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Nora Vane arrived at the Cormorant Hotel on a Tuesday in October with a leather portfolio, a thermos of coffee she'd made at four-thirty that morning, and the particular focus she brought to buildings that had outlived their original purpose.

The hotel sat on a granite promontory above the Atlantic, a three-story Victorian Shingle-style structure with a wraparound porch and a widow's walk that looked like an afterthought but wasn't. The paint was failing. The porch sagged on the north corner. Two of the second-floor shutters hung at angles that suggested either wind damage or prolonged neglect.

She parked in the gravel lot and sat for a moment, studying the roofline.

The building was 135 years old. She'd seen the original plans—or what passed for plans in 1889—and several renovation drawings from the 1920s and 1960s. What she was looking at now was a structure that had been loved, then used, then abandoned to the specific erosion of salt air and time.

She got out of the car.

The wind off the water was cold and clean. She could smell pine and brine and something else—wet wood, maybe, or the particular scent of a building that had been closed up too long.

The front door opened before she reached it.

The man who stepped out was tall, maybe six-one, with dark hair going gray at the temples and the kind of face that looked like it had forgotten how to arrange itself for strangers. He wore jeans and a canvas jacket and moved with the deliberate economy of someone who had stopped rushing toward anything a long time ago.

"Ms. Vane," he said.

"Mr. Crane."

They shook hands. His grip was firm and brief.

"Eli," he said.

"Nora."

He held the door open and she stepped into the entrance hall.

The interior was darker than she'd expected—heavy drapes, wood paneling, the particular gloom of a building that had been designed for gaslight and never fully adapted to electricity. But the bones were extraordinary. The staircase was heart pine with a newel post that had been turned by someone who understood proportion. The ceiling was twelve feet, maybe higher. The millwork around the doorways was intact.

She set her portfolio on a side table and pulled out her camera.

"I'd like to start with the exterior," she said. "Get a sense of the envelope before we go through the interior."

"Of course."

They went back outside. She walked the perimeter slowly, taking photographs, making notes on her tablet. The foundation was granite—solid, no visible cracks. The clapboards were cedar, original, failing in places but salvageable. The windows were six-over-six, wavy glass, probably original. The porch supports were rotting at the base.

Eli followed at a distance, not speaking, not hovering. She appreciated that.

When she'd completed the circuit, she stood back and looked up at the widow's walk.

"When was the last time someone went up there?" she asked.

"My father went up every morning," Eli said. "I've been up once since he died."

"When did he die?"

"Eighteen months ago."

She looked at him. His face was carefully neutral.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"Thank you."

She made a note on her tablet. "I'll need to inspect it. The railing looks compromised."

"I'll take you up."

They went back inside. The interior tour took three hours. She photographed everything—the plaster medallions, the pocket doors, the servants' staircase, the butler's pantry that had been drywalled over in what looked like the 1970s. She pulled up carpet in the second-floor hallway and found heart pine underneath, scarred but salvageable.

Eli answered her questions with precision. He knew the building. He knew what his father had done and what his grandfather had done and what had been left undone.

They ended on the third floor, in the narrow hallway that led to the widow's walk.

"The guest rooms are on two," he said. "This floor was family quarters. My father lived up here the last ten years."

She looked at the closed doors along the hallway. "And now?"

"Now it's empty."

He opened the door at the end of the hall and they stepped out onto the widow's walk.

The view was immediate and enormous—the Atlantic stretching gray-blue to the horizon, the town of Heron Point clustered along the harbor to the south, the dark line of spruce forest to the north. The wind was stronger up here, cold enough to make her eyes water.

They stood at the railing—she tested it carefully; it flexed but held—and for thirty seconds neither of them spoke.

It was not the silence of two strangers.

"My father proposed to my mother up here," Eli said finally. "He asked twice. She said no the first time."

Nora looked at him. "Why?"

"She said she wanted to be sure he meant it."

"And the second time?"

"She said yes."

Nora turned back to the water. She could feel him beside her, not close but present, and she had the sudden sense that this project was going to be more complicated than the structure itself.

"I'll need to replace this railing," she said. "And inspect the roof membrane. There's likely water damage to the interior ceiling below."

"Whatever it needs."

She made notes on her tablet. When she looked up, he was watching her with an expression she couldn't read.

"I come up here sometimes," he said. "Not every day. But sometimes."

She nodded. She understood what he wasn't saying—that this place was more than a building, that it carried weight he didn't know how to set down.

"I'll take care of it," she said.
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SHE SPENT THE REST of the afternoon in the ballroom, which occupied the entire south end of the first floor. It was the largest single space in the building—forty feet by thirty, with a coffered ceiling and a wall of windows overlooking the ocean. The floor was maple, original, damaged by water in the northeast corner. The windows were in better shape than she'd expected.

She was on her hands and knees examining the water damage when she heard footsteps behind her.

"There's coffee in the kitchen if you want it," Eli said.

She sat back on her heels. "Thank you."

"I'm going to be here most days," he said. "I'm staying in one of the east wing rooms. If that's—if that's going to be a problem, I can make other arrangements."

She looked at him. He was standing in the doorway with his hands in his pockets, and she realized he was asking permission to be in his own building.

"It's not a problem," she said.

He nodded. "All right."

He left. She heard his footsteps recede down the hallway, heard a door close somewhere in the east wing.

She sat on the damaged floor and looked out at the ocean and thought about the way he'd said *I've been up once since he died*, and the way he'd stood on the widow's walk like a man who'd forgotten how to leave.
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SHE DROVE BACK TO THE inn as the sun was setting. The inn was in town, a renovated sea captain's house with good bones and aggressively cheerful decor. Her room was on the second floor, overlooking the harbor.

She showered, changed, went downstairs to the dining room. The inn served dinner to guests and locals—she'd eaten there the night before, alone at a corner table, and had been grateful for the anonymity.

Tonight the dining room was busier. She took the same corner table and ordered the fish stew.

While she waited, she opened her laptop and began drafting the preliminary assessment. The building was structurally sound. The foundation was solid. The roof needed replacement. The windows needed restoration. The interior required selective demolition, new systems, careful preservation of original details.

It was a good project. The kind of project she'd built her reputation on—taking something broken and making it whole without erasing what it had been.

She thought about Eli Crane standing on the widow's walk, telling her about his father's proposal.

She thought about the photograph she'd seen on the mantel in the front parlor—a man and a boy on a boat, both squinting into the sun.

She closed the laptop.

The fish stew arrived. She ate slowly, watching the harbor lights come on across the water.
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ON HER THIRD DAY AT the hotel, she discovered that Eli was not staying in one of the east wing rooms.

He was living there.

She'd gone up to the third floor to inspect the roof access—there was a hatch in the ceiling of the east wing hallway—and had noticed that one of the doors was ajar.

She knocked. No answer.

She pushed the door open.

It was a small room, maybe twelve by fourteen, with a single window overlooking the north woods. There was a bed—neatly made—and a desk with a laptop and a stack
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