily.

"I know." Eleanor's voice was quiet. "Mira, why would someone move here and immediately start reading about Sarah Vega?"

It was a good question. A disturbing question. Sarah Vega had been nineteen years old when she disappeared in the summer of 1983. Just finished her freshman year at State, home for the summer, working at her father's hardware store. She'd left work one evening and never made it home. Her car was found two days later in the parking lot of Maple Ridge Park, keys in the ignition, purse on the passenger seat, no sign of struggle.

The investigation had gone on for months. The FBI had been called in. The case had been featured on "Unsolved Mysteries" and later on several true crime podcasts. But no trace of Sarah had ever been found. No body, no leads that went anywhere, no arrests.

Eventually, the search had been called off. The case went cold. The Vega family had moved away in 1987, unable to live in the house where their daughter's empty room waited. And Maple Ridge had done what small towns do—they'd buried the pain, moved on, stopped talking about it except in whispers.

"Maybe he's interested in local history," Mira said, but even she could hear how weak it sounded.

"Or maybe," Eleanor said slowly, "he's interested in Sarah Vega."

Mira couldn't concentrate for the rest of the day. She kept thinking about the book, about the careful handwriting on the checkout card, about the man who'd moved in next door and immediately begun investigating Maple Ridge's darkest chapter.

When she got home that evening, she found herself doing what she'd avoided the day before: walking over to introduce herself.

The house looked different already. The lawn had been mowed—when had that happened?—and the newspapers that had been piling up on the porch were gone. The windows were clean, curtains drawn back to let in light.

Mira climbed the three steps to the porch and rang the doorbell. She could hear it echo inside, the same two-tone chime the Kowalskis had had. For a long moment, nothing happened. Then footsteps, quick and light, and the door opened.
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