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​Chapter One - The Panel Box
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The gates were iron, original to the estate, and one of them had dropped on its hinge sometime in the last decade so that it dragged a shallow arc through the gravel when it moved. Modesty Berniece noted this without stopping. She eased her truck through the gap and followed the drive around the curve of overgrown boxwood and let the Aldermere estate come to her in pieces: the roofline first, then the east wing's tall windows catching the gray pre-dawn, then the full face of it, three stories of limestone and dark timber that had been sitting sealed since the last caretaker left, according to the brief, four years ago.

She parked at the service entrance and sat for a moment with the engine off.

The brief had described the estate as requiring full electrical remediation and code compliance in advance of heritage trust restoration. That was the language of procurement. The language of what she was actually looking at was different. What she was looking at was a building that had been wired in 1894, partially updated in 1937 by someone who had understood the theory but not the load, and then left alone for the better part of four decades while the world outside it changed its standards twice. The original knob-and-tube would have to come out of every room where it still ran. That was not a question. The question was what else she would find once she was inside the walls.

She got out of the truck.

This was the part of the job she kept to herself. Not because her crew wouldn't understand it—Royce had been with her nine years and understood most things she did not say—but because there was a quality to a first walk that required solitude the same way a first reading required quiet. You were listening. Not for anything specific. For the register of the place, its particular combination of age and damage and whatever had been done to it in the intervening years by people who meant well and knew only enough to make things interesting.

She let herself in through the service entrance with the key the trust's project coordinator had couriered, and stood for a moment in the back passage. Stone floor. Low ceiling. A smell of cold plaster and something else beneath it, the specific damp of a building that had been breathing recycled air for too long. She clicked on her headlamp and started moving.

The kitchen was at the back of the ground floor, and whoever had done the 1937 work had started there. She could see it in the junction boxes, surface-mounted on the original plaster in a way that suggested they had been trying not to disturb anything. A reasonable instinct, poorly executed. The boxes themselves were undersized for the load they'd been asked to carry, and two of them showed the particular discoloration around the knockouts that she associated with heat. Not a fire hazard now—nothing live in this building, that was in the agreement, all power isolated at the exterior panel before she'd arrived—but a record of how close someone had come to a problem they hadn't known they were having.

She photographed both boxes and moved on.

The ground floor took her forty minutes. She moved through the butler's pantry, the two dining rooms, the main hall with its plasterwork ceiling and the enormous iron chandelier hanging dark and still at its center, the morning room, the library. In every room she ran her headlamp across the ceiling and the baseboards and the window surrounds, reading the work. The original wiring in the east-facing rooms was knob-and-tube throughout—she'd expected that—but the west wing showed something stranger: a section of aluminum wiring, residential grade, installed sometime in the late 1960s or early 1970s judging by the color of the sheathing. Aluminum. In a building with this age of infrastructure. She wrote it down.

The upper floors were worse and better in different ways. Worse because the east wing's second story had a section of ceiling that had come down at some point and been replastered with what looked like the wrong compound, and behind it she could hear, when she pressed her ear to the wall, the particular sound of knob-and-tube insulators that had been in contact with blown-in insulation someone had added, probably in the 1980s, probably with good intentions. Knob-and-tube needed air circulation to dissipate heat. Surround it with insulation and you created a slow-motion fire risk that could take decades to manifest. She added it to the list.

Better because the third floor servants' quarters had been stripped clean at some point, down to the studs on two walls, and whoever had done it had removed the original wiring entirely. There was nothing up there. She could start fresh.

She came back down to the ground floor through the back stairs and paused at the entrance to what the brief described as the ballroom. The door was unlocked. She pushed it open.

The room was long and cold and very still. The windows along the east wall were shuttered, and the only light was what came through the gaps in the shutters, horizontal bars of gray morning across the floor. The plasterwork on the ceiling was intact—she could see it in the edges of the light, elaborate and original, the kind of work you did not reproduce anymore because the people who knew how were gone. The chandelier hung at the room's center, three hundred pounds of brass and crystal by her estimate, dark for forty years, and the chain that supported it disappeared into a ceiling rose that she would need to assess before she trusted anything connected to it.

She stood in the doorway and did the math.

The chandelier would need its own circuit. Everything it connected to would need to be assessed for load before she could tell the trust what they had. The conduit runs through the ballroom's walls were almost certainly original, which meant they were almost certainly inadequate, which meant she was looking at a complete rewire of a room that the preservation team was going to want to keep exactly as it appeared. She already knew, standing here before she had met a single person involved with this project, that there would be conversations about what the walls could handle and conversations about what the preservation team would allow and that those two conversations would not naturally intersect.

She was good at that. At finding the path between the thing that needed to happen electrically and the thing that needed to be preserved architecturally. It was one of the reasons jobs like this found their way to her rather than to contractors who specialized in new construction.

She looked at the chandelier for a moment longer than was strictly necessary.

Then she clicked her headlamp off and stood in the gray bars of light from the shuttered windows and felt the particular quality of the silence that belongs to large rooms that have been empty a long time. It was not an unpleasant silence. It was a silence that had substance to it, the accumulated quiet of rooms that had once held noise and warmth and people moving through them, all of it compressed now into something you could almost lean against.

She had always been comfortable with this. With solitude, with the specific aloneness of being the first one in a space, with having no one to account to and no one waiting for a report. She was complete at it in a way she was complete at very few other things. This was fine. This was, in fact, the condition under which she did her best work.

She turned and walked back through the hall to the service entrance to get the rest of her equipment from the truck.

Outside, the sky had gone from gray to the particular shade of pale gold that preceded actual dawn, and somewhere in the hedgerow at the east edge of the property a bird had started its first inquiring note. She pulled her site kit from the bed of the truck and set it on the gravel and began sorting what she would need for the morning.

She was here. The estate was here. That was the whole of it.

She went back inside to start the real work.
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[image: ]


Maddy Sharalyn arrived at the Aldermere estate at seven forty-five in the morning with a site survey in her bag, a coffee she had not had time to finish, and the particular focused energy she brought to first days, which was not excitement exactly but something closer to controlled impatience. She had been waiting for this contract for eight months. The Aldermere estate was the kind of project that came along once, if you were lucky, in a career—a complete late-Victorian interior, largely intact, with original fabric in every major room and a heritage trust that had, against considerable financial logic, decided to restore rather than renovate. She had written the significance report herself. She had argued for the restoration approach in three separate committee meetings and won all three.

She pulled through the iron gates and immediately noticed that one of them was dragging its hinge.

She parked behind an unfamiliar truck—heavy-duty, a working truck with a bed rack and a tool chest bolted to the side, clean but not new—and stood for a moment looking at the service entrance, which was propped open.

The brief had said the electrical contractor would begin on-site assessment this week. The brief had not specified that the electrical contractor would apparently have already let themselves into her building.

She went inside.

She found the woman in the library.

The woman was crouched at the base of the far wall with a headlamp and a tester, running leads to a junction box that Maddy had catalogued in the pre-survey as original-era hardware of potential heritage significance, and she was doing it with a focused efficiency that suggested she had been here for some time and had no particular awareness that she was being watched.

"That box is in the survey," Maddy said.

The woman looked up. She had a headlamp on a strap around her forehead that she clicked off as she stood, and she stood in one unhurried motion that brought her to her full height—several inches above Maddy's own—and turned toward her with no apparent urgency.

"I know," she said.

She said it without challenge, without apology. It was simply information.

"I'm Maddy Sharalyn. I'm the preservation specialist on this project." Maddy kept her voice crisp. She was used to finding contractors in spaces before she had finished orienting herself to them and she had developed, over years of practice, a particular register for those introductions: professional, clear, not unkind, but establishing the order of things without room for ambiguity. "This is a heritage site. Any work on original features requires coordination through me."

"Modesty Berniece." The woman extended a hand and Maddy shook it—a firm, unhurried shake, calloused palm, completely dry. "Electrical contractor. I wasn't doing work on the box. I was reading it."

"There's a distinction?"

"Several." She reached into the chest pocket of her work jacket and produced a folded paper, which she held out. "The pre-survey missed some things."

Maddy took the paper and unfolded it.

It was a handwritten list, precise and without ornamentation, in small capital letters. Eight items. She read the first three and felt a slow, careful annoyance begin to move through her.

The list was correct.

Not partially correct. Not directionally correct in a way she would have to translate. Fully, specifically, technically correct—the aluminum wiring in the west wing, the heat discoloration at the kitchen junction boxes, the knob-and-tube in contact with the blown-in insulation upstairs, all of it identified and described in terms that told her the woman in front of her had walked the building this morning with the same quality of attention Maddy brought to surfaces and finishes. Possibly more. The pre-survey, conducted by an outside assessor the trust had commissioned, had missed every item on this list.

She looked up from the paper.

"How long have you been here?"

"Since a quarter to seven."

Maddy had not arrived at seven forty-five by accident. She arrived at seven forty-five on first days because she needed to walk the building before the crew, before the client representatives, before anyone. She had not known that this woman had the same instinct, executed ninety minutes earlier.

She looked at the list again, specifically at item five: Main hall chandelier—ceiling rose condition unknown, chain and mounting require structural assessment before load can be confirmed. Do not energize.

She had said the same thing in her significance report, under different vocabulary.

"The chandelier," she said.
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