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Thursday Morning, The Stack Rolls In
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The awning never went up on the first try.

Hazel Finch had been operating The Stack for six years, and in six years the crank mechanism on the starboard side had never once cooperated without a fight. It caught, it stuttered, it made a grinding noise that Hazel privately thought sounded like a retired schoolteacher being asked to do one more hall-monitor shift. She gave it the usual quarter-turn, then the nudge with her left elbow, then the specific kind of curse word she reserved only for stuck awnings and jammed library card printers. The awning unfurled.

Seven forty-eight on a Thursday morning in Millhaven, and the town square was already alive.

Millhaven’s square was the kind of place that could make a cynic feel briefly ashamed of themselves. Four old maple trees anchored the corners, currently in the first flush of June, their leaves the specific green of new money. The gazebo at the canter had been repainted every spring for forty years by a rotating crew of volunteers, which meant it was currently a cheerful butter yellow, having been the previous year’s inexplicable choice of whoever had the most left over from their porch. Along the north side sat Pruitt’s Hardware, Calucci’s Diner - no relation to Bette, despite what Bette would tell you - and the post office, which closed at noon on Thursdays for reasons that had never been officially explained and had long since stopped needing to be. The south side was anchored by the Millhaven Town Hall, a red-brick building with a hand-lettered sign in the window that was changed every week and always managed to be at least slightly passive-aggressive toward whoever was currently annoying the town clerk.

This week it read: COMMUNITY INFORMATION EVENING - MILLHAVEN DEVELOPMENT PARTNERS. THURSDAY 7 PM. BRING QUESTIONS.

Hazel had walked past it on her way to wind up The Stack’s awning. She had not yet read it.

The Stack itself was a 1998 Thomas school bus, originally Millhaven Unified School District Bus #14, acquired by the county library system for one dollar and a handshake when it was retired from service. Hazel had spent three months converting it with the help of her then-boyfriend, who was handy with a drill and terrible with commitment, and who had left both The Stack and Hazel’s life in a single weekend shortly before the shelving was finished. Hazel had finished the shelving herself, done a slightly better job, and decided she was fine with the outcome.

The bus held approximately eight hundred volumes at any given time, organized by Hazel’s own system, which she described as Dewey-adjacent and others described as unknowable. There were proper fiction shelves along the left side, reference and nonfiction on the right, a small children’s corner in what had been the emergency exit area at the back - padded benches, a foam alphabet mat on the floor, and a rotating display of picture books that Hazel changed every week - and at the front, where the driver’s seat used to be, Hazel’s circulation desk.

The desk was a marvel of compact organization. A card-swipe reader. A laptop bolted to a swing arm. A rubber stamp for due dates, because some traditions were worth keeping. A small ceramic mug that said BOOK NERD in letters that had mostly washed off, now leaving only BOOK N, which Hazel preferred. And a pair of cotton gloves, folded neatly beside the keyboard, available for handling anything old, fragile, or returned in condition that raised questions.

She was pulling the welcome sandwich board out of the cargo bay - hand-lettered, reading THE STACK IS IN: YOUR COUNTY LIBRARY ON WHEELS - when she heard footsteps on the cobblestones.

* * *
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BETTE CALUCCI WAS SIXTY-seven years old, five feet exactly, and the best-informed person in Millhaven. She achieved this not through any nefarious means but through the simple combination of never leaving town, paying attention, and being the kind of woman who remembered things. She had white hair cut short and practical, a wardrobe that ran exclusively to bright solids, and the walk of someone who had decided somewhere around age fifty that she would no longer hurry for anyone.

She was carrying a paperback in her left hand.

“Good morning, Hazel.”

“Morning, Bette. You’re early even by your standards.”

“I finished it last night.” Bette held up the book. It was a thriller - a chunky one, the kind with a woman’s face half in shadow on the cover and a tagline in metallic foil. Hazel recognized it: Deep Water by K.D. Loring, published eighteen months ago, borrowed six times from The Stack since Hazel had added it to the collection. She had not read it herself. She had not read any thriller since the fall of 2013, something she had disclosed to approximately no one.

“How was it?”

“The ending was obvious by page forty,” Bette said, with the tone of someone who had still read every word, “but the writing was sharp. The detective had an excellent dog.”

“Dogs do tend to improve things.”

“They do.” Bette set the book on the returns ledge of The Stack’s Dutch door, upper half open, lower half serving as a makeshift counter. “I’ll take the new Lisa Jewell, if you have it. And whatever you think I should read next.”

Hazel already had both ready behind the desk. She had a mental catalogue of every patron’s borrowing history the way some people had a mental catalogue of faces. Bette liked: thrillers with female protagonists, anything with a strong sense of place, and books about women who made unexpected choices in middle age. She disliked: anything described as “atmospheric” on the jacket copy, open endings, and what she called “grief tourism,” which was her term for any novel in which a death occurred primarily to make the surviving characters more interesting.

“I pulled the new Lisa Jewell, and I also set aside The Appeal by Janice Hallett - I think you’ll either love it or throw it out the window, but either way you’ll have a strong opinion.”

“I’ve never thrown a book out a window in my life.”

“First time for everything.” Hazel slid both books across the counter. “Due back in three weeks. Or next Thursday, in your case.”

Bette tucked both books under her arm and didn’t move.

That was unusual. Bette was efficient. She came, she returned, she collected, she left to begin disseminating information about everything she’d observed on the way over. She did not linger.

“Something else?” Hazel asked.

“No,” Bette said, in the tone people use when the answer is yes but they’ve decided to wait.

Hazel let it go. She had patrons arriving.

* * *
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BY EIGHT-FIFTEEN, THE line stretched back past the gazebo. This was normal. It was also, Hazel suspected, partly social - half the people in line were there to borrow books, and the other half were there to stand next to the people borrowing books and find out what was happening. The Stack was Millhaven’s most efficient information exchange, and Hazel was its unwitting hub.

She processed returns, checked out new loans, held three reservations, recommended two books to people who described what they wanted in the vaguest possible terms (“something fun but not stupid” yielded Big Little Lies; “something my husband would hate” yielded anything by Karl Ove Knausgård), and told one eleven-year-old that yes, Percy Jackson absolutely counted as a real book, and no, she would not be taking that question from his teacher.

At eight forty-two, Deputy Norm Kettridge walked past.

He did this every Thursday. He had done this every Thursday for the entire six years Hazel had been running The Stack in Millhaven. His route from the sheriff’s department substation on Elm Street to Calucci’s Diner for his eight forty-five coffee took him directly through the square, which meant directly past The Stack, which Norm appeared to regard as a permanent and mildly puzzling feature of the landscape, like the gazebo or the parking meters that never got ticketed because no one could figure out who was supposed to ticket them.

He was fifty-two, with the build of a man who had once been athletic and was currently in negotiation with his metabolism about that. He wore his deputy’s uniform with the pressed-crease seriousness of someone who considered it a moral position. He carried, at all times, a small notepad, a pen, and an expression of mild professional concern about everything within his field of vision.

He slowed as he passed the line.

“Morning, Hazel.”

“Morning, Norm.”

“Busy today.”

“It’s Thursday.”

“Mm.” He wrote something in his notepad. Hazel had long since stopped trying to imagine what. “Good selection this week?”

“I added some new titles.”

“Great.” He nodded, clicked his pen, and continued toward the diner without checking out a book - as he had never once done in six years.

This, too, was normal.

What happened next was not.

* * *
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THE MORNING RUSH THINNED by nine-thirty. Hazel was reshelving a stack of returns and half-listening to the square - the hardware store’s delivery truck, two dogs conducting a debate across the gazebo, the distant clang of someone doing something optimistic with a ladder - when she picked up the thriller Bette had returned.

It was habit, nothing more. She checked every return for damage: cracked spines, water staining, the mysterious category of harm she mentally filed as “food incident.” Deep Water had been borrowed six times and was in decent shape. She flipped it open to the title page, then to the back, checking the binding.

Three photographs fell out.

They landed on the desk mat face-down, fanning out like a hand of cards. Polaroids - she could tell by the white borders, the slight thickness of the stock. Hazel set the book aside and picked them up.

She turned over the first one.

A white clapboard house. Front porch with two steps. The railing had a small gap on the left side where a post had been replaced and never quite matched the paint on the others. The mailbox at the end of the short front walk was red with a rooster painted on the side - a rooster that Hazel had painted herself at age nine, mostly successfully.

She knew this house. She would have known it in a photograph
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