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Chapter 1 – The Quiet Corner of the Library
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Boston, Massachusetts
Autumn, 1939
Rain tapped softly against the tall windows of the university library, turning the world outside into a blur of gray streets and umbrellas. Inside, the warm glow of brass lamps settled over endless rows of books. The scent of old paper, polished oak, and fresh ink filled the air, creating the kind of silence that welcomed thought rather than demanded it.

Frida James loved that silence.

She arrived every morning before most students and claimed the same small table tucked beside a towering bookshelf in the history section. It had become her place over the past three years. The chair creaked the same way every time she sat down, and the afternoon sunlight always found its way through the western windows to rest across her notebooks.

She often thought libraries were the closest thing to churches that education had. People entered quietly, searching for answers they could not find anywhere else.

That morning she adjusted the loose strand of chestnut hair that had escaped beneath her hat and opened a thick notebook already filled with careful handwriting. A copy of The Rise of European Nations lay open before her. The headlines in the newspapers had grown darker with every passing week. Germany had invaded Poland only weeks earlier, and although America remained far from the fighting, conversations across campus had changed.

Students whispered between shelves.

Professors paused longer during lectures.

Nobody knew exactly what the future would bring.

Frida sighed quietly and underlined another sentence before rubbing her tired eyes.

"Too much reading," she whispered to herself with a faint smile.

Nearby, the heavy wooden doors opened.

A tall young man stepped inside, shaking rainwater from his brown coat before removing his hat. His dark blond hair refused to stay neatly combed, no matter how many times he smoothed it back. He carried far too many books under one arm and nearly dropped them before catching the stack against his chest.

An elderly librarian looked over her spectacles.

"Mr. Jackson," she said softly.

"I'm sorry, Mrs. Collins."

"You've nearly started an earthquake."

He smiled sheepishly.

"I'll try to keep the shelves standing."

Mrs. Collins shook her head with amused resignation.

"You always do."

Mick Jackson had been studying engineering since leaving his family's small orange farm outside Jacksonville, Florida. Boston had been a shock to him at first. Winters felt endless. People walked too quickly. Even the coffee tasted stronger than what he had grown up drinking.

Yet he had grown to love the city.

Especially its library.

He wandered toward the history shelves, reading titles as he searched.

"There you are," he muttered when he finally spotted the thick volume assigned for Professor Bennett's class.

At the exact same moment, another hand reached for the very same book.

Their fingers brushed.

Both froze.

"Oh!"

Frida immediately pulled her hand away.

"I'm terribly sorry."

"No, that was my fault," Mick answered just as quickly.

They looked at each other for the first time.

For a brief second neither spoke.

Frida noticed kind blue eyes beneath slightly untidy hair and a nervous smile that seemed completely genuine.

Mick noticed thoughtful gray eyes and a calm expression that somehow made the noisy world outside disappear.

They both laughed awkwardly.

"I think we've discovered the only copy left," Frida said.

"It would seem so."

He looked at the title.

"You need it too?"

"I have an essay due Monday."

He nodded.

"So do I."

They both stared at the book again.

Finally Mick smiled.

"My mother always said ladies should choose first."

Frida folded her arms.

"My father taught me not to accept charity."

"It's not charity."

"No?"

"It's negotiation."

She raised an eyebrow.

"I'm listening."

"You take the book until noon."

"And then?"

"I borrow it after lunch."

She considered the offer.

"That seems surprisingly fair."

"I've been told I have hidden talents."

She laughed softly.

"I'll accept your negotiation."

He offered his hand.

"Mick Jackson."

She shook it.

"Frida James."

His handshake was warm despite the cold rain outside.

"You're not from Boston," she observed.

"The accent gave me away?"

"A little."

"I'm from Florida."

She smiled.

"I thought so."

"You've been there?"

"Only once when I was little."

"Were the mosquitoes as big as people claim?"

She laughed.

"Bigger."

He grinned.

"I was hoping the stories had grown over the years."

"I'm from New York."

"I never would've guessed."

"The lack of accent?"

"The patience."

She tilted her head.

"People from New York aren't patient?"

"My roommate says they aren't."

"And you're trusting your roommate's judgment?"

"Probably not my wisest decision."

She laughed again.

Mrs. Collins looked up from her desk.

"This is still a library."

"Sorry," they answered together.

The librarian smiled despite herself.

"Quietly, then."

Frida carried the history book back to her table.

She hesitated before sitting down.

"If you'd like..."

Mick stopped.

"...we could both use it."

She looked around at the large table.

"There is enough room."

"I promise I won't copy your notes."

"I wasn't worried about that."

"What were you worried about?"

She smiled faintly.

"That you might talk."

He placed one hand over his heart dramatically.

"I am deeply wounded."

"You'll survive."

"I suppose engineers are resilient."

They settled across from one another.

For the next hour almost no words passed between them.

Only the turning of pages.

Occasional notes scribbled across paper.

The scratching of fountain pens.

Twice Mick glanced up.

Each time Frida was completely absorbed in reading.

She looked peaceful, as though the library belonged to her.

Eventually she broke the silence.

"What kind of engineer?"

"Civil."

"Bridges?"

"Hopefully."

She nodded.

"My father designs buildings."

"Really?"

"He always says people remember architects."

"And engineers?"

"They keep everything from falling down."

Mick chuckled.

"I like your father already."

"What about you?"

he asked.

"What do you hope to do after graduation?"

"I'd like to work in publishing."

"Books?"

She smiled.

"I've loved them since I learned to read."

"Then you're in the right place."

"I think so."

He leaned back thoughtfully.

"My mother says books let you visit places without buying train tickets."

"She sounds wise."

"She usually is."

Rain continued falling outside.

The afternoon slowly unfolded.

Hours passed almost unnoticed.

When noon finally arrived, Frida gently closed the history book.

"It's your turn."

He looked surprised.

"I didn't realize it was that late."

She gathered her notebooks.

"Time moves differently in libraries."

"I've noticed."

She handed him the book.

"I hope your essay goes well."

"I hope yours goes better."

She smiled.

"Competitive?"

"Just realistic."

She laughed softly before walking toward the exit.

Halfway across the room she stopped.

Turning back, she asked,

"Do you usually study here?"

"Almost every day."

"So do I."

"Then perhaps," Mick said carefully, "our negotiations aren't finished."

She held his gaze for a moment.

"No."

A gentle smile appeared.

"I suppose they aren't."

She left through the heavy wooden doors.

The library suddenly felt much larger.

Mick watched the rain beyond the windows before opening the history book again.

For reasons he could not explain, the words seemed harder to concentrate on.

Across campus, Frida walked beneath her umbrella toward the dormitory.

She caught herself smiling.

It had been a simple conversation.

Nothing remarkable.

Just two students sharing a book.

Yet something about the young man from Florida lingered in her thoughts.

His kindness had not seemed practiced.

His smile had carried no arrogance.

Only warmth.

That evening, Boston settled beneath another curtain of rain.

Streetcars rattled along wet tracks.

Newsboys shouted headlines about Europe.

Families gathered around radios, wondering how long the conflict overseas would remain someone else's tragedy.

Inside separate dormitory rooms only a few streets apart, two students prepared for another day of lectures.

Neither knew that a chance meeting over a history book had quietly begun a story that would one day stretch across oceans, battlefields, hospitals, and heartbreak.

For now, however, the future remained unwritten.

And in the quiet corner of the library, two empty chairs waited patiently for morning.
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Chapter 2 – Between Books and Dreams
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The following Monday morning, Boston greeted its students with crisp autumn air and skies the color of polished steel. The rain that had lingered through much of the previous week had finally disappeared, leaving the brick streets glistening in the early sunlight.

Frida James arrived at the university library just after eight o'clock, balancing three books against her chest. She had told herself more than once during the weekend that she was simply returning to her usual routine.

She certainly wasn't wondering whether a young engineering student from Florida would be there.

She stepped inside the familiar building.

The quiet wrapped around her like an old friend.

Mrs. Collins looked up from the circulation desk and smiled knowingly.

"Good morning, Miss James."

"Good morning."

"The history table seems popular these days."

Frida blinked.

"What do you mean?"

Before Mrs. Collins could answer, a familiar voice came from between the shelves.

"I was beginning to think you'd changed libraries."

Frida turned.

Mick Jackson stood there holding two thick engineering textbooks under one arm and a notebook under the other. His coat was slightly too large, and his tie sat crooked beneath his collar.

"You've been here long?" she asked.

"Twenty minutes."

"You waited?"

"I had homework."

She narrowed her eyes playfully.

"That's not what I asked."

He laughed.

"No."

"But?"

"I hoped you'd come."

She felt warmth creep into her cheeks.

"I usually do."

"Then I suppose I guessed correctly."

Mrs. Collins cleared her throat loudly.

"The library appreciates conversations conducted at reasonable volume."

Both smiled apologetically.

"We're learning," Mick whispered.

"You've a long way to go," Mrs. Collins replied with a smile.

They carried their books to the same table where they had met only days earlier.

Neither suggested sitting somewhere else.

Somehow, without discussing it, the table had quietly become theirs.



The days slipped into a comfortable rhythm.

Every morning they attended separate lectures before meeting in the library during the afternoon.

Sometimes they worked in complete silence for an hour before either of them spoke.

Other days conversation drifted naturally between pages and notebooks.

"You're left-handed," Mick observed one afternoon.

Frida glanced at her fountain pen.

"I've always been left-handed."

"I hadn't noticed."

"You've been sitting across from me for nearly two weeks."

"I was trying not to stare."

She smiled.

"That was considerate."

"What about you?"

"I noticed you tap your pencil whenever you're solving mathematics."

He looked down.

"I do?"

"Constantly."

"I'll try to stop."

"You don't have to."

"It bothers you?"

"No."

"What then?"

"It lets me know you're thinking."

He smiled softly.

"I've never met anyone who notices things like that."

"My mother says readers become good observers."

"Your mother sounds wise."

"So does yours."

He laughed.

"I think they'd get along."

"So do I."



Soon their afternoons stretched beyond the library walls.

One unusually warm October afternoon, Mick closed his notebook.

"I think my brain has officially stopped working."

Frida looked up from her reading.

"Already?"

"It surrendered ten minutes ago."

She smiled.

"What do engineers do when they surrender?"

"We walk."

"That sounds reasonable."

"Boston Common?"

She considered it for only a second.

"I'd like that."



The park was alive with autumn colors.

Golden leaves drifted gently from towering elm trees.

Children chased pigeons across the grass.

Young couples sat on benches feeding ducks in the pond.

Street musicians played cheerful melodies that floated through the cool afternoon air.

Frida breathed deeply.

"I've always loved this place."

"It reminds me of home," Mick admitted.

"Florida has parks like this?"

"No."

She looked at him curiously.

"Then why?"

"Because people slow down here."

They walked side by side along winding paths.

For several minutes neither spoke.

The silence between them no longer felt awkward.

It felt comfortable.

Mick finally broke it.

"What made you choose literature?"

Frida looked toward the pond where sunlight shimmered across the water.

"My grandmother taught me to read before I started school."

"You must have been clever."

She shook her head.

"No. Just curious."

"What happened?"

"She used to tell me every book held someone's heart."

He smiled.

"I like that."

"So do I."

She picked up a fallen maple leaf.

"Whenever life became difficult, she'd hand me another book."

"Did it help?"

"Almost always."

"And now?"

She looked at him.

"I suppose I never stopped believing stories could make people kinder."

He nodded thoughtfully.

"I believe bridges can."

She smiled.

"Bridges?"

"My father used to tell me bridges are promises."

"What do you mean?"

"They connect people who'd otherwise stay apart."

She looked at him for a long moment.

"I've never thought of them that way."

"I'd like to build bridges all across Florida someday."

"You really love your home."

"I do."

"What does it look like?"

His face brightened immediately.

"Orange groves."

"Palm trees?"

"Everywhere."

"The ocean?"

"Only a few miles away."

She laughed softly.

"You make it sound like paradise."

"To me it is."

He hesitated before adding quietly,

"I'd like to go back someday."

"You will."

"I hope so."

"And you'll build your bridges."

He smiled.

"What about you?"

Frida looked ahead.

"I don't dream about careers very often."

"No?"

"I dream about ordinary things."

"Like what?"

She smiled almost shyly.

"A little house."

He listened quietly.

"Bookshelves."

She continued.

"A kitchen that always smells like fresh bread."

He nodded.

"A garden."

She laughed softly.

"I don't know the first thing about gardening."

"You can learn."

"I suppose I can."

She looked across the pond.

"I just want peace."

He was silent.

"No grand adventures?"

"I don't need them."

"No traveling the world?"

She smiled.

"If I have someone to come home to... I think that would be enough."

Something in her voice settled gently inside him.

It was the simplest dream he had ever heard.

And somehow it felt more beautiful than any ambition he had ever imagined.



As October faded into November, newspapers became increasingly difficult to ignore.

Stacks of them sat outside cafés and train stations.

Headlines spoke of Poland.

France.

Britain.

Germany.

Every day brought another story of cities bombed, families fleeing, armies advancing.

Students debated politics between classes.

Professors paused lectures to discuss events overseas.

One afternoon Mick folded a newspaper and sighed.

"The whole world's losing its mind."

Frida looked at the headline.

"It feels so far away."

"It is."

"You think America will stay out of it?"

"I can't imagine otherwise."

"So do I."

He shrugged.

"We've already seen one terrible war."

"My father says people learn eventually."

"My father says politicians never do."

She laughed.

"Perhaps both are right."

Neither of them noticed the elderly professor walking past.

He paused briefly after hearing them.

"I hope you're right," he said quietly before continuing down the corridor.

The two students exchanged uncertain glances.

Still...

War belonged to Europe.

Boston continued attending lectures.

Streetcars continued running.

The library continued opening every morning.

Life felt permanent.



By December, winter had settled over the city.

The first snowfall arrived quietly during an afternoon lecture.

Large flakes drifted past classroom windows, covering rooftops and sidewalks with fresh white blankets.

When classes ended, students hurried outside, laughing as snow collected on hats and shoulders.

Frida wrapped her scarf tighter around her neck.

"It's beautiful."

"It'll be gone in two days," Mick replied.

"You sound disappointed."

"I'm from Florida."

She laughed.

"I forgot."

"I haven't."

Together they walked toward the library one last time before heading home.

Snowflakes floated gently through the evening air.

The campus looked transformed.

Everything seemed quieter.

Softer.

As they reached the library steps, Frida stopped.

"What is it?" Mick asked.

"I don't really want today to end."

He looked at her.

"Neither do I."

For a long moment they simply stood there while snow gathered on their coats.

"I've never thanked you," Frida said softly.

"For what?"

"For reaching for the same book."

He smiled.

"I wasn't aiming for your hand."

"I know."

"I'm glad I missed."

She laughed quietly.

"So am I."

Neither moved.

The city seemed to disappear around them.

Only the falling snow remained.

Mick hesitated.

"Frida..."

"Yes?"

"I've been wanting to do something."

She looked into his eyes.

"What?"

He stepped a little closer.

"May I?"

She didn't answer with words.

Instead, she nodded.

Slowly.

Carefully.

He lifted one hand and brushed a snowflake from her cheek before leaning forward.

Their first kiss was gentle.

Unhurried.

It lasted only a few seconds.

Yet when they stepped apart, the world somehow felt different.

Frida smiled first.

"I was wondering how long it would take."

He blinked.

"You knew?"

"I suspected."

"You didn't say anything."

"I wanted you to."

He laughed softly.

"I've been rehearsing that moment for three days."

She raised an eyebrow.

"Only three?"

"I started after Boston Common."

"I thought so."

Snow continued falling around them.

Mick slipped his hands into his coat pockets.

"I should probably walk you home."

"I'd like that."

They started down the quiet street together, their footprints becoming the first pair of tracks across the fresh snow.

Behind them, the library lights glowed warmly against the winter evening.

Ahead of them stretched a future neither could yet imagine—a future that, for this brief and perfect moment, seemed filled only with books, shared dreams, and the quiet certainty that they had found someone worth walking beside.

Neither of them knew that history was already moving toward them, one day at a time.
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Chapter 3 – Graduation
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Boston, Massachusetts
Spring, 1940
By the time spring returned to Boston, the snow that had witnessed Mick and Frida's first kiss had become nothing more than a memory. The bare branches outside the university slowly filled with fresh green leaves, and students who had hidden beneath heavy coats all winter now crossed the campus carrying only books beneath their arms.

Life had settled into a comfortable rhythm.

Classes.

The library.

Walks through Boston Common.

Shared lunches whenever money allowed.

Long conversations about everything and nothing.

Some evenings Mick would escort Frida to the entrance of her boarding house, where they would stand talking until the lights inside reminded them it was growing late.

Neither of them spoke much about love.

They simply lived it.



One afternoon, only weeks before graduation, the library felt unusually tense.

The familiar silence remained, but now it carried the weight of approaching final examinations. Every table was occupied. Books lay open in towering piles. Students rubbed tired eyes while professors quietly wandered between shelves searching for references of their own.

Frida stared at a page of notes without truly seeing the words.

Mick noticed.

"You've read that paragraph four times."

"I have not."

"You've underlined the same sentence twice."

She looked down and sighed.

"I suppose I have."

He smiled gently.

"Nervous?"

"A little."

"You've been top of your literature class for four years."

"That doesn't make examinations less frightening."

"It should."

"It doesn't."

He leaned back in his chair.

"I've discovered something."

"What?"

"Engineers panic differently."

"Oh?"

"We pretend we're perfectly calm while quietly imagining complete disaster."

Frida laughed.

"And does it help?"

"Not at all."

Mrs. Collins looked over from the circulation desk.

"I've watched students worry themselves sick for thirty years."

Both turned toward her.

She smiled warmly.

"The clever ones always think they've forgotten everything."

"And the others?" Mick asked.

"They're too confident to worry."

Frida smiled.

"I'll remember that."

Mrs. Collins nodded.

"You'll both do just fine."



The days before the examinations seemed to disappear.

Morning became afternoon.

Afternoon became evening.

The library lights remained burning long after sunset.

One evening, as they packed their books to leave, Frida quietly asked,

"Can I tell you something?"

"You can tell me anything."

"I'm afraid graduation will change everything."

He stopped closing his notebook.

"What do you mean?"

"We won't see each other every day."

He understood immediately.

The thought had visited him too.

"I've been thinking about that."

"And?"

"I don't intend to let graduation end us."

A small smile appeared on her face.

"You sound certain."

"I am."

She slipped her hand into his as they walked toward the exit.

"I'm glad."

"So am I."



Final examinations arrived.

One by one, students disappeared into large classrooms carrying sharpened pencils and hopeful expressions.

Hours later they emerged looking exhausted.

Mick finished his engineering examination covered in graphite smudges and calculations.

Outside the building he found Frida sitting beneath a maple tree reading a novel.

"You finished already?"

She looked up.

"I've been waiting."

"How long?"

"Almost half an hour."

"You could've gone home."

"I preferred waiting."

He sat beside her.

"How was yours?"

She closed the book.

"I think it went well."

"I think mine survived."

She smiled.

"Only survived?"

"There were moments I considered becoming a fisherman."

She laughed.

"What happened?"

"The mathematics happened."

"You've always been good at mathematics."

"Not today."

She squeezed his hand.

"I believe in you."

He smiled.

"I think that helps more than equations."



A week later, final results were posted outside the administration building.

The corridor overflowed with anxious students.

Someone shouted with excitement.

Another groaned loudly.

Laughter mixed with relief.

Mick and Frida pushed gently through the crowd until they found the list.

Frida searched quickly.

"There."

She pointed.

Frida James – Honors.

Her eyes widened.

"I did it."

"You certainly did."

She turned toward him.

"What about you?"

He found his own name farther down the page.

Michael Jackson – Honors in Civil Engineering.

For a moment neither spoke.

Then Frida threw her arms around him.

"You did it!"

"So did you."

Students around them cheered for friends, embraced families, and wiped away tears.

The future suddenly felt very close.



Graduation week transformed the university.

Colorful banners hung across buildings.

Fresh flowers decorated the auditorium.

Parents filled hotels and boarding houses throughout Boston.

The city buzzed with celebration.

Frida stood on the train platform waiting nervously.

"They should be here any minute."

Moments later a train from New York pulled into the station.

Passengers stepped
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