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The suitcase wheels caught on every crack in the sidewalk, jolting Ava's shoulder with each bump. She tugged the handle higher and picked up her pace, messenger bag bouncing against her hip. October air bit at her cheeks, carrying the salt tang of the cove and something warmer—cinnamon, maybe apple cider from one of the houses she'd passed. Pumpkins clustered on front steps, their carved faces grinning or scowling in the late afternoon light. Orange and gold banners stretched between lamp posts, announcing the Harvest Festival in cheerful script that fluttered with each gust of wind.

The library sat at the end of Main Street like a brick anchor, its weathered columns and stone steps worn smooth by decades of use. Ivy crawled up the eastern wall, leaves turned amber and rust. The building looked older than the town around it, more permanent, as if everything else had simply grown up to meet it.

Ava dug the key from her jacket pocket—brass, heavy, the kind that belonged to doors that had been opening and closing for generations. The lock turned with a satisfying click, and she pushed inside.

Dust motes danced in shafts of light that streamed through tall windows, their wavy glass casting ripples across the hardwood floor. The air wrapped around her—old paper and binding glue, lemon oil from recent cleaning, and beneath it all, the cool dampness of autumn seeping through stone walls. Her footsteps echoed as she wheeled her suitcase across the threshold, the sound swallowed by rows of shelves that stretched toward the back of the building.

What a mess.

Boxes lined the main aisle, some labeled with fading marker, others unmarked entirely. Books lay in uneven stacks on tables, their spines facing every direction. File cabinets stood with drawers half-open, manila folders spilling onto the floor. The whole place looked like someone had started organizing and given up halfway through.

Perfect. More work meant more time, and more time meant—she cut the thought short. It meant what it always meant. A longer paycheck before she moved on to the next job.

Ava parked her suitcase beside the main desk and dropped her messenger bag onto its scratched surface. A manila folder sat waiting, held together with a metal clip that had seen better days. She flipped it open. Grant application deadlines, budget projections, a handwritten note from someone named Henderson about "preserving our community's heritage." The council chair, probably. She'd met his type before—earnest, well-meaning, convinced that organizing a few dusty shelves would somehow save the world.

"You must be Ava."

She spun around. A woman in her sixties approached from between the stacks, steel-gray hair clipped back with what looked like vintage jeweled barrettes. Her cardigan was soft lavender wool, and she carried a thermos that smelled like green tea.

"Mrs. Grayson?" Ava extended her hand. "I'm sorry, I didn't hear you come in."

"Oh, I was in the back room, sorting through the Morrison donation. Tea?" She gestured with the thermos.

"Thank you, but I'm fine. I wanted to get a sense of the scope before it gets dark."

Mrs. Grayson's eyes crinkled at the corners. "Smart girl. Though I have to say, you look just like your grandmother. Same eyes, same stubborn chin. Margaret always attacked her projects head-on, too."

Ava's smile tightened. She pulled out her notebook and flipped to a fresh page. "I'd like to walk through the collection systems you're currently using, if that's all right. The grant application mentions some cataloging work that's already been started?"

"Of course, of course." Mrs. Grayson adjusted one of her barrettes, a nervous gesture that made the tiny rhinestones catch the light. "We've been working on it for months, but between you and me, we're a bit out of our depth. The county requires everything to be digitized, cross-referenced, properly archived. It's more than a small-town library volunteer can handle."

Ava nodded, already making notes. "What's the timeline?"

"End of November for the preliminary application. Full documentation by February." Mrs. Grayson's voice dropped. "If we don't qualify for this grant, I'm not sure what we'll do. The building needs repairs, the heating system is on its last legs, and half our collection is deteriorating faster than we can preserve it."

"I'll take a look at everything and put together a project plan. You mentioned there's construction work happening?"

"Oh yes, Jesse MacRae is reinforcing some of the shelving in the archive room. The floor joists need attention too, but he's working around our hours so we don't have to close entirely."

A sound echoed from the back of the building—wood scraping against wood, the thud of something heavy being set down. Through the doorway that led to the archive room, Ava caught a glimpse of broad shoulders in blue flannel, a man with rolled sleeves maneuvering lumber into position. Dark blond hair, the kind that would curl if it were longer. He glanced up, and for a moment their eyes met across the space between rooms.

Blue eyes, clear as the water she'd glimpsed through the trees on her drive in. Then he looked away, focused on his work, and disappeared behind a stack of shelving.

"Local help?" she asked.

"Jesse's the best carpenter in three counties," Mrs. Grayson said with obvious pride. "Born and raised here. His family's been in Osprey Cove for generations. Dependable as the sunrise, that boy."

Ava made another note, though she wasn't sure why. The construction work wasn't her concern. She was here to catalog books and files, not to worry about the people fixing the building around them.

"I'll start with the main collection tomorrow morning," she said, closing her notebook. "Can you show me where I'll be staying?"

Mrs. Grayson's face brightened. "The cottage behind my house is all ready for you. It's walking distance, and the view of the cove from the bedroom window is just lovely. Margaret always said—"

"Thank you." Ava's voice came out sharper than she'd intended. She softened it with a smile. "I mean, that sounds perfect. I appreciate you arranging housing."

The older woman studied her face for a moment, something knowing in her expression. "Of course, dear. I think you'll find Osprey Cove grows on you. It has a way of making people want to stay."

Not likely. Ava had heard variations of that speech in a dozen different towns, from librarians and museum directors and historical society presidents who all believed their particular corner of the world was special enough to change her mind. She'd catalog their collections, organize their archives, file their grant applications, and move on. It was what she did. What she was good at.

What kept her from ending up like her father, trapped by obligations she'd never asked for, or her grandmother, whose letters had talked about Osprey Cove as if it were some kind of prison disguised as home.

The sound of hammering drifted from the archive room, steady and rhythmic. Ava gathered her things, slinging her messenger bag across her chest and extending the handle of her rolling suitcase.

"I'll see you tomorrow morning, Mrs. Grayson."

"Eight o'clock?"

"Perfect."

Outside, the wind had picked up, sending leaves skittering across the library steps. The afternoon light was beginning to fade, painting the storefronts along Main Street in warm amber. A few people walked along the sidewalks, some carrying shopping bags, others just strolling. A man in overalls waved to her from across the street, and she waved back automatically, the way she'd learned to do in small towns.

Be polite. Be professional. Don't get attached.

She made her way back toward Mrs. Grayson's house, the cottage she'd be calling home for the next few weeks. The suitcase wheels found every crack and bump again, but she'd grown used to the rhythm of it. Pack, travel, unpack, work, repack, leave. It was a good system. Clean. Efficient.

Temporary.

Behind her, the library settled into evening quiet, though the sound of construction still echoed faintly through its walls. She didn't look back. There was no point in looking back when you weren't planning to stay.

The cottage was exactly what she'd expected—white clapboard siding, blue shutters, a front porch just big enough for a single chair. Mrs. Grayson had left the key under a flowerpot filled with late-season mums, along with a note welcoming her to Osprey Cove and promising fresh bread in the morning.

Inside, the space was small but clean. A sitting area with a braided rug and a stone fireplace. A kitchenette with a two-burner stove and a refrigerator that hummed quietly in the corner. A bedroom with a quilt-covered bed and, just as promised, a window that looked out over the cove.

Ava set her suitcase on the bed and unzipped it, pulling out clothes she'd need for the next few days. Everything else could stay packed. It always did.

She opened her notebook and sat at the small table by the window. The cove stretched out below, dark water reflecting the last of the sunset. Somewhere across town, the library sat waiting, full of books and boxes and decades of accumulated history. Jesse MacRae was probably still there, working by lamplight, the sound of his hammer echoing through empty rooms.

She wrote the date at the top of a fresh page, then made a list: assess main collection, review existing catalog system, identify gaps in documentation, create timeline for digitization. Standard procedure. Nothing she hadn't done before.

At the bottom of the page, almost without thinking, she wrote: Three weeks, in and out.

The words looked definitive on paper. Final. She underlined them twice, then closed the notebook and set it aside. Tomorrow she'd start the real work, and in three weeks—four at most—she'd pack her suitcase again and find her next assignment. Another library, another archive, another grant application that needed someone who knew how to organize the pieces of other people's history.

It was a good plan. A safe plan.

The only plan she'd ever needed.
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The ladder wobbled as Jesse reached for the corner joint, and he pressed his knee against the rung to steady himself. The old molding came away in his hands with a satisfying crack, decades of paint splitting along the grain. He set the piece on the tarp below and reached for his measuring tape, the metal singing as it extended across the gap.

Twelve and three-quarters. He'd cut the replacement piece a hair long—better to trim it down than come up short. The smell of sawdust hung in the evening air, mixing with the mustiness of old books and the faint tang of lemon oil Mrs. Grayson used on the reading tables. His work lamp cast a circle of white light that made the rest of the archive room fade into shadow, but he could work by feel if he had to. His hands knew wood the way other people knew their own names.

The front door opened and closed, followed by the unmistakable sound of wheeled luggage crossing hardwood. Jesse glanced toward the main room through the doorway. She was back—the archivist, Ava something. Silver, that was it. He'd caught a glimpse of her earlier, all business in her dark jeans and messenger bag, but Mrs. Grayson had been doing most of the talking.

She moved in a way that suggested she'd done this before. Lots of times. Messenger bag onto the main desk with a controlled thud, jacket draped over the chair back, hair pulled into a knot and secured with what looked like a pencil. She surveyed the chaos of boxes and loose papers like a general planning a campaign.

Jesse turned back to his work, sliding the replacement molding into position. The fit was snug—he'd have to shave off another sixteenth of an inch. He was reaching for his plane when her voice cut through the quiet.

"Excuse me?"

He looked down from the ladder. She stood in the archive room doorway, notebook in hand, pen poised like a weapon. Up close, her eyes were more green than brown, sharp with focus. A few strands of hair had escaped her makeshift bun, softening the severe line of her jaw.

"Sorry. Didn't mean to disturb you." He started to climb down, but she held up a hand.

"Actually, I wanted to ask about your schedule. When you'll be doing the heavy work—hammering, power tools, that kind of thing."

"Depends on what needs doing." Jesse settled back on the ladder, plane in hand. "Why?"

"I'll be cataloging the main collection starting tomorrow. Some of these materials are fragile, and I need to be able to concentrate." She tapped her pen against the notebook's edge, a quick rhythm that matched the sharpness in her voice. "It would help to know when to expect noise."

He dragged the plane across the molding, curls of wood peeling away from the blade. "I work around the library's schedule. Mrs. Grayson opens at eight, closes at six. I'm usually here evenings and weekends."

"So you'll be hammering while I'm trying to work."

It wasn't a question. Jesse paused, the plane halfway through another stroke. "The shelving in here needs reinforcing before winter, and there's rot in three of the floor joists. You want the collection preserved, the building has to be sound."

"I'm not questioning the necessity of the repairs." Her voice stayed level, professional, but something underneath had an edge to it. "I'm trying to coordinate schedules so we can both do our jobs effectively."

Jesse rubbed the back of his neck, feeling sawdust grit against his palm. "Tell you what—I'll stick to measuring and sanding during the day. Save the hammer work for after you leave."

"That would be helpful. Thank you."

She turned to go, but something in her tone made him speak up. "How long are you planning to be here?"

"Three weeks. Four at most."

"And you think that's enough time to get everything cataloged?"

She stopped, turned back. "I've handled larger collections in less time."

"I'm sure you have." He fitted the molding back into place, testing the joint. "But this isn't just any collection. Half these books belonged to the town's founding families. The historical society records go back to the 1800s. Mrs. Grayson's been volunteering here for fifteen years, and she's still finding things she didn't know existed."

"Which is exactly why it needs professional organization." Ava stepped closer to the ladder, and Jesse caught a whiff of something clean and slightly floral... soap, maybe, or shampoo. "A systematic approach will identify everything much more efficiently than random discovery."

"Random." Jesse drove a finish nail home with two quick taps. "Right."

"Is there something wrong with efficiency?"

He looked down at her, noting the way she stood with her feet planted, shoulders squared like she was ready for an argument. "Nothing wrong with it. Just saying, some things take the time they take."

"And some things take longer than they should because people get attached to inefficient methods."

The nail gun would have been faster, but Jesse reached for his hammer instead, settling it into the rhythm he'd learned from his father. Tap to set, two strikes to drive home. The sound echoed through the archive room, sharp and definitive.

"Been doing this kind of work my whole life," he said between strikes. "Building, fixing, preserving. Sometimes the old ways are old because they work."

"And sometimes they're old because people are afraid of change."

Jesse paused, hammer raised. She hadn't moved from her spot beside the ladder, but her posture had shifted slightly. Less defensive, more curious. As if she were studying him the way she probably studied her catalog systems—looking for patterns, weaknesses, ways to improve efficiency.

"You think I'm afraid of change?" He lowered the hammer, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his wrist.

"I think you're invested in doing things the way they've always been done." Her pen had stopped tapping against the notebook. "Which isn't necessarily wrong, but it's not necessarily right either."

The comment stung more than it should have. Jesse had heard variations of it his whole life—from his sister Mara when she'd married Tom and moved to the next town over, from friends who'd left for college and never came back, from the girl he'd dated in high school who'd called him "stuck" the night she'd broken up with him to take a job in Portland.

He climbed down from the ladder, taking his time with each rung. When he reached the floor, he was close enough to see the gold flecks in her eyes, the faint freckles across the bridge of her nose that she'd probably tried to cover with makeup.

"Maybe," he said, setting the hammer on his workbench. "Or maybe I know the difference between preserving something worth keeping and throwing it away because it's not shiny and new."

They stood there for a moment, the air between them charged with the kind of tension that could tip either way—toward argument or toward something else entirely. Jesse cataloged details without meaning to: the way she bit the inside of her cheek when she was thinking, the fine lines at the corners of her eyes that suggested she squinted at a lot of small print, the fact that her hands were ink-stained despite all her professional precision.

"I should let you get back to work," she said finally.

"Probably."

But neither of them moved. Jesse became aware of the sound of his own breathing, the tick of the old clock on the wall, the distant hum of the refrigerator in Mrs. Grayson's office. The work lamp threw their shadows against the wall, his broad and solid, hers smaller but somehow more defined.

"The noise thing," he said. "I'll be more careful about timing."

"I appreciate that." She tucked the escaped strands of hair behind her ear, and Jesse noticed she wasn't wearing a wedding ring. Not that it mattered. She'd made it clear she wasn't planning to stay. "Good night, Mr. MacRae."

"Jesse."

"Good night, Jesse."

She walked back through the doorway into the main room, her footsteps muffled by the worn carpet. Jesse listened to the sounds of her settling in—the scrape of a chair being adjusted, the rustle of papers, the snap of what sounded like a three-ring binder opening. Methodical sounds. The sounds of someone who had a system and intended to use it.

He picked up the plane and went back to work on the molding, but his mind kept drifting. Three weeks, maybe four. She'd breeze in, organize everything to her satisfaction, file whatever paperwork needed filing, and move on to the next job. He'd seen her type before—consultants, experts, people who dropped in to fix problems they didn't understand for places they'd never have to live with the consequences.

The molding slid into place with a satisfying click. Jesse stood back to admire the joint, running his fingertip along the seam to check for gaps. Seamless. The way good work should be.

He gathered his tools methodically, the same way he'd been taught as a kid. Each one cleaned and returned to its proper place in the box his father had built forty years ago. The box was scarred with use, the corners rounded from being carried job to job, but the joints were still tight. Some things were worth preserving exactly as they were.

The sounds from the main room had settled into a rhythm—papers being sorted, something being written in what sounded like a heavy notebook. Jesse folded the tarp and swept the sawdust into a dustpan, working quietly. She'd asked him to be mindful of noise, and he would be. It was what he did—accommodate other people's needs, make sure everyone else could do their jobs, be the one who adjusted his schedule and his methods and his plans to fit around whatever crisis needed solving.

He'd been doing it for so long he'd forgotten there might be another way.

The library settled around them as full darkness fell outside. Through the tall windows, Jesse could see the warm glow of porch lights along Main Street, the flicker of television screens in living room windows. People heading home to dinner, to homework help, to the small domestic dramas that made up a life in a place like Osprey Cove.

He'd never lived anywhere else. Never wanted to, until recently. Until the nights had started feeling longer and the mornings had started feeling like a series of obligations rather than choices. Until he'd started wondering what it would be like to wake up somewhere that wasn't filled with people who needed him to fix their gutters and teach their sons how to swing a hammer and serve on committees he'd never asked to join.

But someone had to stay. Someone had to be the one who knew where the shutoff valves were located and which floorboards creaked and how to coax heat out of the library's ancient furnace when winter settled in for real. Someone had to care about the molding and the floor joists and whether the shelving would hold another winter's worth of books.

Jesse clicked off the work lamp and gathered his things. In the main room, Ava worked under the desk lamp, her head bent over an open file box. She'd sorted books into neat stacks by what looked like size or subject, and a row of colored tabs marked different sections of her notebook. Even her pens were organized by color in a small cup she'd produced from somewhere.

She glanced up as he passed, and for a moment their eyes met. Hers were tired but alert, focused with the intensity of someone accustomed to working alone.

"Good night," she said.

"Night."

Jesse let himself out through the main entrance, locking the door behind him with the spare key Mrs. Grayson had given him years ago. The October air was sharp with the promise of winter, and his breath puffed white in the glow of the streetlights. His truck sat at the curb, the toolbox in the bed locked and secure.

He sat in the driver's seat for a moment before starting the engine, looking back at the library. The windows glowed warm yellow, and through them he could see Ava's silhouette bent over her work. Three weeks, she'd said. Maybe four.

Jesse started the truck, the engine turning over with the reliable rumble of well-maintained machinery. As he pulled away from the curb, he glanced in the rearview mirror one more time. The library looked the same as it always did—solid, permanent, waiting patiently for whatever came next.

"Three weeks, huh?" he said to the empty cab. "We'll see."
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The bell above the café door chimed as Ava pushed inside, the sound bright and cheerful against the morning bustle. Warmth wrapped around her immediately—the kind that came from ovens working overtime and conversations that had been going since dawn. The smell hit her next: cinnamon rolls fresh from the oven, coffee beans grinding somewhere behind the counter, and the faint sweetness of maple syrup lingering in the air.

Hand-painted chalkboard menus lined the wall behind the register, their curvy script advertising pumpkin spice lattes and apple cider donuts in cheerful orange and gold letters. Mismatched wooden tables filled the small space, most of them occupied by people who looked like they'd been meeting here for years. A group of men in flannel shirts and work boots clustered around one table, their voices low and serious as they discussed what sounded like plans for the harbor repairs. Two women with gray hair and quilted jackets sat near the window, steam rising from their coffee cups as they bent their heads together over what looked like festival planning lists.

Ava made her way to the counter, stepping around a toddler who was carefully carrying a paper cup of what smelled like hot chocolate to his mother. The barista looked up from the espresso machine—a woman about Ava's age with dark hair pulled back in a messy bun and paint-stained fingertips that suggested an artistic hobby.

"You must be Ava," the woman said before Ava could speak, her smile warm and genuine. "I'm Sarah. Mrs. Grayson said you'd probably stop by this morning."

Ava paused, her wallet half out of her messenger bag. Word really did travel fast in a place like this. "How did you—"

"You have her eyes. Your grandmother's, I mean." Sarah wiped her hands on her apron, leaving faint streaks of what might have been flour. "Same shape, same color. My mom used to talk about Margaret Silver all the time. Said she had the most beautiful laugh in three counties."

The comment settled uncomfortably in Ava's chest. She managed a polite smile and pulled her wallet the rest of the way out. "Just a large coffee, please. Black."

"You sure? The cinnamon rolls are still warm, and I made extra pumpkin muffins this morning. Your grandmother always said October was muffin weather." Sarah's hands were already moving toward the pastry case, as if Ava's agreement was a foregone conclusion.

"Just coffee, thank you."

Sarah's smile dimmed slightly, but she nodded and turned to the coffee machine. Ava stood at the counter, hyperaware of the conversations flowing around her, wondering how many other people in this room knew exactly who she was and why she was here. The thought made her shoulders tense.

"That'll be three fifty."

Ava handed over the money and accepted the steaming cup, the ceramic warm against her palms. She'd planned to take it back to the library, but as she turned toward the door, one of the women at the window table caught her eye and smiled.

"Excuse me, dear?" The woman had silver hair curled in a way that probably required weekly salon visits and kind eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. "You're Margaret's granddaughter, aren't you?"

Ava hesitated, coffee cup halfway to her lips. "Yes."

"I'm Eleanor Morrison, and this is my friend Ruth." The woman gestured to her companion, who had the weathered hands of someone who spent time in gardens and the alert expression of someone who never missed a piece of interesting news. "We knew your grandmother quite well. She painted the signs for our church fundraiser back in—oh, what was it, Ruth? Nineteen eighty-five?"

"Eighty-six," Ruth corrected, setting down her coffee cup with a gentle clink. "Right after that terrible storm that took down the old oak by the cemetery. Margaret spent three days out there with her brushes and paints, wouldn't let anyone help her. Said the signs had to be perfect or people wouldn't believe the cause was worth supporting."

Eleanor nodded enthusiastically. "Raised more money for the new roof than we'd ever managed before. She had such an eye for color, that woman. And such opinions about everything!" Her laugh was fond, the kind reserved for memories that had grown sweeter with time. "I swear she could have run this town if she'd wanted to."

Ava shifted her weight from one foot to the other, the coffee growing cooler in her hands. "That's nice to hear."

"Are you artistic like her?" Ruth leaned forward slightly, her curiosity genuine but overwhelming. "Margaret always said creativity ran in families, passed down like eye color or the shape of your hands."

"Not really. I work with books and documents, not paints." Ava took a sip of her coffee, hoping the conversation would wind down naturally.

"Oh, but that's artistic in its own way," Eleanor insisted. "All that organizing and categorizing—it takes a special kind of mind to see the patterns and make sense of chaos. Margaret would have been so proud to know you were working with the library. She loved that place."

The words hit Ava like a series of small stones, each one finding its mark. She didn't want to know what her grandmother would have thought. Didn't want to carry the weight of someone else's pride or expectations, especially someone she'd barely known. Her grandmother had been a name on birthday cards and Christmas presents, a signature on letters that her father had read aloud with increasing reluctance until they'd stopped coming altogether.

"I should get to work," Ava said, lifting her coffee in a small salute. "Thank you for sharing those memories."

"Of course, dear." Eleanor's voice held a warmth that felt both genuine and presumptuous. "I hope you'll find time to enjoy Osprey Cove while you're here. It has a way of growing on people."

"We'll see." Ava managed another polite smile and headed for the door, the bell chiming again as she pushed outside.

The morning air was crisp and clean, carrying the salt scent of the cove and the earthy smell of leaves beginning their final turn toward winter. She breathed deeply, trying to shake off the feeling that the café conversation had wrapped around her like a web she hadn't seen until it was too late. People meant well—she knew that—but their assumptions felt heavy, as if they were trying to dress her in clothes that had belonged to someone else.

She walked quickly down Main Street, her messenger bag bouncing against her hip and her coffee sending up curls of steam in the cool air. The library sat at the end of the block like a promise of solitude, its brick walls and ivy-covered sides looking solid and impersonal in the best possible way.

But as she approached, Ava saw she wouldn't have the building to herself quite yet. A small group had gathered on the library steps—four men in work clothes and baseball caps, their voices carrying easily in the still morning air. Jesse stood at the center of the group, one boot propped on the bottom step, his hands gesturing as he explained something that involved measurements and angles. Even from half a block away, she could see the way the others listened to him, nodding and asking questions as if his opinion carried weight.

Ava slowed her pace, not wanting to interrupt whatever community business was being conducted. As she got closer, she caught fragments of the conversation—something about the festival setup, booth spacing, electrical requirements. Jesse's voice was steady and confident, the voice of someone accustomed to solving problems that mattered to other people.

"—have to run the extension cords behind the trees," he was saying as she reached the edge of their informal circle. "Can't have them crossing the pathways where people will be walking with kids and strollers."

"Makes sense," one of the men agreed, pushing back his cap to scratch his head. "What about the main stage? Tom thinks we need to move it closer to the gazebo."

Jesse shook his head. "Sound will bounce off the library walls and create an echo. Current spot is better for acoustics." He glanced up and caught Ava's eye, nodding in acknowledgment before turning back to the group. "I can have the platform reinforced by Thursday if you can get the permits sorted."

"Permits are already filed," another man said, pulling a folded paper from his shirt pocket. "Henderson approved everything yesterday."

"Good." Jesse straightened, rolling his shoulders as if he'd been standing in the same position too long. "Then we're on track."

The group began to disperse, the men heading in different directions with the easy familiarity of people who'd been coordinating community events for years. Handshakes and backslaps were exchanged, along with promises to check on lumber deliveries and confirm volunteer schedules. Jesse remained on the steps, pulling his phone from his pocket and scrolling through what looked like a long list of messages.

Ava climbed the steps, fishing the library key from her jacket. "Festival planning?"

"Something like that." Jesse pocketed his phone and stepped aside to give her room at the door. "Harvest Festival's the biggest event of the year. Takes half the town to pull it off."

"And you coordinate the construction side?"

"Among other things." There was something in his voice she couldn't quite identify—not pride, exactly, but a kind of resigned competence. "Someone has to make sure the booths don't fall down and the stage doesn't collapse when the high school band starts playing."

The key turned smoothly, and Ava pushed the door open. "Sounds like a lot of responsibility."

"It's what needs doing."

She glanced at him as they stepped into the library's quiet interior. Jesse moved through the space with the unconscious ease of someone who belonged, stopping to straighten a chair that had been pushed askew and picking up a pen that had rolled off the main desk. Small gestures, automatic and unthinking.

"You've lived here your whole life," she said. Not a question.

"Born at the hospital in Millbrook, grew up on Elm Street, graduated from Osprey Cove High." Jesse's tone was matter-of-fact, neither defensive nor apologetic. "Never saw much reason to leave."

Ava set her coffee on the main desk and unwound the scarf from around her neck. "Never been curious about other places?"

"Curious, sure. But curious enough to pack up and start over somewhere else?" He shrugged, moving toward the archive room where his tools waited. "This is home. It's where people know me, where I can do work that matters. Why would I give that up for the unknown?"

The question hung in the air between them, and Ava didn’t have a ready answer. She'd spent so many years running toward the unknown that the idea of choosing the familiar felt foreign. Through the tall windows, she could see the group of men walking down Main Street together, their conversation continuing as they made their way to whatever projects waited for them. People who saw each other every day, who shared responsibilities and inside jokes and the kind of casual intimacy that came from staying in one place long enough to watch each other's lives unfold.

Jesse disappeared into the archive room, and moments later she heard the whisper of sandpaper against wood. Methodical, patient work—the kind that took time to do properly.

Ava opened the first file box of the day and pulled out a stack of documents that smelled like dust and old paper. Municipal records from the 1970s, most of them typed on machines that had left faint impressions in the paper and signatures that had faded to brown. She made notes in her careful handwriting, creating categories and cross-references, building the kind of systematic organization that would make sense to whoever came after her.

But her mind kept drifting back to the café conversation, to Eleanor Morrison's easy assumption that creativity ran in families like eye
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