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Part I — A Possible Life

Chapter 1 — The First Note
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The first time Mara heard the hall full, she was in the women’s toilet with her arm inside the cistern.

Someone had put a drinks glass in it. She had no theory about this. The building had been open for nineteen minutes.

Through the wall came the low, disorderly sound of an orchestra becoming an orchestra: chairs dragged into position, a cough, the same four notes played with increasing resentment.

“Have you drowned?” Lev called.

“Not yet.”

“The mayor’s looking for you.”

“Tell her I have.”

The glass had caught beneath the float. Mara eased it sideways, felt the stem break, and stopped.

For eleven years she had argued that the building should belong to the people who used it. Apparently they had taken possession.

Lev pushed the door open with his shoulder. He was carrying two glasses of wine.

“That seems optimistic,” she said.

“One’s for the cistern.”

She laughed, which made her hand move, which hurt.

“Shit.”

“Bad?”

“Only if I’m expected to conduct.”

He put the wine down and took her wrist. A little blood had diluted itself through the water.

“Stay still.”

“I am still.”

“You’re arguing. It makes you move.”

He unwound the hand towel from its holder and held it beneath her arm while she withdrew her hand. There was a shallow cut across the base of her thumb.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Beyond the wall, the orchestra fell quiet.

“Oh,” Mara said.

The first note arrived through the pipes as much as through the air.

She had spent years imagining the sound in that room. She had calculated it, modeled it, defended it in meetings against people who believed acoustics were an optional finish.

None of those exercises had included hearing it here, with her hand bleeding into a towel that said PROPERTY OF MUNICIPAL SERVICES.

Lev was listening too.

“Well?” he said.

She shook her head.

“What?”

“I can’t tell.”

He looked at her.

Then they both started laughing, and she pressed the towel over her mouth because they were immediately behind the stage and because, after eleven years, there was no longer anything she could do about the building.

The music continued.

The note thinned, travelled along the old ironwork, and stopped. The orchestra began again with a scrape of strings and a burst of conversation. Someone dropped a pencil. Someone else said, “From the top, please,” in the exhausted tone of a person who had already said it from the top six times.

Lev folded the towel over Mara’s hand. He tied the ends once, gently, and looked at the knot.

“That’s going to get blood on your shirt,” she said.

“It’s a shirt.”

“It’s the only clean one you own.”

“That’s how I know it can take a little more.”

She wanted to kiss him. She also wanted to check whether the toilet had stopped running. The cistern filled with a thin, steady hiss. She listened for the note that had come through the wall. The old pipe carried pressure and sound. It had done both before she arrived. She had assumed the sound would be a useful low resonance, not a separate instrument with its own opinion.

“I can get a dressing from the first-aid box,” Lev said.

“After we find out whether the hall is making that noise.”

“It’s opening night. The hall is allowed to make one noise.”

“The hall is allowed to make the noises we planned.”

“Ah. I’ll tell it.”

The mayor called her name from the corridor. Mara looked at the door. A line of light showed beneath it; beyond that, the building went on without waiting for her to be ready.

“Tell her I’m coming,” she said.

“You told me to tell her you’d drowned.”

“I’ve recovered.”

Lev left one glass on the cistern lid and took the other with him. She glanced at him.

“Not that one,” he said. “I’m not a monster.”

The bandage made her hand feel larger than it was. She followed him into the service corridor, past the exposed brick where the old pump gauges had been left in place. One still had a white needle fixed at zero. A volunteer had tied a sprig of something green to its frame. Mara had meant to ask who, but the volunteer was now carrying a tray of untouched sandwiches and trying to keep the paper napkins from sliding off.

“You’re bleeding,” the volunteer said.

“Only a little.”

“That’s what people say before they faint.”

“I won’t faint.”

“I have the folding chair ready either way.”

It was not quite a joke. The volunteer’s hair had come loose at the back, and a strip of tape clung to one sleeve. Mara thanked her and went on.

The corridor opened into the hall. At this distance, the room was larger than it looked on the drawings, which was irritating. Drawings were supposed to prepare you. The shallow stage sat beneath the old bridge crane, its rails cleaned and painted but still visible above the lights. The brick took a soft wash of amber from the lamps. Someone had put a paper star in the high window, where it hung slightly crooked against the river-dark glass.

Mara had not approved the star. She did not know why this mattered to her, and she did not move it.

The mayor stood by the entrance with the West Reach Hall programme folded in half. Two musicians tuned near her, though the rest of the orchestra had gone quiet. The mayor looked at Mara’s hand.

“I hope that wasn’t the champagne.”

“It was a glass in a cistern.”

“That’s worse.”

“It’s the first plumbing complaint.”

“The first plumbing complaint from someone who can fix it.”

The mayor’s coat was still buttoned. She had come straight from another event and had the distracted, kind face of a person who had been asked to stand in photographs all afternoon. Mara tried to remember whether she had eaten. She had not. Neither had Lev, who had been in the hall since seven, though this was a fact she could only infer from the empty paper plate near his toolbox.

“They’re ready for you,” the mayor said.

“For the music?”

“For the music. And possibly for you to say something.”

“I can make the music happen.”

“You can also say a sentence.”

The mayor offered the programme as if it were a microphone. Mara declined it.

“I’ll come in a minute.”

“I’ll tell them you’re on your way.”

“Don’t tell them I’m on my way. Tell them the band is on its way.”

“They can see the band.”

The mayor smiled, but the line of people waiting to enter had begun to press toward the open door. A volunteer moved a stack of programmes from a chair. Another tried to pull the chair free without disturbing the older man sitting in it. He held up one hand to stop her, lifted himself with the other, and sat back down in the same place.

“Leave it,” he said. “I’m comfortable.”

The chair blocked the narrow path between the entrance and the side aisle. There was room to pass if the people coming in turned sideways, but the coats were making the passage narrower by the minute.

“Could we move the rack?” Mara asked.

“It was there when I came,” the man said. “I can move.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know. I’m offering.”

He stood before she could answer. He had a walking stick in one hand and used the back of the chair with the other. The volunteer took the chair. The rack stayed where it was, and the first family came in with a boy of about eight holding a paper programme upside down. A wool scarf was knotted at his neck.

Mara was grateful for the clear path. She was also irritated that she had not noticed it before the room filled.

At the back of the hall, the first cellist lowered her instrument and leaned toward the conductor. The endpin touched the floor. One of the cellos made a low, sustained sound as she tested the open string. It travelled into the room and returned from the north wall a fraction late.

The second return was faint, a metal shiver beneath the note.

The cellist stopped. The conductor raised one hand. They tried it once more.

“There,” the woman said, looking toward the far corner.

Mara moved without answering. She crossed the aisle and stood under the old return pipe. The sound had come from its lower sleeve, where the new bracket met the old flange. She placed her good hand against it. The iron hummed lightly under her palm.

Lev came up behind her. “That’s the thing you heard.”

“It’s not the hall. It’s the sleeve.”

“Does that make it better?”

“It makes it fixable.”

“After the concert?”

“After the concert.”

He leaned closer to the metal. “I like it.”

“You like every noise that isn’t in your flat.”

“The flat has a refrigerator that sounds like an offended sheep.”

“The refrigerator is not part of the concert.”

“I didn’t say it was good. I said I like it.”

The cellist had heard them. She lifted the bow. “It’s not on every note. Just the low ones.”

“We’ll look at the bracket after you finish,” Mara said.

“We?” Lev asked.

“You can hold the torch.”

“That’s my favorite part.”

The cellist tried the note again, quieter. The metal answered her, a short vibration that faded before the rest of the room had time to notice. The conductor looked at Mara. She nodded once. He turned back to the orchestra.

The volunteers had not stopped moving. One gathered coats from the backs of chairs and carried them to the rack. Another went past with a jug of water and three glasses, one of which was cracked at the rim. She saw Mara see it and held it up.

“This one’s for me,” she said.

“That doesn’t make it safer.”

“It makes it mine.”

She drank from it anyway.

At the side of the entrance, a woman in a blue coat had stopped with one hand on the push plate of the side door. She used a chair with narrow wheels and had a canvas bag across her knees. The passage between the open door and the coat rack was too tight for her to turn. A volunteer tried to help by pulling the rack back, but one of its feet caught beneath a mat.

“Please don’t lift the front,” the woman said. “It tips.”

The volunteer lowered her hands at once.

Mara stepped toward them. “Would you like the rack moved to the other wall?”

“I’d like the path to stay open.” The woman looked at the rack, then at the hall. “When people come in, they stand here and take off their coats. Then nobody can get past the door.”

“We can move the rack.”

“You can. But you’ll put it somewhere else, and they’ll make the same crowd around it.”

There was no edge in her voice. The remark sounded like experience, which was harder to dismiss than anger.

She pointed at the low alcove opposite the side door. It held two small tables and a framed drawing of the old station. The tables had been placed there because Mara wanted the corridor clear. The woman said, “If you put the coats there, we could leave two chairs here. People who need to come in late can sit out of the way. People who need to leave can do it without climbing over everyone.”

“The door has to stay clear.”

“Yes.”

The woman moved her chair back a few inches, then turned it carefully in the empty space. She did not need to demonstrate, but she did. The front casters cleared the door. The rear wheels came around without touching the wall. If the rack was gone, the path would work. If the tables remained in the alcove, the coats would fit there, and the chairs could sit just beyond the door where the floor widened.

Mara looked at the old drawing in its frame, then at the tables. One had already lost a leg cap. She had intended the alcove to be a place where people read the history of the station before entering the hall. The room was large enough for its history to survive without that particular corner.

“We’ll try it with the coats there,” Mara said. “The chairs stay against the wall, outside the swing of the door.”

“They won’t stay where you put them,” the woman said.

“I’m beginning to see that.”

The woman gave her a small nod, not approval so much as acknowledgement. “Then you’ve learned something.”

The volunteer lifted the rack by its frame this time. A second volunteer slid the tables into the alcove. The woman waited until the passage was clear, then turned into the hall with a careful push of both wheels. She stopped near the door, where there was room for her chair and another person to pass.

“There,” she said.

The hall’s doors began to close. Lev caught one before it latched and held it for the last people coming in. The conductor had started the orchestra’s tuning again, but the woman raised one hand.

“Not yet,” she said. “I’m still hearing the first one.”

Mara assumed she meant the pipe. The woman turned her chair, and the sound changed. From the doorway, the low notes travelled along the old wall and lost their metallic edge. The upper strings were softer there, but the cello came through cleanly. She tilted her head to listen.

“You can hear more of the room from here,” Mara said.

“I can hear the room from here.”

The distinction was small, but the woman had not made it for Mara’s benefit. She was listening. Her bag had slid sideways on her knees. She caught it before it fell, put it back, and held still.

The conductor lowered his hand. The orchestra began.

This time the first note did not arrive as a test. It opened into the next one, and the next, the players finding the measured pace they had lost in the toilet wall. The hall filled imperfectly. The bass caught in the old pipe, then released. The high notes reached the back row a breath later than they reached the front. Nothing collapsed. No one stood up to leave.

The boy near the old gauge had moved from the entrance to the alcove. He was sitting cross-legged on the floor with both palms on the brick. His father stood beside him, holding a paper cup. When the cellos came in, the boy pressed his hand harder against the wall. His father leaned down and asked him something. The boy shook his head and smiled without looking up.

Mara watched for half a bar, then looked away. The paper star in the high window shook slightly when the heating system started. She had not measured that. It did not seem to need measuring now.

The mayor stood at the side of the hall with her folded program. She had waited through the tuning, the door, the woman’s turn, and the first notes. When the piece ended, she leaned toward Mara.

“I think they’d like to hear you say something.”

“They’re already hearing something.”

“They can hear two things.”

“I don’t have a speech.”

“Nobody asked for one.”

The mayor had the programme open now. On its inside was a neat list of the evening’s acknowledgements, each name set in a small typeface. Mara had seen the proofs. She had approved them in the same meeting where she argued that the trustees should not spend money on engraved donor plaques.

“You can thank the people who put the chairs out,” the mayor said. “They’re the ones who’ll remember it.”

Mara turned toward the volunteers. One was sitting on the floor with her back against a radiator, rubbing her shoes. The other was carrying the cracked glass to the kitchen. Lev had taken the torch from his toolbox and was inspecting the pipe bracket again.

“I’ll say thank you,” Mara said.

“Good.”

“And then I’m going to ask them to stay after and help us move the tables.”

The mayor folded the program. “That sounds more like you.”

Mara took the microphone. She said the hall had been built by people who were tired of holding meetings in rooms with no heat. She named the volunteers she knew and thanked the rest as a group. She thanked the orchestra for playing before the building was ready to behave. She thanked the people who had carried chairs, and the people who had told her where the chairs needed to go.

She forgot the donors until the mayor thanked them afterward from her own list.

When the music began again, the woman in the blue coat stayed by the side door. The boy stayed on the floor. A couple of people chose the corridor chairs, though Mara had not asked them to. Someone set a cup on the old gauge frame and moved it when the volunteer pointed at the narrow ledge.

Near the end of the piece, Lev came beside her. “You’re going to leave the chairs there?”

“For tonight.”

“The coats?”

“In the alcove.”

“The drawing?”

She looked at the frame, which had been set on one of the tables, tilted slightly against the wall.

“We’ll find another place for it.”

“When?”

“When someone asks.”

He glanced at her bandage. The towel had taken more blood than she wanted it to. She had forgotten about it.

“You’re going to need a new one.”

“After the music.”

He offered her the glass he had carried out of the cistern room. It was still on the corridor ledge, untouched. The wine had warmed. She took it with her left hand.

When the last chord finished, the applause started in the front rows and found the back. The woman in the blue coat clapped with both hands, not loudly, but in time. The boy lifted his palms from the wall and clapped them against his knees. The conductor gave the orchestra a small bow. One of the cellists looked toward the pipe and smiled as if it had behaved well enough.

The room needed work. The bracket would have to come off. The side door had to be checked with the chairs in place. The table in the alcove needed a new cap on its leg. The volunteer had gone back to the kitchen for more tea, which meant somebody should help her carry it. The paper star kept shivering in the high window.

Mara set down her glass. When the volunteers began to move the chairs, she took one end of the rack and carried it into the alcove. The woman in the blue coat pointed to a better place for it. Mara put it there.

Then she pulled a chair out from the wall and left the passage clear.

“That one can stay,” the woman said.

Mara looked at the chair, the door, the room beyond. “All right.”

Lev was already carrying the next one.
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Chapter 2 — The Building Nobody Wanted
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The notice period began on a Monday, which made it feel less like a decision than a mistake in the diary.

Mara had meant to leave the practice for months. She had not meant to do it before breakfast, with a damp umbrella leaning against her desk and the director of the firm still in a client meeting downstairs. The resignation letter sat in her outbox. She had written it four times. Each version sounded as if she hoped to be talked out of it.

She deleted the last sentence and sent it.

The office did not react. Phones rang. Someone laughed in the kitchen. In the long room beside her, a printer made its slow, private complaint.

Her desk held a set of scales, a mug from a theatre project she had once drawn from the first sketch to the final handrail, and a model of a stair that had not been built. She picked up the stair, turned it over, and found the glue had given way at the landing. It had been wrong in the first version too. She put it down carefully.

Her director came up ten minutes later with his jacket over one arm.

“You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

“This is about the station?”

“It’s about the work.”

He sat in the visitor chair without asking. “You have good work here.”

“I know.”

“You have a route to partnership.”

“I know that too.”

“Then I’m not following.”

Mara closed the drawer with her hip. It stuck at the same place it had stuck since she joined. “I’m tired of making rooms people pass through on their way to something else.”

“That sounds like a speech.”

“It was supposed to be a sentence.”

He glanced at the stair model. The landing slipped a few millimetres out of line. He did not notice.

“You could take the civic job without leaving,” he said. “We would be pleased to put the practice behind it.”

The practice had once offered to put itself behind a library renovation, a theatre, a housing scheme. It came with a name on the drawings and a fee schedule that required three rounds of approval before anyone could move a chair. Mara had wanted those projects. She had also wanted to be the person whose idea reached the built room intact.

“They’re looking for one architect,” she said.

“They’re looking for someone willing to work for nothing.”

“They’re offering a fee.”

“A fee that will barely cover the survey.”

He did not mean to insult her. That made it harder to answer. He was worried about the money, and also about how many years she had taken to get to a desk with a window. She had a salary. She had the beginning of authority. The city had a pumping station no one knew how to use.

“I’ll be in the station tomorrow,” she said.

“You’ve been in the station once.”

“That’s why I’m going back.”

He stood. “Think about it over the notice period.”

“I will.”

“I mean the offer.”

“So do I.”

He left her with the letter sent and the drawer still stuck.

West Reach Pumping Station stood at the lower bend of the estuary, where the paved road turned into a public path and the river widened enough to show the tide. West Reach had stopped pumping water into the low fields decades ago. The pumps had been stripped for parts; the building remained, with its brick walls, slate roof, and a high window set across the river-facing gable. The city had put a fence around it and a sign on the gate. The sign said NO ACCESS. Someone had written underneath, in black marker, THANKS.

Mara stood outside the gate with the clerk from the council property office. He had the key ring and the expression of a man trying not to become responsible for anything.

“You said it was cleared,” she said.

“It is cleared.”

“There’s a mattress inside.”

“That wasn’t there last inspection.”

“How long ago was the last inspection?”

“Three years.”

He opened the gate. It dragged across the ground and stopped short. Mara lifted the latch while he pulled. The hinge gave a dry squeal.

“It needs a new hinge,” she said.

“We’ve got a list.”

“Is the hinge on the list?”

“No.”

Inside, the air held cold water and oil. A line of tide salt marked the lower brick, then faded where some previous inspector had wiped it with a rag. The stripped channels in the floor showed where the pump housings had been. Mara could see the missing machinery as clearly as the remaining walls: one long room, too narrow for a stage at the end, broad enough for an audience if the old control bay were opened into it. The roof trusses carried a weight she could calculate. The river-facing windows caught the light without apology.

She heard a gull above the roof and could not tell whether it was outside or in the high rafters.

“You’d need to put in a lot of work,” the clerk said.

“Yes.”

“No one wants to turn it into housing?”

“The flood line?”

“That’s one reason.”

“And the access road.”

“And the cost.”

“Who owns it?”

“The city.”

“Then it belongs to everyone who pays the rates.”

The clerk looked at the sign on the gate. “That’s a generous reading.”

She walked to the far wall and put a hand against the brick. It was rough and cold. There were small white marks where water had dried. She tried to imagine the room with the pumps gone, then with an audience in it. The sound would have to move through the space without being swallowed by the high ceiling. The stage could sit where the machinery had been lifted out, near the old service trench. People could enter along the side and reach a turning bay. The crane rails overhead might hold a rig if they were tested and reinforced.

It was a room with a job waiting for it. She felt the attraction of that before she felt the obligation. A concert hall at the edge of the river would make a striking photograph. A building everyone had rejected could become the design people remembered her for.

She opened her notebook.

“What are you thinking?” the clerk asked.

“I’m trying to find where the audience would sit.”

“Before you’ve asked whether there’s an audience.”

“I’m allowed to look.”

“You are.”

The council meeting took place in a room above the fish market. The windows were open because the radiator had been stuck on since spring. Mara carried her drawings in a tube and set them on the floor beside her chair. The civic trust had sent a chairperson and a treasurer. Six local residents had come. Two others stood by the door because the room had run out of chairs.

The chairperson explained the proposal: a public music hall, rehearsal rooms for local groups, a café if they could afford the plumbing, and a small archive of the station’s working history. They did not have a funder. They did not have permission to change the structure. They did not have an architect yet, which was why Mara had been asked to bring sketches.

She had brought sketches.

The first resident to speak was a man in a raincoat with a paper list folded into quarters. He asked who would pay for heating. The treasurer answered that the grant application included a survey, not construction. Another woman asked how often the river crossed the path. The chairperson said the city’s map showed the current line. She asked if anyone had stood in the station during a winter storm.

No one had.

Mara unrolled one drawing across the table. “The concert room would sit above the original service floor. We can keep the historic channels visible and raise the audience floor by about two feet. The entrance would run along the east wall. Here—”

“That’s the only entrance?” a woman asked.

“There’s a service entrance on the north side.”

“Is there a ramp?”

“At the front.”

“Is it steep?”

Mara checked the section. “Not beyond the current guidance.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

Someone turned in their chair. The treasurer looked down at his notes. Mara saw that the woman had a walking frame folded beside her chair. She had put it close enough to reach without leaning.

“The ramp is one in twelve,” Mara said. “The run is short. We’d need a landing before the door.”

“Can you open the door from the landing?”

“We can specify a power assist.”

“Can I get back out if someone leaves the door open behind me?”

Mara leaned over the section. She had drawn the landing wide enough for a chair to turn. She had not drawn the opening arc of the door. She found a pencil and sketched it. The door took up more of the platform than the drawing had allowed.

“I can change the swing,” she said.

“Can you?”

“Yes.”

“Then say you’ll change it.”

The question came without anger. Mara had expected someone to dislike the image. She had not expected her own drawing to fail at the entrance.

“I’ll change it,” she said.

The woman nodded once and folded her arms. Another resident asked whether the café would be open on weekdays. The chairperson had no answer. A young man at the back asked if the rehearsal room could be used by a school band that did not have the money to hire it. The treasurer said there would have to be a booking policy. The young man asked whether they would write one before they built the room.

Mara kept her hands on the drawing. She had wanted the meeting to be about the station. The people in the room were trying to find out whether there would be a place for them in it.

“If we write the rooms around their likely uses,” she said, “we can cost them separately. The concert room could be secured for ticketed events. The rehearsal room could be managed by the trust, with some hours set aside for schools and local groups.”

“Some hours,” the man in the raincoat said. “How many?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Then it isn’t a plan.”

The chairperson told him they were still at the first meeting. The man shook his head as if this were the problem.

Mara wanted to tell them how much of the design she had not shown. She wanted to make them see the room before they decided how to use it. Instead she rolled back the paper and asked the woman with the frame to show her where the entrance would fail. The woman came to the table, put the frame against its edge, and turned it sideways. The pencil line crossed her route. Mara rubbed it out.

By the end of the meeting, the drawings were no longer clean. There were notes in other hands, questions in the margins, and a coffee stain across the section. The station did not have a funder. The trust had not agreed to take it on. The residents left with no promise that the city would open the gate. The trust still had no money to hire Mara. She took small survey jobs for other offices and kept returning to the station on mornings she did not bill.

Mara carried the rolled drawings down the stairs. At the bottom, the chairperson caught up with her.

“You looked disappointed,” she said.

“I was disappointed.”

“In the meeting?”

“In my drawing.”

“That’s more useful.”

The chairperson had a canvas bag over one shoulder. She was tired too, though she had not been asked to stand under the station’s roof. “If you come back, bring the version with the door changed.”

Mara took the drawings out of the tube and marked the page. She had not yet been hired, but the line could be fixed.

She returned to the station four times before the trust received its first survey grant. She measured the brick, checked the roof and took photographs of the tide marks. She drew two plans that she disliked and one that made her grin before she could stop herself. The fifth visit came almost two years after the first. By then, the city had agreed to let the trust apply for the lease. A contractor had removed the mattress. The gate still dragged.

Lev was waiting inside with a case of lights and a folded ladder.

Mara recognized him from the email chain, where he had corrected the equipment schedule in three different colours. He had not included a greeting. The trust had hired him to advise on performance lighting after the first grant came through. She had assumed he would arrive with a laptop and a list of lamps.

“You’re the architect,” he said.

“That’s the current arrangement.”

“I’m Lev.”

“I know. You’ve been objecting to my rig.”

“I’m not objecting to the rig. I’m asking where you think it goes.”

“The crane rail.”

He glanced up at the iron overhead. “It hasn’t been tested.”

“It will be.”

“And if it fails?”

“We put the rig somewhere else.”

“Where?”

Mara looked at the length of the room. The cranes were part of the space. The trusses had been surveyed, the roof fixed, and the stage located beneath the rail because the opening looked right from the entrance. She had drawn the lamps along the edge of the crane track, hidden from the audience and easy to service.

Lev set down the ladder. “You’ve drawn them here.”

“Yes.”

“The people onstage will be lit from behind.”

“There are side lights.”

“The side lights are at the audience level. They’ll put everyone in shadow when the room is full.”

“They’ll be aimed.”

“People move.”

“I know.”

He looked at the stage. She had expected him to be more impressed by the room. “It’s a concert hall. They don’t move that much.”

“The audience moves. The conductor moves. The chairs move. Someone comes in late and stands at the back. The light has to work when the room is being used, not when it’s empty.”

He was right about the chairs. She disliked that this was the part he had chosen.

“What would you do?”

He picked up a small work light from the case and held it at the height of a standing person. Then he climbed one rung of the ladder and turned it toward the old crane rail. The beam ran across the stage, bright on the brick, missing the place where the musicians would sit.

“The rails can carry a test bar,” he said. “Not a permanent rig. We hang a light there for a week and use the room. You’ll see who it misses.”

“And the audience?”

“They’ll tell us.”

“They already do that.”

“You could write it down.”

The suggestion was plain enough to be annoying. Mara took the work light from him and moved it two feet to the side. The beam reached the stage edge and caught the corner of a future stand.

“If the bar sits under the rail, the old crane still reads as part of the room.”

“It reads as a crane.”

“It is a crane.”

“Then we agree.”

She let the light rest in her hands. Its casing was warm. “Can the temporary bar carry the weight?”

“If you give me the rail test.”

“The structural engineer can do that this week.”

“I’ll be back when it’s done.”

“You’ll need to be here when they test it.”

“I know.”

He said it without triumph. Mara disliked him slightly less.

The test passed. The bar went up for seven days. Mara came back for four of them. On the first, the light stopped short of the conductor’s hands. On the second, a volunteer moved a chair and blocked the beam. On the third, a boy ran through the stage door with a paper plane and the light caught him in the aisle. On the fourth, Lev changed the angle by a few degrees and the stage settled into view.

Mara had drawn the rail straight. Lev showed her that the room could use it at an angle.

They did not agree on everything. He wanted a visible track; she wanted the hardware to disappear until it was needed. He said hidden things were harder to repair. She said visible things were harder to forget. They went back and forth until the contractor asked them to stop blocking the ladder.

“You can argue after I’m off it,” he said.

“We’re not arguing,” Mara said.

Lev looked at the ladder, then at her.

“We’re talking about the angle.”

“Of course.”

The week ended with a revised lighting plan. In the two years since her resignation, the practice had sent her occasional survey jobs when the trust had no budget. They were good work, paid on time, and never asked her to move back in. After the test week, her director asked her to meet. A partner had retired. There was a desk again, and he was willing to talk about a place for her in the design group. He was courteous. The desk was already occupied by a new hire’s files.

“I’m sorry you’re going,” he said.

“I’m not.”

“That may change.”

“It probably will.”

He gave her a printed offer to stay as a consultant. It was generous in the way an offer is generous when it asks for no answer until the end of the week. Mara took it home and set it beside the letter from the trust. The trust’s appointment was for three years, with a fixed fee and no other clients while the first phase was underway. It included a clause requiring her to remain responsible for the design through planning and construction documentation. The money would be paid in portions as the grant arrived. If she left, the trust could terminate the appointment and hire someone else. There was no guarantee they would be able to afford that person.

The consultant offer would let her keep a foothold at the practice. The trust contract would take most of her working time and tie her name to the station until someone could build it or abandon it.

Lev called while she was reading the contract for the third time.

“The engineer says the rail can carry the test bar,” he said.

“Good.”

“The contractor wants to know when we’re ready.”

“We’re not.”

“I told him that.”

She heard a chair scrape at his end. “I’m looking at the contract.”

“For the station?”

“Three years.”

“That’s a while.”

“It’s not the building.”

“No.”

“If I sign, I can’t do other work.”

“You could do other work later.”

“Later is not a date.”

“Neither is the opening.”

She looked at the drawings on the table. The altered entrance was still visible in pencil, one line laid over another. “I can sign it tomorrow.”

“Then I’ll tell the contractor.”

“Tell him I’ll sign it tomorrow.”

“I will.”

She put down the receiver. Her old practice’s offer remained on the table. The consultant role had a proper office, a salary, and a way back into work everyone knew how to value. The trust’s contract had a three-year term and the station’s name at the top. She did not know if the hall would exist at the end of it. She did know that if she signed, she would not be able to pretend the project was something she had meant to do only if everything else went well.

In the morning she signed both copies. She sent one to the trust and took the other to the station herself. The clerk at the gate had replaced the lock. The gate still dragged.

Mara put the contract in her bag and lifted the latch.

The hinge squealed. She wrote it on her list.
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Chapter 3 — What It Takes to Stay
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In the fifth year, the school choir borrowed the station for a Thursday rehearsal while the room at their school was being repainted. The trust called it a trial. Mara had moved the remaining cases behind a line of tape and left twenty folding chairs in the dry end of the hall. The choir brought a piano on wheels and a teacher with a list of things the room could not yet promise.

The temporary lights worked until the singers stood up. A woman at the end of the row could not read the last line of her score. Lev moved one of the portable lamps from the stage to the aisle. It lit the paper and left the side door in shadow.

Mara pulled the nearest chair back. The teacher walked the route with her music folder held at chest height. The lamp caught the folder, then the door handle, then the dark strip of floor beyond it.

“People won’t carry music out,” Lev said.

“They’ll carry cases.”

He moved the lamp down and turned it toward the wall. The brick picked up a soft wash. The door stayed visible. Mara shifted the last row three inches so a person could pass without turning sideways. The teacher tried again, then nodded and went back to the piano.

They did not make the room perfect. The far corner remained dim. The choir sang there anyway, and the woman with the score found her place by listening to the others. Mara wrote down the lamp angle and the chair spacing. Lev waited while she finished, though the caretaker had already come to collect the key.

Afterward, the teacher asked if they could come back next Thursday. The trust’s representative said they could not promise a regular slot until the floor work was finished. The teacher looked at the paper in her hand, then folded it and thanked them for the evening. The choir carried the piano out in a slow, careful line.

Mara was still looking at the dark corner when Lev shut the case.

“It’s enough for tonight,” he said.

“I haven’t checked the other side.”

“You checked it before they came.”

“I checked it empty.”

He looked back into the room. “They’ll tell us what we missed.”

She put her notebook in her coat pocket. “There’s a café still open by the quay.”

“I know it.”

They went there without a plan for what to discuss. Lev ordered soup and bread. Mara asked for tea, then took half his bread when the bowls arrived. He did not mention it. They talked about the choir’s last song, a bus route that had changed, and a lighting job Lev had done in a room so small the audience could touch the lamps if they stood. Mara asked what he had done about it. He said he had asked them not to stand on the chairs.

“That worked?”

“For the first half.”

She laughed, surprised by the sound of it. They stayed until the woman at the counter began wiping the tables around them.

Outside, Lev carried his case to the station gate. Mara had parked on the other side of it. She could have said good night there. He stood with one hand on the latch and looked as though he was waiting for her to decide something.

“Would you want to have dinner again?” he asked. “When we haven’t got a test running.”

“Yes.”

He nodded, then let go of the latch. She stepped closer and kissed him. He paused, and she felt the beat in which he could have mistaken the gesture for a joke. She stayed where she was. He kissed her back.

On Tuesday they went to dinner again. The light notes stayed in Mara’s bag until Wednesday.

By the seventh year, the rain had found the roof.

It came through above the old control bay, not in a dramatic stream but in a steady drop that had darkened the brick and made a small, precise noise against the enamel basin Lev had put beneath it. Every few minutes the basin needed emptying. Mara had written the repair on three lists. The roof contractor had priced it twice and not once agreed with the trust’s estimate.

“It’s getting louder,” Lev said.

“The leak?”

“The basin.”

She moved the basin half a foot to the left. The drop missed it.

“That’s not louder,” she said.

“It’s moved.”

They had been there since eight. Mara had brought a sandwich and left it in the car. Lev had brought two paper cups of tea and drunk both while she was on the phone to the grant officer. His sleeves were rolled to his elbows; a pale stripe crossed one wrist where he had worn a watch the day before. The lighting bar they had tested years ago now held six working lamps and two she had insisted on keeping as spares.

Lev switched off the nearest lamp and checked the cable where it crossed the floor. Mara climbed the folding steps far enough to see the wet mark spreading from the mortar seam. The water was not near the wiring yet, but it was heading for the new plaster. She photographed the stain with a ruler against the brick for scale.

The leak came from above the gutter, not through the roof slate. It had followed a joint between two layers of brick and found the least expensive route down. A patch would hide the stain. It would not stop the water.

She called the contractor and put him on speaker. He said a scaffold tower would cost more than the repair if they brought it out for a single point. Lev suggested taking down the short length of gutter and checking the joint from the roof. The contractor said that would add a day. The grant officer, when Mara called her back, said the trust could move money from the lighting line if it could show the hall would remain safe.

Mara crossed out the spare lamp order and wrote ROOF ACCESS beside the number. It was not the item she wanted to lose. Lev watched her make the change but did not say he had told her so.

There was a damp plan pinned above the temporary desk. The drawing showed a room with fixed rows and a low stage. It was beautiful. It was also a room they could not afford to finish.

The roof estimate had arrived on Tuesday. On Wednesday, the trust learned that the ventilation system would need replacing before it could pass inspection. On Thursday, the grant officer wrote to say the next payment depended on a revised operating plan. By Friday, the treasurer had stopped saying “when we open” and started saying “if the first phase can be completed.”

Mara went to the basin, emptied it in the sink, and returned it beneath the leak.

“We could close this corner until the roof is fixed,” Lev said.

“It’s the only place we can store the lights.”

“Then we could move the lights.”

“To where?”

“I don’t know. Somewhere dry.”

She looked at him. “If you find somewhere dry, I’ll buy you lunch.”

“You still have the sandwich.”

“It’s been in the car for four hours.”

“That’s not a reason.”

“It’s a reason with a temperature.”

He smiled and carried the lamps to the other end of the room. He had been right about moving them. The storage rack fit beneath the old gauge wall, where the floor stayed dry. Mara knew this because she had measured it. Lev knew it because he had looked.

The meeting began at seven in the school hall. Someone had put out biscuits and a jug of water. The trust had arranged the chairs in a horseshoe so no one would be forced to sit at the back. Six residents came, then twelve, then enough that the treasurer had to bring another stack of folding chairs from a cupboard.

The revised budget occupied two pages. The first phase could pay for a dry room, safe access, basic heating, and a flat floor with movable seating. It could not pay for the raised stage, the fixed tiers, or the acoustic ceiling Mara had drawn. The grant officer had not rejected those things. She had asked the trust to show how they would keep the building open if they spent the whole grant before the first ticket was sold.

The chairperson explained the numbers. The treasurer described the shortfall. A man who had helped organize the local choir asked whether rehearsals would still be free.

“We can’t promise that,” the treasurer said. “We can promise to look at the use schedule.”

“Then we still don’t know about the rehearsals.”

“No.”

The chairperson moved the water away from the plans. “The point tonight is to decide which parts we can complete first.”

“The point is to ask what this hall is for,” a woman said. She had brought a notebook and kept it open on her lap. “You keep talking about ticketed concerts. We need somewhere to rehearse. There’s a youth group that meets in a room with a boiler at one end and a leaking ceiling at the other. The school band needs somewhere they can leave their instruments. If we can’t use it unless we buy a ticket, then it’s not our hall.”

“The concerts are what will pay for the heating,” the treasurer said.

“Then you’re building it for people who can afford the concerts.”

The treasurer looked down at his notes. “That isn’t what I said.”

“It is what the budget says.”

Mara felt the room tighten. She had drawn the hall for good sound, not a private club. She had assumed the trust would find a way to make the room available without letting it be used up. She had assumed a great many things on the same page.

“The rehearsal room can be managed separately,” she said. “A basic booking schedule would let us protect some hours for local groups and charge for the rest.”

“How many hours?” the man asked.

“That’s a decision for the trust.”

“You drew the room.”

“I didn’t set the fee.”

“You drew the room with a stage and no storage.”

She glanced down. He was right. The plan showed
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