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Chapter 1The Key in the Envelope

    Calla Whitaker had become very good at leaving places before anyone could ask her to go.

    She left the borrowed conference room on Wacker Drive at 6:43 on a Thursday morning, carrying three banker boxes, one dying fern, and the framed certificate from the Chicago Event Professionals Association that had once meant something. The building's night guard held the revolving door for her with both hands, probably because he was kind, and probably because the second box had started to slide against her hip.

    "Early start?" he asked.

    Calla smiled like early starts were a choice.

    "Something like that."

    The lobby smelled of floor polish and rain-wet wool. Outside, Chicago had not fully woken. Delivery trucks coughed at the curb. A cyclist in a yellow jacket glided through a red light with the loose confidence of someone whose life had not recently become a search result. Across the street, the river was the color of old nickels under the clouds.

    Calla set the boxes beside her car and balanced the fern on the hood while she dug through her purse. Her keys were under a packet of color-coded index cards, two protein bars, three pens, a travel pack of tissues, and the tiny sewing kit she had carried since a mother-of-the-bride had split a zipper in 2018.

    Everything she needed for emergencies.

    Nothing she needed for this.

    Her phone buzzed against the side pocket of her purse. For one foolish second, she hoped it was the caterer from the St. Alden Museum gala calling to tell her there had been a misunderstanding, that the board had changed its mind, that they understood one dishonest donor and one missing transfer had not been her fault.

    The name on the screen was worse.

    Marissa Keene Events.

    Calla let it ring twice before she answered, because even bad news deserved manners.

    "Good morning, Marissa."

    There was a small pause on the other end. Marissa had always paused before delivering a blow, as if silence could dress it up.

    "Calla. I hate to do this so early."

    Then don't, Calla thought.

    She looked at the fern. One frond had gone brown at the tip. It was not dying. It was simply responding to conditions.

    "It's all right," Calla said. "What's going on?"

    "The Harrow Foundation called last night. They loved your proposal. Truly. They said the donor wall concept was elegant, and the scholarship dinner flow was exactly what they wanted."

    Calla closed her eyes.

    Compliments before the cut. Standard form.

    "But?"

    "But the board is nervous. After the St. Alden situation, they feel they need someone with less..." Marissa inhaled. "Less public baggage."

    The word arrived clean and small.

    Baggage.

    Not fraud. Not theft. Not vendor misconduct. Not the fact that a major donor had pledged six figures to a children's arts charity, waited until the gala was built around that pledge, then vanished behind a wall of lawyers and bankrupt shell companies. Not the fact that Calla had stood in front of cameras in a navy dress and said, "I accept responsibility for the failure in oversight," because the charity director had been shaking too hard to speak and the children still needed the city to trust them.

    Baggage.

    "I understand," Calla said.

    "You should know I pushed back."

    "Thank you."

    "If a few months pass, things will cool down. People forget."

    Calla looked through the windshield at the tower where she had spent three years building timelines, budgets, vendor maps, and impossible nights into clean, beautiful events. People did forget. They forgot your hours, your saves, the time you found a backup harpist during a snowstorm. They remembered the headline.

    "I understand," she said. "I appreciate you letting me know."

    "Take care of yourself, okay?"

    It was the kind of thing people said when they were relieved they did not have to take care of you.

    Calla ended the call and stood with the phone in her hand until the screen went dark. A bus hissed at the corner. Somewhere above her, a window washer's rig clinked softly against glass.

    She did not cry. Crying required privacy and tissues, and she had only one of those.

    Instead she opened the top box, removed the framed certificate, and tucked it facedown beneath a stack of linen swatch books. Then she loaded the boxes into her hatchback, wedged the fern behind the passenger seat, and checked the dashboard clock.

    6:51.

    If she left now, she could be in Bellwater Bay by noon.

    Her grandfather's attorney had scheduled the meeting for one-thirty. Calla had planned to drive up Friday night, after one last client call. Now there was no client and no reason to wait.

    She slid into the driver's seat and sat for a moment with both hands on the wheel.

    Bellwater Bay.

    The name still carried the smell of lake air and cedar mulch, the sound of gulls arguing over fish guts by the marina, the feel of her grandfather's hand swallowing hers as they crossed the old railroad tracks. It was a place she had loved with the helpless, total devotion of childhood, before she understood that towns could keep score just as well as cities.

    She had not been home since Grandpa Finn's funeral three months ago. Even then, she had stayed forty-six hours, slept on Wren's sofa, answered condolence texts between casseroles, and left before anyone could ask what was next.

    Her phone buzzed again as she pulled away from the curb.

    Wren: You on the road yet?

    Calla tapped the voice button at the next red light.

    "Leaving now. Don't make that face. I can feel it from here."

    The reply came before the light changed.

    Wren: This is my neutral face.

    Wren: Also I made muffins.

    Wren: Also Annie made a welcome sign but got impatient and now it says WELC CALLA.

    Calla laughed, once, unexpectedly. It startled her enough that the car behind her honked when the light turned green.

    "Sorry," she muttered, and drove north.

    By the time the skyline flattened behind her, rain had begun to freckle the windshield. She took Lake Shore Drive because the lake on her right looked moody and familiar, and because highways were easier when there was water nearby. She had built a life out of checklists. Confirm venue access. Confirm load-in. Confirm florist arrival. Confirm emergency contact. Confirm the thing that could go wrong, then confirm three ways to fix it.

    No checklist had an item for career collapse.

    She tried making one anyway at a rest stop outside Holland, because habit was stronger than humiliation.

    On a pink index card, she wrote:

    1. Attend attorney meeting. 2. Handle whatever Grandpa left. 3. Help Wren if needed. 4. Return to Chicago. 5. Rebuild.

    She stared at number five until the letters blurred. Rebuild what, exactly? Her client list? Her name? The version of herself who believed competence was a kind of armor?

    A family in matching rain jackets hurried past her car toward the restrooms. The smallest child dragged a stuffed rabbit by one ear through a puddle. His mother stopped, bent down, and wrung the rabbit gently over the grass before handing it back. The child held it to his chest like nothing irreversible had happened.

    Calla put the index card in her purse.

    By late morning, the highway narrowed into roads she knew by memory and had pretended to forget. Farm stands appeared first, hand-painted signs advertising peaches, sweet corn, late tomatoes. Then the land tipped toward water. Pines thickened along the shoulders. The air changed, even through the car vents, cooler and damp with lake breath.

    The Bellwater Bay welcome sign stood where it always had, at the curve past Miller's Orchard.

    WELCOME TO BELLWATER BAY WHERE THE LAKE COMES HOME

    The paint was newer. The slogan was not. Calla's grandfather had hated it.

    "Lakes don't come home," Finn Whitaker used to say from the driver's seat of his old blue pickup. "People do. Lakes sit there and make a lot of noise."

    As if summoned by the memory, the first clean line of Bellwater opened ahead of her. The bay flashed silver beyond the rooftops. Main Street sloped toward the marina, its brick storefronts dressed with baskets of late-summer petunias that had survived on civic stubbornness. Bell's Hardware still had the red awning. The Gull & Kettle still had a chalkboard sign shaped like a teapot. Someone had painted the crosswalks near the library with blue waves.

    Calla slowed without meaning to.

    She passed the high school, where the football field looked smaller than it had any right to be. She passed the old movie theater, now painted cream and green, with COMING SOON: CLASSIC MONSTER WEEKEND on the marquee. She passed the corner where she had once sold lemonade with Wren and charged extra for ice because Grandpa Finn said overhead mattered.

    Then she saw the depot.

    It sat at the far end of Depot Street, beyond a broken line of chain-link fence and weeds gone gold at the edges. The building faced the lake at an angle, as if it had turned its shoulder against town and kept watching for trains. Red brick, blackened in places by age and weather. Tall arched windows. A broad freight platform running along one side. A square clock tower above the entrance, its hands stopped at 4:17.

    Calla took her foot off the gas.

    For years, the depot had been a backdrop. A place adults pointed at when they wanted to say shame or someday. The last passenger train had left before Calla was born. Freight limped along for a while after that, then stopped. The tracks were pulled up in sections, replaced by grass, gravel, and rumors about what the town ought to do with all that wasted space near the water.

    Grandpa Finn had bought the building when Calla was twelve. Nobody understood why. He had run Whitaker Marine Repair, not a museum. He had no interest in antiques unless they still worked and no patience for committees.

    "A town needs a place with a roof big enough for second chances," he had told her once.

    Calla had been too young to know what that meant.

    Now the roof sagged over the east corner, and a plywood board covered one of the ticket-room windows.

    "Oh, Grandpa," she whispered.

    A pickup behind her gave a polite tap of the horn. Calla eased forward, cheeks warm, and drove on to Wren's house.

    Her sister lived three blocks from the elementary school in a white bungalow with a blue front door and too many porch plants. The sidewalk was chalked with suns, flowers, and one purple dinosaur wearing what appeared to be roller skates. A sheet of poster board hung crookedly between the porch columns.

    WELC CALLA.

    Below that, in smaller letters, someone had added:

    WE SAVED YOU MUFINS.

    Calla parked at the curb and had one foot out of the car before the front door flew open.

    "Aunt Calla!"

    Annie launched herself down the steps, all elbows, braids, and glitter sneakers. Calla braced for impact. Her niece hit her around the waist with the serious force of an eight-year-old who believed hugs were contact sports.

    "You spelled muffins wrong," Calla said into Annie's hair.

    "I ran out of room."

    "That explains the missing F?"

    "No, I forgot that one."

    Wren appeared on the porch, wiping her hands on a dish towel. At thirty, she looked like the softer version of Calla until she opened her mouth. Then people learned better. Wren had their mother's wide brown eyes, Grandpa Finn's chin, and the calm of a person who could convince twenty third-graders to share paint water.

    "You got here early," Wren said.

    "Client canceled."

    Wren's expression changed, but only a little. That was one of the best things about her. She could hear a bruise without poking it in public.

    "Then you get first pick of muffins."

    "I was promised saved mufins."

    "The best kind."

    Inside, the house smelled like cinnamon, crayons, and laundry detergent. Calla set her purse on a chair and accepted a blueberry muffin from Annie, who watched carefully until Calla took a bite.

    "Well?" Annie demanded.

    "Excellent crumb structure."

    Annie looked at Wren. "Is that good?"

    "From Aunt Calla, that's a standing ovation."

    Calla swallowed around the ache that rose too fast. "It's very good."

    Annie beamed and ran to rescue a doll from under the sofa.

    Wren leaned against the counter. "How bad was the client call?"

    "Manageable."

    "That's your worst word."

    "No, my worst word is moist."

    "Calla."

    Calla peeled the paper from the muffin in careful strips. "They loved the proposal. They hated my public baggage."

    Wren's mouth tightened. "I hope everyone on that board steps barefoot on a LEGO."

    "Annie owns enough to make that possible."

    "I can arrange things."

    Calla gave her sister a look.

    Wren lifted one shoulder. "What? I'm an art teacher. I understand placement."

    For a minute, the kitchen held them the way it had when they were girls, when a bad day could be handled with baked goods and someone else being indignant on your behalf. Then the clock above Wren's stove clicked to twelve-forty, and the meeting waiting downtown came back into the room.

    "Tell me about the attorney," Calla said.

    "Mr. Ivers still wears bow ties. Still smells like wintergreen. Still acts like every document is personally disappointed in you."

    "Comforting."

    "He said it shouldn't take long."

    "Did he say what Grandpa left?"

    Wren shook her head. "Just that we both needed to be there. I don't think it's money, before you start planning how to fix my roof."

    "Your roof needs fixing?"

    "No."

    Calla pointed at her.

    "No," Wren repeated, too quickly. "It needs watching."

    "Roofs should not require supervision."

    "Neither should sisters, but here we are."

    Calla wanted to smile. She almost managed it.

    They left Annie with Mrs. Alvarez next door and drove downtown in Wren's minivan, which contained one booster seat, seven library books, a bag of clay, and a suspicious amount of glitter in the cup holders. Bellwater Bay looked different from the passenger seat. More intimate. Harder to dismiss. Every storefront seemed to hold a memory: Wren buying prom earrings at the consignment shop, Grandpa Finn arguing about bait prices outside the marina office, Calla at seventeen swearing she would live somewhere with taller buildings and fewer people who knew when you bought cold medicine.

    Ivers & Bell occupied the second floor above the hardware store. The staircase smelled faintly of sawdust from below and old paper from above. A brass plaque on the office door had been polished so often the letters were soft at the edges.

    Mr. Ivers greeted them with both hands extended, as if he were welcoming mourners even though the funeral had already taken its share. He was a narrow man in a brown suit and a navy bow tie dotted with tiny anchors.

    "Miss Whitaker. Mrs. Rowan."

    Wren had kept her married name after the divorce because Annie had been learning to write it, and because Wren said she had already paid to change the checks once.

    "Thank you both for coming," Mr. Ivers said. "I know this is not easy."

    Calla had learned that when people said that, they usually wanted you to make it easier for them by behaving well.

    She sat in one of the two chairs facing his desk. Wren sat beside her and reached over, resting two fingers against Calla's wrist for one brief second. A small contact. A reminder. Then she folded her hands in her lap.

    Mr. Ivers opened a cream folder. His office window looked down onto Main Street, where someone had set tubs of yellow mums outside the hardware store. On his desk sat a glass paperweight shaped like a lighthouse and a dish of peppermints that had probably been there since spring.

    "Your grandfather was very specific," he said.

    "That sounds like him," Wren said.

    "Most of his estate was settled through beneficiary designations and direct transfers. Mrs. Rowan, he left a separate education account for Annie, which I will discuss with you privately after we review the general documents."

    Wren's breath caught.

    Calla looked at her sister. Wren blinked hard and stared at the desk.

    "He also left personal effects for both of you, most of which are listed here." Mr. Ivers slid a paper across the desk. "Tools, photographs, household items, his truck."

    "The truck still runs?" Wren asked.

    "According to the note, it runs when spoken to firmly."

    That sounded like Grandpa too.

    Calla looked down the list, but the words wavered. Education account. Tools. Photographs. The truck. Small proofs that Finn Whitaker had thought about them in the exact, practical way he thought about everything.

    Mr. Ivers removed a second envelope from the folder. This one was heavier, cream-colored, with Calla's name written across the front in Grandpa Finn's square handwriting.

    Her pulse changed.

    "This portion concerns you, Calla."

    She took the envelope. It had already been opened for the legal file, but the flap was tucked back with care. Inside were two things: a brass key, long and dark with age, and a letter.

    Calla touched the key first.

    It was cold.

    "What is this?"

    Mr. Ivers adjusted his glasses. "The depot."

    Wren turned her head. "The depot?"

    "Your grandfather left the Bellwater Bay depot property to Calla, through the Whitaker Family Trust, subject to a conditional preservation clause."

    Calla stared at him. "I'm sorry. He left me a condemned train station?"

    "Not condemned," Mr. Ivers said. "Vacant."

    "That distinction feels optimistic."

    Wren made a sound that might have been a laugh if the room had been kinder.

    Mr. Ivers continued, untroubled. "Mr. Whitaker purchased the depot twenty years ago. He maintained tax payments, basic insurance, and limited exterior repairs. In his final trust revision, he directed that you receive the property. However, if you do not host a permitted public market or equivalent community event on the depot grounds before the first hard frost, the property may be transferred to the town for sale or redevelopment."

    Calla looked at the brass key, then at the letter, then at the attorney.

    "A public market."

    "Yes."

    "At the depot."

    "Yes."

    "The building with plywood over the window."

    "Among other features, yes."

    Wren pressed her lips together.

    Calla leaned back. "Why?"

    Mr. Ivers softened, which was somehow worse than the wintergreen and the bow tie. "Your grandfather said the letter would explain as much as he wished to explain."

    Calla unfolded it.

    The paper was thick, the handwriting familiar enough to hurt.

    Calla girl,

    If you are reading this, I am not around to argue with you, which means you may be tempted to think you have won. Do not get too comfortable.

    I left you the depot because you know how to make a room remember what it is for. You think that is party work. It is not. It is people work.

    Bellwater has been waiting for somebody to decide the old place is not dead weight. I tried, but I ran out of knees, money, and time, in that order.

    Give it one honest season. Not perfect. Honest. If you still want to walk away after that, I will not haunt you unless heaven is less organized than advertised.

    The trust rules are plain. Host something useful before the frost. Bring people through the gates. Let them see it before the town sells it to somebody who thinks history is a theme for wallpaper.

    You always liked a deadline.

    Love, Grandpa

    P.S. The clock stopped at 4:17 for a reason. Ask Lottie Hale when you are ready to hear it.

    Calla read the letter twice.

    The first time, she heard his voice.

    The second time, she saw the trap.

    "I can't do this," she said.

    The words came out too quickly, and because they did, Mr. Ivers and Wren both became very still.

    Calla folded the letter along its old creases. "I live in Chicago."

    Wren did not point out that Chicago had been doing a poor job of wanting her lately.

    "The property can be declined," Mr. Ivers said. "In that case, the transfer to the town accelerates."

    "And the town sells it."

    "Most likely."

    "To whom?"

    Mr. Ivers hesitated.

    Wren turned in her chair. "Mr. Ivers."

    "There is an interested developer. Graham Voss. He has made inquiries for several years."

    Calla knew the name in a vague way. Voss Hospitality had bought old lake properties and turned them into places with slate fire pits, white duvets, and cocktails named after local legends no one local had ever heard.

    "Grandpa knew that?" Calla asked.

    "Yes."

    Finn Whitaker would have. He had known who sharpened mower blades without asking and which waitress at the Gull & Kettle watered down iced tea after three. He would have known exactly who wanted his depot.

    Calla looked at the key again. It was not decorative. It had weight, teeth, purpose.

    "What counts as a permitted public market?"

    Wren exhaled so softly Calla almost missed it.

    Mr. Ivers drew another paper from the folder. "Temporary vendor use, event insurance, fire and safety approval, sanitation requirements if food is served, accessibility plan for public areas, town council acknowledgment, county permit if attendance exceeds one hundred."

    "So, everything."

    "A fair summary."

    "And the first hard frost is when?"

    "Legally, the date is determined by the county agricultural station. Historically, late October."

    Calla took out a blue index card before she realized she was doing it. Wren noticed and said nothing. Mr. Ivers watched as if index cards were admissible evidence.

    Late October.

    Six weeks, give or take.

    Six weeks to turn a vacant train depot into something useful, legal, and attractive enough to keep Bellwater from selling it. Six weeks while her name in Chicago cooled from disgrace to old news. Six weeks to create one clean, public success no one could pretend was an accident.

    Then she could sell. Or lease. Or transfer the problem to someone with a tool belt and local patience. She could go back with a story: historic property activation, community market, successful stakeholder engagement. A neat paragraph for a pitch deck. Proof that she had not lost the thing she did best.

    Not staying.

    Not sentimental.

    Not being managed from beyond the grave by a man who knew too much about her.

    She wrote:

    Depot market.

    Permit.

    Frost deadline.

    Ask Lottie Hale.

    Then she underlined Lottie Hale once, because Grandpa's postscripts were rarely optional.

    "Calla," Wren said carefully, "you don't have to decide right this second."

    Calla looked at her sister. Wren's eyes were cautious, hopeful in a way she was trying to hide. Behind her, Main Street moved in the office window. A woman pushed a stroller past the hardware store. A man in a cap carried paint cans to his truck. Ordinary life, continuing without asking permission.

    Calla folded the letter and put it back in the envelope with the key.

    "Yes," she said, standing before she could be talked into sense or out of courage. "I do."

    Mr. Ivers blinked. "Yes?"

    "I'll take the depot."

    Wren's mouth parted.

    Calla tucked the envelope into her purse beside the index cards and the protein bars and all the other things she carried in case of emergency.

    "For one honest season," she said.

    The phrase felt borrowed and dangerous.

    Outside, the courthouse clock chimed once for one-thirty, late and slightly off-key. Calla turned toward the window. From here, she could just see the top of the depot tower beyond the roofs, its clock face pale against the cloudy sky.

    The hands still pointed to 4:17.

    For the first time all day, Calla did not feel as if she were leaving.

    She felt, inconveniently, as if something had opened.




Chapter 2Platform Closed

    Calla made it twenty-seven minutes before she broke her first promise to herself.

    The promise had been sensible. Mature, even. She would not go to the depot until morning. She would spend the afternoon at Wren's kitchen table with a legal pad, Mr. Ivers's copies, and coffee that came from a machine instead of panic. She would read every clause, make a list of unknowns, create a preliminary schedule, and sleep before stepping into a building that had been waiting twenty years to become somebody else's problem.

    That was the promise.

    Then Wren had taken Annie to soccer practice. The house had gone quiet. The brass key had sat on the kitchen table beside Calla's phone, dull and heavy and smug.

    Twenty-seven minutes.

    "This is reconnaissance," Calla told the empty kitchen.

    The kitchen, unpersuaded, smelled like muffins.

    She changed out of her city flats and into sneakers from the emergency bag in her trunk. They were white, bought for a corporate wellness retreat where no one had actually been expected to encounter dirt. She added a rain jacket, tucked Grandpa Finn's letter into the inside pocket, and took the key.

    At the last second, she took three index cards too.

    Reconnaissance required documentation.

    The walk from Wren's house to Depot Street took twelve minutes if a person moved with purpose and did not stop to inspect every place where her childhood had been stored. Calla made it in eighteen. Bellwater Bay slowed a person down without asking. A woman watering mums outside the library squinted as if sorting Calla into the proper decade. Two boys on bikes skidded past, one shouting that the other was cheating at invisible lava. Outside the Gull & Kettle, a man in a red cap raised one hand.

    "Finn's girl?"

    Calla lifted hers back. "One of them."

    "Tell Wren my wife needs her pie plate."

    "I will."

    She had no idea who he was.

    This was one of the things she had forgotten about Bellwater Bay. In Chicago, anonymity could feel like loneliness, but it also had manners. Here, information moved like lake wind through porch screens.

    By the time she reached Depot Street, the clouds had thinned to a low gray ceiling and the afternoon had gone cool. The road dipped toward the old rail property. On her left, a row of cottages faced the marina, their porches hung with wind chimes and damp beach towels. On her right, a gravel lot spread in front of the depot, patched with weeds that had pushed through hardpan and old cinders. A crooked sign on the fence read:

    NO TRESPASSING PROPERTY OF WHITAKER FAMILY TRUST

    Someone had stuck a faded smiley-face sticker over the O in NO.

    "Professional," Calla murmured.

    The chain-link gate was secured by a padlock broad enough to guard a bank vault. She fit the brass key into it and expected resistance. Instead, the lock opened with a firm, satisfying click.

    Grandpa had oiled it.

    He had.

    The gate groaned when she pulled it back. A gull launched from the freight platform roof and complained at her all the way toward the marina. Calla stepped inside and closed the gate behind her.

    For a moment, she did not move.

    The depot was larger up close than it had been from the street. Bigger than memory, and meaner in its neglect. The red brick held deep stains beneath the eaves. Moss furred the north steps. One downspout had come loose and leaned against the wall like a drunk guest at the end of a wedding reception. The waiting room windows were tall, arched, and filmed with grime. In the glass that remained clear enough to catch a reflection, Calla saw herself: rain jacket, neat ponytail, white sneakers already doomed.

    Above her, the clock face stared over the bay.

    4:17.

    Ask Lottie Hale when you are ready to hear it.

    Calla looked away first.

    The main doors were double oak, swollen by weather, with iron handles darkened from hands long gone. One handle had been wrapped with twine, perhaps to stop it rattling. Calla slid the key into the door lock. This one took coaxing, shoulder pressure, and a muttered apology to Grandpa for whatever she was doing wrong.

    The lock turned.

    The door gave half an inch, then stuck.

    "Naturally."

    Calla planted one sneaker against the threshold, pushed with both hands, and discovered that old buildings did not care whether a woman had once coordinated a five-hundred-person gala with a missing string quartet. The door did not budge. She tried again, harder. Something inside scraped along the floor.

    Then the door lurched open with a gasp of stale air, and Calla stumbled forward into the Bellwater Bay depot.

    Dust greeted her first.

    It rose in a pale breath, dry and papery, carrying the smells of old wood, cold brick, lake damp, and faint engine oil that should have disappeared decades ago. Calla stood just inside the door and let her eyes adjust.

    The waiting room stretched wide beneath a high ceiling crossed with dark beams. The ticket windows lined the left wall, their brass grilles tarnished green at the edges. Above them, the old schedule board still hung in place, black slats with white letters spelling destinations that felt like fiction now: Grand Rapids, Ludington, Traverse City, Chicago. A long wooden bench sat overturned near the center of the room. On the far side, a row of doors led deeper into the building, each one painted with faded gold lettering.

    TICKET OFFICE.

    BAGGAGE.

    FREIGHT.

    STATION MASTER.

    Calla's breath caught despite herself.

    Not because it was beautiful, exactly. It was filthy. It was damaged. It had the exhausted dignity of something that had been useful once and resented becoming picturesque.

    But she could see it.

    She hated that she could see it.

    Vendors along the walls. Lights strung from beam to beam. The ticket windows polished and used as check-in. The waiting room cleared for tables. Nina Sable, whoever she turned out to be, serving soup from the baggage room. Wren's students filling the far wall with art.

    Calla took out a yellow index card.

    Main room: - Clean floors. - Check roof leaks. - Restore ticket windows. - Vendor flow? - Seating?

    She paused, listening.

    The depot answered with small sounds: a tick of settling wood, a drip somewhere in the back, the faint slap of halyards at the marina outside. No trains. No voices. No reason for the sudden pressure under her ribs.

    "It is a building," she told herself. "You have managed buildings."

    The building appeared unconvinced.

    She crossed to the ticket windows and ran one finger along the brass grille. Dust coated her fingertip. Beneath it, the metal still held a warm, stubborn shine. On the sill inside the first window sat a cracked porcelain ink cup, a bent paperclip, and a stack of blank forms turned brittle with age. Calla leaned closer.

    BELLWATER BAY STATION PARCEL RECEIPT

    She smiled before she could stop herself.

    "You kept paperwork."

    That made the depot less frightening.

    She moved through the waiting room with more confidence, or at least more motion. The floorboards complained. A spider web brushed her cheek and made her perform a silent, undignified dance that no historic preservation board needed to witness. She found a broom closet without a broom, a radiator with peeling silver paint, and a corner where water had stained the wall in the shape of Michigan if Michigan had lost interest in itself halfway through.

    On the blue card, she wrote:

    Needs: - Electrician. - Plumber? - Roof. - Pest control. - Insurance. - Fire inspection. - Don't panic in writing.

    She underlined the last item twice.

    From the waiting room, she pushed open the door marked BAGGAGE.

    This room was smaller, with a lower ceiling and a long counter along one wall. Old luggage carts stood in the corner, iron wheels rusted, wooden slats warped. A row of hooks remained above the counter, some still holding paper claim tags browned at the edges. The back wall had a roll-up freight door that opened to the platform outside.

    Calla stepped closer to the door and peered through a crack in the boards.

    The freight platform ran nearly the length of the depot, broad and weathered, facing the ghost of where the tracks had been. Beyond the gravel bed, the marina opened silver-blue under the clouds. Boats tugged at their slips. A ferry horn sounded far across the bay, low and mournful.

    The platform was perfect.

    It was also, she noticed when she tried the door, stuck.

    She added it to the list.

    By the time she found the station master's office, her clean white sneakers had turned gray and one sleeve of her rain jacket had acquired a streak of black dust. The office was narrow and unexpectedly intact. A heavy wooden desk remained under the window, its top scarred by rings, knife marks, and one small burned crescent. Behind it, shelves held ledgers, tins, a cracked mug, and a clock missing its hands.

    Calla stood in the doorway.

    This had been Grandpa's room.

    Not officially. Not when trains ran. But she knew it before she found his red pencil on the desk and his handwriting on a pad beside it.

    East gutter. North sill. Ask Lottie about photos. Calla would know what to do with the windows.

    The last line hit so cleanly that she had to sit.

    The chair gave a wooden creak beneath her. Calla touched the paper, careful not to smudge the old pencil. Grandpa Finn had written her name in a room she had not entered in years, in a building he had no guarantee she would accept, on a list of repairs he had known he would not finish.

    Calla would know what to do with the windows.

    "That's a lot of faith in someone who owns one screwdriver," she said.

    The room blurred at the edges.

    She reached for her purse, found the tissues, and used exactly one. Then she folded it into a square because apparently even grief needed tidying.

    A loud metallic bang came from the waiting room.

    Calla froze.

    Another sound followed: the outer door scraping wider. Footsteps crossed the main room, heavy and certain.

    Every sensible piece of Calla's body told her to stay seated and call out like an adult. Instead she stood, grabbed the first object within reach, and lifted it like a weapon.

    It was a wooden ruler.

    The footsteps stopped outside the office.

    A man's voice said, "If that ruler is for me, I should warn you I've survived worse."

    Calla lowered it half an inch.

    The man in the doorway was tall enough that the frame made him look inconvenient. He wore a navy Bellwater Bay Fire Department jacket over a gray T-shirt, work pants, and boots that had already met every kind of mud and won. His hair was dark blond, cut short, and damp from the weather. He had the sort of face that did not rush into expression: square jaw, straight nose, watchful gray-blue eyes, a small scar near one eyebrow.

    He looked at the ruler.

    Then at Calla.

    Then at the room behind her, taking in Grandpa's papers, the desk, the shelves, the dust she had disturbed.

    "Calla Whitaker?" he asked.

    "Depends who's asking."

    "Bram Hale."

    The name landed in the room with too much weight.

    Bram Hale. Fire chief. Building inspector. Father died in the rail-yard fire. Fixes clocks. Does not restart them until they are perfect.

    Calla lowered the ruler the rest of the way. "You're Lottie Hale's grandson."

    Something flickered in his eyes. "Among other mistakes."

    It was almost a joke, but not quite.

    "I'm Calla," she said. "And I own this building, which makes this less suspicious than it probably looks."

    "You own it as of about an hour ago."

    "News travels fast."

    "Small town. Also, Mrs. Bell saw you come through the gate and called dispatch because she thought teenagers were breaking in."

    Calla looked down at herself. "Do I look like a teenager?"

    "No."

    He said it too quickly, and for some reason that was worse than if he had laughed.

    "Good," she said. "Because I left my skateboard in Chicago."

    His mouth twitched. Barely. It disappeared before becoming a smile.

    "You shouldn't be in here."

    There it was. Not hello, not sorry about your grandfather, not welcome back. A verdict.

    Calla set the ruler on the desk. "I'm taking a preliminary look at the property."

    "Without a hard hat, mask, flashlight, gloves, or another person who knows you're inside?"

    "My sister knows I'm emotionally unstable near baked goods. Does that count?"

    "No."

    "Then no."

    Bram's gaze moved to the ceiling, then the doorway, then the floor at her feet. He was not looking at the depot the way Calla had looked at it. He was reading it, and every line seemed to annoy him.

    "How long have you been inside?"

    "Twenty minutes. Maybe thirty."

    "Any lights on?"

    "No."

    "Did you try any switches?"

    "No."

    "Open any electrical panels?"

    "Do I seem like a person who opens electrical panels for fun?"

    "You seem like a person standing in a building with unknown wiring and no inspection clearance."

    Calla folded her arms. "You got all that from the ruler?"

    This time the mouth twitch was definitely there. It did not help.

    "I'm doing a sweep," he said. "Stay behind me."

    "Excuse me?"

    "You heard me."

    "I did. I was giving you a chance to revise the tone."

    He looked at her then, fully. Those gray-blue eyes were not cold, exactly. Cold would have been easier. They were tired in a way that felt specific.

    "Miss Whitaker."

    "Calla."

    "Calla. This building has been vacant for years. I don't know what's stable, what's rotted, or what's nesting. I don't know if the wiring has been chewed or if the back stair is safe. Until I know that, stay behind me."

    She hated that this was reasonable.

    "Fine," she said. "For the sweep."

    "For the sweep," he agreed.

    They moved through the station master's office into the waiting room. Bram did not hurry. He carried a flashlight from his jacket pocket and used it even where afternoon light came through the windows. The beam cut across cracked plaster, bird droppings, old nests, and dangling strips of insulation. He tested the floor with his weight before stepping near a darker board. He tugged lightly on doorframes. He looked up more than forward.

    Calla trailed him with her index card in hand and resentment in her chest.

    "You do this often?" she asked.

    "Walk through unsafe buildings?"

    "Appear from nowhere and tell women what they can't do."

    "Only Thursdays."

    She glanced at him. His expression was perfectly flat.

    That was a joke.

    Possibly.

    "Lucky me," she said.

    At the baggage room, he stopped. "You opened this?"

    "Yes."

    "Door dragged?"

    "A little."

    He crouched, examined the threshold, then stood. "Moisture swelling. Maybe frame shift. Don't force it again."

    Calla wrote:

    Door. Moisture. Bossy fire chief.

    Bram's flashlight beam dropped to the card.

    "Is that official?"

    "It's a working document."

    "Spell fire chief with a capital F."

    Calla pressed her lips together, because laughing would ruin the principle of the thing. "Noted."

    They continued into the freight corridor. The light changed there, narrowing into dusty stripes through high windows. The air smelled different too, sharper, with old smoke beneath the damp. Bram slowed.

    Calla noticed because everything in him changed without making a sound.

    His shoulders set. His hand tightened on the flashlight. His attention fixed on the wall ahead, where dark staining crept from behind a warped panel. Not new. Not dramatic. Just a shadow in the wood that did not match the rest.

    "What is it?" she asked.

    "Old burn damage."

    "From the rail-yard fire?"

    He did not answer right away.

    "Could be," he said.

    She wanted to ask more. The question rose fast, then stopped against the memory of Grandpa's postscript. Ask Lottie Hale when you are ready to hear it. Bram stood less than three feet away, and he looked as if he were hearing something already.

    Calla let the question go.

    For now.

    "Does it make the wall unsafe?"

    That brought him back. He stepped closer, light angled low. "I don't know yet. It means this section needs a structural look before anyone uses the freight side."

    "So not an immediate no."

    "It's an immediate don't touch it."

    "Those are different."

    "To you."

    "To permits, probably."

    He looked at her again. "You already know the permit list?"

    "Mr. Ivers gave me the cheerful version."

    "There isn't a cheerful version."

    "I noticed."

    Bram walked to the rear door and tried it. Unlike Calla, he did not put his shoulder into it. He checked the hinges, the top frame, the floor, then eased pressure against the handle.

    "Exit blocked," he said.

    "By swelling?"

    "By that." He pointed with the flashlight.

    An old filing cabinet had tipped forward on the other side of the door, visible through the gap, pinning it closed.

    Calla wrote:

    Rear exit blocked.

    Bram watched the pen move. "You planning an event in here?"

    "I'm planning an assessment."

    "That's not an answer."

    "It's the answer I'm giving a man I met seven minutes ago who entered my building without calling."

    "Dispatch called me."

    "Mrs. Bell called dispatch because she mistook me for a criminal teenager."

    "Mrs. Bell once reported a raccoon for loitering, but she was right about the trespassing."

    Calla stared at him.

    He looked back.

    No smile this time.

    Of all the first meetings she had imagined having with the local fire chief, and she had imagined exactly none until forty minutes ago, this was not a promising start.

    "For the record," she said, "I'm not trying to host a rave in the freight room tonight."

    "Good."

    "I inherited a conditional deadline. I need to understand what has to happen."

    "What has to happen is no public access until the building is evaluated."

    "Fine. Evaluate it."

    "I am."

    "Excellent."

    "And while I do, the platform stays closed."

    Calla blinked. "The platform?"

    "And the waiting room. And the offices. And the tower stairs."

    "The tower stairs were not on the table."

    "Good. Keep them off."

    "I need somewhere to host a market."

    "Not in here."

    The words were calm. That made them worse.

    Calla's grip tightened around the pen. "You don't know what I need."

    "I know this building isn't ready."

    "You have been here ten minutes."

    "Long enough."

    "Convenient."

    Bram tilted his head a fraction. "Meaning?"

    Meaning she was tired of men with established reputations making pronouncements over work they had not tried to save. Meaning she had spent months being told what her name now meant by people who had not been in the room when everything went wrong. Meaning if one more person looked at a damaged thing and decided it was safer to shut the door, she might start throwing office supplies.

    "Meaning," she said, measuring every word, "I have six weeks before the town can sell this property. Six weeks is not a lot of time when every answer starts with no."

    Something in his face changed at sell.

    "Who told you the town can sell it?"

    "The trust documents. Mr. Ivers. My dead grandfather, in writing."

    "To Voss?"

    "Apparently he's interested."

    Bram looked toward the waiting room, then beyond it, as if he could see through brick to the bay. "He is."

    "You know him?"

    "I know what he buys."

    "Then maybe help me keep him from buying this."

    The sentence came out before Calla could polish it. Bram heard that too. His gaze returned to her, steady and too observant.

    "Is that what you're doing?" he asked.

    "For one honest season."

    "That's not an answer either."

    "It is today."

    They stood in the freight corridor with dust moving through the flashlight beam between them. Somewhere above, a bird shifted in the rafters. The building seemed to listen.

    Bram sighed, not loudly, but from deep enough that Calla felt how much he disliked the next part.

    "I can't clear this for use."

    "I didn't ask you to clear it today."

    "You were about to."

    "You don't know that."

    "Your pen is smoking."

    She looked down. The pen was, in fact, uncapped and clenched in a way that had left blue ink on her thumb.

    "That proves nothing."

    "It proves you make lists when you're cornered."

    Calla's head snapped up.

    Bram's expression shifted, and for the first time he looked almost sorry. "Guess," he said.

    "Good guess."

    "I make lists too."

    "Do yours include insulting strangers?"

    "Usually by page two."

    She wanted to dislike him completely. It would have been cleaner. But there was a steadiness under the dry tone, and the building had already shown her enough rot to make his caution feel less like obstruction than she wanted.

    "What happens now?" she asked.

    "Now I post a temporary closure notice."

    "A red tag."

    "Yes."

    "That sounds bad."

    "It's not good."

    "Can I appeal it?"

    "You can fix what's listed."

    "That was not the question."

    "It's the useful answer."

    Bram led the way back to the waiting room. The afternoon had dimmed. Shadows gathered under the benches and in the ticket windows. Calla saw the room again, not as she had imagined it, glowing with lights and tables, but as he must see it: blocked exits, brittle wiring, loose plaster, tripping hazards, possible structural damage, liability wearing a romantic brick face.

    It irritated her that seeing his side did not make her own need smaller.

    At the main doors, he pulled a folded form from an inside pocket. It was bright red, the color of stop signs and school corrections. He filled it out against the doorframe with a black pen, his handwriting square and plain.

    TEMPORARY UNSAFE STRUCTURE NOTICE NO PUBLIC ENTRY AUTHORIZED INSPECTION ONLY

    Calla watched each word appear as if he were boarding up her grandfather's letter.

    "Authorized inspection," she said. "Does that include me?"

    "With notice. With proper gear. Preferably not alone."

    "Preferably."

    "Calla."

    Her name in his voice was a warning, but not an unfriendly one. That complicated things.

    "Bram."

    He looked at her.

    "I have six weeks."

    "I know."

    "No," she said. "You know building codes. I have six weeks to keep from losing the only thing my grandfather asked me to try."

    The pen stopped.

    For a moment, the room was very quiet.

    Then Bram finished writing the date.

    "And I have one afternoon to make sure you don't get hurt trying."

    Calla had no ready answer to that. The clean, cutting reply she wanted did not come. Maybe because he sounded less like a gatekeeper and more like a man who had seen what happened when people went into unsafe places with good reasons.

    He taped the notice to the inside of the main door first, then another to the outside. When he stepped out onto the front stoop, Calla followed, locking the door behind them. The brass key looked different now. Less like permission. More like responsibility.

    Bram waited while she pulled the door once to test it.

    "I'll schedule a full inspection," he said. "Tomorrow if I can. Monday if I can't."

    "Tomorrow would be better."

    "I'm aware."

    "I can be here."

    "I assumed."

    "With proper gear."

    His gaze dropped to her ruined sneakers. "Start with shoes that want to live."

    Calla looked down. Mud had claimed the white canvas almost completely.

    "They were never long for this world."

    There it was again. The almost-smile.

    It softened his face for half a second and made him look younger, not boyish, but less braced. Calla noticed the scar near his eyebrow again. Noticed the way his hair curled slightly where rain had dampened it. Noticed, inconveniently, that competence on a man could be more appealing than charm when it came with work boots and a flashlight.

    Absolutely not, she told herself.

    She had inherited a derelict depot, a six-week deadline, and a local fire chief who had just taped red paper to her future. Attraction was not on the index card.

    "Do you have a copy of the notice?" she asked.

    He pulled a carbon copy free and handed it over.

    Their fingers touched at the edge of the paper.

    It was nothing. Static, maybe. Cold air. Her nerves choosing poor timing.

    Calla took the notice and folded it once.

    "Thank you," she said, because her mother had raised her properly even if the day had not.

    Bram gave a short nod. "Don't come back in alone."

    "That's a request?"

    "That's me trying the revised tone."

    She studied him, and this time she let herself smile a little. "Better."

    "Good."

    He turned toward the gate, then stopped and looked back at the clock tower. His face closed again, quietly but completely.

    Calla followed his gaze.

    4:17.

    "Do you know why it stopped then?" she asked before she could decide not to.

    Bram did not look at her.

    "Yes."

    One word. No invitation behind it.

    Calla thought of Grandpa's letter, the postscript that had felt like a match left beside dry paper.

    Ask Lottie Hale when you are ready to hear it.

    Not Bram.

    She nodded, though he was not watching. "Okay."

    That made him look at her.

    Maybe he had expected pressure. Maybe he was used to people thinking pain became public property after enough years. His gaze searched her face for a second, and whatever he found there made the hard line of his mouth ease.

    "Tomorrow," he said. "I'll call Ivers for your number."

    "Or you could ask me for it."

    He paused.

    Calla had not meant that to sound like flirting. Or perhaps she had, which was worse.

    "What's your number?" he asked.

    She recited it. He entered it into his phone under what she suspected was her full legal name and possibly "unsafe structure owner."

    Her own phone buzzed a second later.

    Unknown number: Bram Hale. Full inspection pending. Do not enter building alone.

    Calla looked up. "Do you text everyone like a posted notice?"

    "Only people who need posted notices."

    "Charming."

    "Not my department."

    He opened the chain-link gate for her. She stepped through first, because apparently they had both decided he was the kind of man who would hold a gate even while telling a woman she was a safety hazard.

    Outside the fence, the depot looked the same as it had an hour earlier. Weathered brick, stopped clock, weeds at the platform edge. Only now a red notice flashed on the door like a fresh wound.

    Calla stood with the folded copy in her hand.

    Behind her, Bram closed the gate. The padlock clicked.

    "Six weeks," she said, mostly to herself.

    "Six weeks," he said.

    She turned. "You think it's impossible."

    "I think it's a bad idea to decide what's possible before the inspection."

    "That's almost optimistic."

    "Don't tell anyone."

    The gull returned to the platform roof and screamed at them both.

    Calla looked from the bird to Bram. "Is the gull also reporting me to dispatch?"

    "Probably outranks me."

    This time she did laugh, quick and surprised. Bram's almost-smile returned, then faded as his radio crackled at his shoulder. He turned slightly, listened to a dispatcher mention a medical assist three streets over, and answered with calm efficiency.

    "Hale responding."

    Right. He had a real job. Real emergencies. Real reasons not to care about Calla Whitaker's inherited deadline and her grandfather's stubborn ghost of a building.

    He clipped the radio back and started toward his truck, an old dark green pickup with a fire department placard on the dash.

    "Calla."

    She looked over.

    "Wear boots tomorrow."

    "Anything else?"

    He opened the truck door. "Bring your lists."

    Then he got in and drove away, leaving her at the fence with a red-tagged depot, muddy sneakers, and a copy of the first official no.

    Calla unfolded the notice once more.

    No public entry.

    Authorized inspection only.

    Temporary.

    She liked that word best.

    Temporary meant not permanent. Temporary meant the door was closed until conditions changed. Temporary meant the answer was not no. It was not yet.

    She took out a clean green index card and pressed it against the fence to write.

    Chapter one of the depot:

    1. Boots. 2. Inspection. 3. Fire chief: difficult, not useless. 4. Red tags can be removed.

    She looked through the fence at the clock tower, at the hands fixed at 4:17, at the building her grandfather had believed she would know how to wake.

    The wind off the bay moved through the weeds where tracks used to be.

    "All right," Calla said to the depot. "Let's become temporary."




Chapter 3The Offer on the Table

    By six o'clock that evening, Calla had learned three things about owning a train depot.

    First, the phrase temporary unsafe structure notice made Wren's left eye twitch.

    Second, Bellwater Bay residents could smell a public meeting the way gulls smelled french fries.

    Third, if a woman wrote one small list on a green index card while standing at a chain-link fence, she should not assume that list would remain private.

    "Fire chief: difficult, not useless," Wren read aloud, standing at her kitchen counter with Calla's card between two fingers.

    Calla looked up from the trust documents spread across the table. "That is not for public circulation."

    "Then don't leave it in the cup holder of my van."

    "I was emotionally compromised by municipal paper."

    "You were flirting with the fire chief."

    Calla set down her pen. "I was receiving a safety notice."

    "In your own handwriting, you called him not useless."

    "That's practically a legal classification."

    Wren's mouth tucked into the small smile that meant she had at least three more comments and was choosing mercy for one of them. She slid the card back across the table. "He's not useless."

    "I gathered."

    "He can be hard to read."

    "He seems to communicate primarily through warnings."

    "Yes, but accurate warnings."

    "A charming local dialect."

    Annie sat on the floor by the refrigerator with crayons, drawing the depot from memory. Her version had purple smoke coming from the clock tower and a cat in every window. She had labeled the building THE TRAIN HOUSE OF DOOM in pink.

    "Annie," Wren said, "maybe not doom."

    "But Aunt Calla said it has a red tag."

    "Red tags don't automatically mean doom," Calla said.

    Annie considered this with the solemn care of a child deciding whether an adult was lying. "What do they mean?"

    "They mean the building needs help before people can go inside."

    "Like when Mrs. Delgado's hamster had to go to the vet?"

    "Exactly," Calla said. "The depot is a large brick hamster."

    Wren closed her eyes. "Please never say that at a council meeting."

    Calla returned to the documents, but the words refused to settle. Trust condition. Permitted market. Public access. First hard frost. Town transfer. Redevelopment option.

    The meeting had not been on her schedule. Then Mr. Ivers had called at four-thirty, voice tight with apology, to say Councilwoman Blythe Carver had added the depot to tonight's agenda under "Old Properties, New Business." Wren had muttered something unkind about Blythe's hair spray and started texting for childcare before Calla had finished saying, "Tonight?"

    Now Calla had seventy-four minutes before she stood in front of people who had known her as Finn's granddaughter, Wren's sister, the girl who left, and possibly the woman whose failed gala had appeared in a Chicago paper.

    She turned one page back, then forward again.

    "What do you know about Blythe Carver?" she asked.

    Wren put two mugs in the sink. "She chairs the preservation committee when cameras are nearby and the economic development committee
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