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    For the ones who believe that love doesn't always arrive loudly—
but in quiet moments, shared glances, and unspoken understanding.
For every heart that learned to wait, to listen, and to build something real
before naming it love.
And for you, who know that sometimes
the most powerful beginnings start
when two eyes meet
and everything gently changes.
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Chapter 1 — First Glance on the Iron Bridge
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If the town had a heartbeat, it thumped under my feet.

That’s what I decided about Maplebridge as I stood on the old iron span and felt a vibration move through the planks, the faintest tremor that didn’t belong to the river. I had a pencil balanced over the page and my sketchbook angled against the railing, elbows tucked, cold air threading through my scarf. The world was soft at the edges—the kind of fog that made the far bank a rumor and turned the streetlamps into small moons.

Mom had called it “bracing” when we left the house, and Dad had said it was “a good day for staying in,” which is how I knew I should come out. I’m not good at staying in when everything else is shifting. Paper and graphite keep me steady. Lines do what I tell them to. Metal does too, mostly. The bridge especially.

Up close, the Maplebridge span is not just a thing you cross; it’s geometry stacked on memory. Triangles inside triangles, rivets like constellations caught in daylight. I had been here every Saturday since we moved—three weeks, three sketches, each attempt more patient. Today, I started with the truss near the east side where the cross-bracing makes a diamond if you squint. I sketched the diamond, darkened the negative space, and checked the angle with my thumb.

A gull cut across the fog, one white slash. Car tires clicked on the boards. I shaded the seam where two plates met and thought, the people who built this are long gone, but they left their math behind, and that feels like a promise.

The wind arrived without the courtesy of a lead-in. It slid off the river, slipped under the top sheet I’d already filled, and lifted it like a breath. The paper became a sudden bird. One corner knocked my wrist, and the page crabbed sideways, skittered, tried to leap. I grabbed at nothing and managed an eloquent, “Oh no—wait—”

A bell rang—bright, not a church bell, a bicycle’s—and a voice rose from the fog. “Hang on!”

The figure materialized in pieces: first the headlight beam, then the curve of a front tire, then a boy in a navy jacket, curls poking out under a cap. He was braking with one sneaker on the ground, a practiced half-halt that made the bike swerve just so, positioning his free hand exactly where my page flapped toward the rail.

He caught it like he’d been waiting.

The paper slapped against his palm. He pinned it with two fingers and laughed—more an exhale than a sound—as if he didn’t want to be loud in the fog. He coasted the last foot, stopped beside me, and offered the sheet carefully. “This yours?”

“Yeah,” I said, too fast, heat rising under my scarf. “That wind—sorry, thank you—I should have clipped it—thanks.”

“Clips are for people who plan,” he said, eyes flicking to the drawing before he looked at me again. “You got the bracing right. And the rivets. Most people just... draw ‘bridge.’” He traced the air, a vague rainbow shape that made me smile against my will.

He had the kind of face that looks like it’s on the verge of a joke—soft mouth, sharp eyes. There was a scrap of sticker on his cheek, like he’d been wrestling with something adhesive and lost. A field recorder hung from his shoulder, the kind with big foam windscreens and dials worn smooth. A strip of gaffer tape patched the battery door. The recorder looked like a veteran; the boy looked like a volunteer.

“You’re welcome,” he added, like I’d forgotten to accept the rescue. “I’m Theo.”

“Iris.” The name felt different in the fog, less like an introduction and more like an invitation to mispronounce. He didn’t. “And... thanks. Again.”

We stood there with my page between us, both not sure where to put our eyes. Mine drifted to the crossing of two diagonal braces. His drifted to my pencil smudges, the gray on the side of my hand. When we looked back at each other accidentally, something stretched—a second too long, like a frame that stutters in a film reel. My stomach did a quiet, traitorous flip. I found my scarf fringe very interesting.

He held out the drawing, and I took it. The paper had a clean crease now. It lined up with the angle of the truss exactly, and I pretended I’d meant to do that. “Thanks,” I said for the third time, because cleverness is not my superpower. Silence gathered. The river sounded like a sleeve sliding off a shoulder.

He nudged his bike closer to the rail and leaned it there, careful, as if the bridge might be offended by a scratch. Up close, the recorder on his shoulder was a museum of stickers: bands, a tiny coffee cup, a waveform cutout. “You always sketch out here?”

“I always try to,” I said. “Saturdays. New town ritual.”

“Transfer?” he asked, then grimaced. “Sorry—that sounded like an immigration desk question.”

“It’s fine.” I shrugged. “Two weeks into junior year. We moved for my dad’s job. ‘A better pace,’ my mom says.” I left out the other things—why I didn’t fight to stay, how quiet the old hallways had become when I walked them—because I don’t hand strangers the messy drafts.

“Well,” he said, tilting his head, “you picked a strong subject. This bridge is the only reason half the kids here know what triangles are.”

“You’re... very passionate about structure,” I said, dry, and he laughed fully this time, a small fog of breath.

“I’m passionate about what holds things up.” He tapped the recorder gently. “Sound, too. That’s my part. Summer arts festival. Tech crew. The bridge hums in bad weather; it’s like a bass note in a song.”

My gaze dropped to the recorder like a magnet. It had the haggard nobility of something used for the thing it was made for. “Is that—what model?”

He looked briefly delighted that I’d asked. “Tascam. Old as sin. It groans when I ask too much of it, but it still tells the truth.” He lifted it a little, as if introducing a friend. “Do you... draw the truth?”

“I try.” My pencil made a line without my permission, a small, dark tick. “Lines don’t lie. Or they do, but you decide how.”

He opened his mouth like he had a reply to that, then closed it when a flyer on the nearest lamppost flapped hard against the metal. The fog had condensed into droplets on the paper, making the ink bleed, but the headline was still loud: MAPLEBRIDGE SUMMER ARTS FESTIVAL and beneath it, bold even in the gray: OPENING NIGHT NEEDS ONE ORIGINAL COLLABORATION.

Theo followed my eyes to the flyer. “They changed it this year,” he said. “Used to be a parade of solos. Now they want pairs, groups, weird combos. Like... sketcher meets sound hoarder and the town hears the bridge sing while it watches it.”

I jabbed my pencil at him. “Sound hoarder. That’s... kind of great.”

He made a mock bow. “Theo Reed: Collector of Noises Nobody Asked For.” He leaned toward the flyer, read the smaller text. “Proposal due in three weeks. Ten minutes on the main stage.” He glanced at my sketch again. “Iris Who Draws Like She’s Memorizing—are you submitting?”

“Are you?” I tossed back, because deflection is my other superpower.

“I usually hide in the booth,” he said. “Which... is a kind of submission, without the applause. But—” He stopped, squinted toward the far end of the bridge. The fog curled like steam, bodies suggested and erased. “I could. If I find someone who makes lines not lie.”

“Oh.” It slipped out before I could decide if it was an answer. I tucked hair behind my ear and immediately thought that was too performative, then remembered it’s just hair. “I don’t know anybody yet,” I said, meaning it. New town, new hallways, new cafeteria, same math. My friend map was a blank sheet. “And—collaborations can get messy.”

“Messy is okay if the tape is good,” he said, patting the recorder. Then he grimaced. “That sounded less like a metaphor and more like a cry for help.”

“It sounded like honesty.” I slid the rescued page back under my sketchbook clip and moved my binder along the rail. My hands were steadier than my insides. “I mostly make lines by myself. It’s... easier to keep them straight.”

We fell quiet, listening without admitting we were. The ferry at the dock groaned, a cleat clanged, a dog’s collar jingled somewhere below. The bridge hummed—maybe I imagined it. Fog pearls clung to the lamppost and slid down in thin, bright tracks.

“You know,” Theo said finally, softer, “some things sound different because someone else is listening too.”

I looked up. He wasn’t looking at me; he was looking at the span reaching into whiteness, like a road into a blank page. His face had shifted—less on-the-verge-of-a-joke and more like the joke had been put away for later.

The too-long second came and went again. We both noticed it and decided not to say anything. He cleared his throat. I capped my pencil.

“Okay,” he said, stepping back to his bike. “I have to pretend to be responsible and go help set up microphones for a community band that hates microphones.” He mounted the seat, foot on a pedal, hand on the brake. “If you... if you want to hear what you drew, I’m usually at the rec hall after school. Or here. Saturdays. I’ll probably be around. I’m hard to miss; I squeak.” He squeezed the bell, and it answered, cheerful.

“Iris Skyler,” I said, because last names felt like making it official. “Rivets and erasers.”

“Theo Reed,” he returned. “Gaffer tape and B-flat.”

He lifted two fingers in a small salute and pushed off, tires whispering. The fog took him generously, letting him fade rather than vanish.

I watched the empty space for a beat, then let out a breath I hadn’t registered. The river moved under me, steady and indifferent, and the bridge trembled like a low laugh.

I drew.
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By afternoon, the fog warmed into a pale glare, like someone turned up the dimmer. I finished the truss and the repeating pattern of rivets in the gusset plates—the part everyone else ignored because it looked like math homework. The page smelled faintly like graphite and cold. A smudge on my wrist had become a badge.

On the walk back through town, the flyer appeared again and again: the rec hall, the café window, the library’s corkboard. One Original Collaboration. The words hovered all the way home.

Dad had the radio on low in the kitchen, humming under his breath as he chopped carrots, pretending not to be out of his depth at the stove. Mom sat at the table with the local paper, a pen tucked behind her ear like she was a reporter instead of a nurse. She looked up when I came in, and something eased in her face. Since we’d moved, she had been cataloging my expressions like symptoms.

“Good draw?” she asked.

“Good bridge,” I said, which was enough. Dad brandished the knife and declared the carrots uniform; Mom pretended to call the press. They were trying. I could meet them halfway.

In my room, I slid my sketchbook onto the desk and stared at the rivets until they blurred. On impulse, I pulled a pencil stub from the mug and, on the margin of the page, wrote: things that hold things up. Then below that, smaller: maybe: sound + line?

The words looked like they belonged to someone braver than me.

I told myself I was not thinking about Theo’s recorder. I told myself I was not thinking about the way the fog had made the world feel like an inside voice. I told myself a collaboration was just a word on a flyer.

Later, when the house quieted and Dad’s cooking heroics yielded to dishwasher sighs, I opened my window a crack and listened. In the hush, I could have sworn I heard it again—not the river, not the road—a hum that could have been in my head or in the steel across town. B-flat, he’d said. I didn’t know how to check, but the certainty landed anyway.

It felt like the bridge was singing to itself, and I’d been invited by accident.
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On Sunday morning, I found it: a small rectangle of cardstock wedged under the rail where I always leaned my sketchbook. The fog had retreated; the air had an edge of sun. The card was damp at the corner but legible, the writing narrow and fast, like it had been done before the light changed.

You left a pencil yesterday, the note said. A very fancy pencil. It rolled, I rescued. Also: the bridge hum? You can hear it best from the middle when a truck goes by. Stand on the third plank after the lamppost. No, I’m not messing with you. Then, almost as an afterthought:
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