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GENEVIEVE

The excavator is six feet from the oldest building on the property when I arrive.

Its engine growls beside the marina, the metal bucket hanging above a row of weathered timber posts marked with fluorescent orange paint. Three construction workers stand behind a temporary barrier. A small crowd has formed on the other side, most of them dressed for a Monday morning interrupted by something worth being angry about.

At the center of it is a man who has parked a forklift across the access road.

“Stop the machine,” I say.

No one hears me over the engine.

I hand my bag to the driver who brought me from Portland, step around the barrier, and walk directly toward the excavator.

A supervisor in a white hard hat notices me first. His expression shifts from irritation to recognition with the speed of someone remembering exactly whose name appears on the contract.

“Ms. Ashford.”

“Turn it off.”

“We have authorization to begin the preliminary clearing.”

“You have authorization to survey the site.”

He glances toward the man beside the forklift. “We were told the structures had been released.”

“By whom?”

His hesitation answers before he does.

I hold out my hand. “The work order.”

He removes a folded document from the plastic sleeve attached to his clipboard. The first page carries the Ashford Hospitality logo. The schedule is one I reviewed three weeks ago, when it was still a proposal. Someone has removed the word draft.

The excavator engine dies. The sudden quiet allows the gulls overhead to reclaim the morning.

The man beside the forklift looks at me for the first time.

He is taller than I expected from the photographs in the property file, though the file contained more pictures of roofs and boundary lines than people. His faded blue shirt is rolled to the elbows. Sawdust clings to one shoulder, and there is a pale burn scar along his left forearm. He stands without the restless aggression of the crowd around him.

He does not look relieved.

That is useful information.

“Who issued this version?” I ask the supervisor.

“Regional development sent it Friday.”

“Name.”

He gives me one. I recognize it. The executive works two levels below the vice president overseeing the project and has no authority to amend a demolition schedule.

I photograph every page, then call our legal director. She answers on the second ring.

“I need an immediate suspension of all physical work at Aster Bay,” I tell her. “The preliminary schedule was circulated as approved.”

“Was anything removed?”

“Not yet.”

Across from me, the man by the forklift glances at the orange marks on the posts. Apparently not yet is not the reassurance I intended.

“I want written confirmation sent to the contractors, the property manager, and every tenant before we end this call,” I continue. “No demolition, excavation, relocation, or utility interruption without my signature.”

Our legal director asks two precise questions, then begins issuing instructions.

While she speaks, I look toward the marina.

Aster Bay is prettier than the reports suggest, which is rarely good news for an underperforming property. Beauty encourages people to confuse emotional value with financial health. The harbor curves around slate-gray water, crowded with working boats, modest sailboats, and docks that have been repaired in different decades by people with different budgets.

Beyond them, the Ashford House rises above the shore. White siding. Deep porches. Dark green shutters. My grandmother used to say the hotel was designed so guests would feel the building had been waiting for them.

At the moment, it looks as though it has been waiting for maintenance.

Closer to the water sits the North Boatworks building, long and low, with broad doors facing the marina. The boards are silvered by salt and weather. A sign above the entrance bears a painted compass and the name NORTH in black letters.

One of the fluorescent marks crosses the lower corner of the sign. I finish the call.

The supervisor checks his phone, reads the incoming notice, and signals to the equipment operator. The workers begin removing their measuring poles. The crowd does not leave.

The man steps around the forklift.

“Written confirmation,” he says.

His voice is quiet enough that the people behind him stop speaking to hear it.

“It was sent to the contractor.”

“I’m not the contractor.”

“You’ll receive a copy.”

“When?”

I look at the legal director’s confirmation on my phone and forward it to the address listed in the tenant file.

“Now.”

His phone vibrates in his back pocket. He does not reach for it.

“You’re Genevieve Ashford.”

It is not a question, but I answer anyway. “Yes.”

“Elias North.”

“I know.”

One eyebrow moves slightly. The property report identified him as the sole owner of North Boatworks, the third generation of his family to operate at the marina. It also described him as resistant to relocation, which may be accurate but no longer feels like a complete description.

Behind him, a young man in a stained gray sweatshirt watches the departing excavator with the expression of someone trying not to imagine it coming back.

“Mr. North,” I say, “the work began because an unauthorized schedule was distributed. That has been corrected.”

“The paint is still on my building.”

“I’ll have it removed.”

“By the same people who put it there?”

“By someone qualified to remove it without damaging the wood.”

He glances down at my shoes, perhaps assessing whether I understand wood, damage, or either word in practical terms.

I resist the impulse to explain that I spent six months overseeing the restoration of an eighteenth-century property in Charleston. Credentials offered before anyone requests them often sound like insecurity wearing a tailored jacket.

“You should check the east dock,” he says. “They marked utility lines there too.”

“I will.”

“Today.”

“Yes.”

The answer appears to surprise him, though he does not show enough of the reaction for anyone else to notice.

A woman with a copper-colored braid steps forward from the crowd. “What about access to the public launch?”

“No change takes effect today,” I say.

“That isn’t what I asked.”

I look at her. Wind presses her jacket against her body, and a municipal radio is clipped at her hip.

“Maeve North,” Elias says. “Harbor operations.”

His sister, according to the report.

“The current development plan reduces public access,” I say. “That plan has not received final approval.”

“Are you recommending it?”

“I’m here to evaluate the property before making my recommendation.”

Maeve folds her arms. “Your company already paid people to start tearing it apart.”

“My company made an error.”

The words create a small silence. Corporate language offers several more comfortable alternatives. A breakdown in communication. An implementation issue. A contractor acting outside scope.

All of them would be true in the way polished surfaces are true: accurate enough to reflect light, too smooth to hold anything.

“I’m responsible for correcting it,” I add.

Maeve studies me, then looks toward Elias. He gives no visible signal.

The crowd begins to separate when the construction vehicles pull away. Some people remain near the launch, talking in lowered voices. They will spend the day deciding whether my response was evidence of competence or merely a better form of threat.

I cannot control which conclusion they choose.

The thought should be familiar. Instead, it sits poorly. Elias moves toward the forklift.

“I have a meeting scheduled with you at eleven,” I say.

He looks at his watch. “It’s ten twenty-three.”

“I arrived early.”

“You arrived with an excavator.”

“I arrived after it.”

“That distinction probably matters more from your side.”

He climbs into the forklift cab.

“Mr. North.”

His hand remains on the key.

“The meeting still needs to happen.”

“I didn’t cancel it.”

The engine starts, ending the conversation on terms he appears to prefer.

I return to my driver and retrieve my bag. He asks whether I want him to remain.

“No. Go back to Portland.”

“Are you sure?”

I look toward the hotel, then at the marina where the wind has already begun lifting the edges of the temporary barriers.

“I’m staying.”

The executive suite at the Ashford House has been prepared for three nights.

My calendar assumes I will be in New York by Thursday morning. Both arrangements suddenly feel optimistic.
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At eleven, Elias enters the hotel conference room carrying no papers.

I have arranged two copies of the purchase proposal on the table, along with the updated property map, the tenant agreement, and a summary of relocation assistance. My laptop is open but angled away from him. The hotel’s general manager, Rosa Bennett, offered to attend. Elias declined.

He stops beside the chair opposite mine.

The conference room overlooks the marina. From here, the North Boatworks building seems smaller, almost picturesque. A problem reduced by distance.

Elias looks out the window before sitting.

“I confirmed the suspension notice,” I say. “The orange markings will be removed tomorrow morning by a restoration contractor.”

“Good.”

“I also spoke to the regional director responsible for the work order.”

He waits.

“He has been removed from the project pending review.”

A brief line appears between Elias’s eyebrows. “Did he lose his job?”

“I said pending review.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

“No decision has been made.”

He nods once, neither satisfied nor disappointed.

I slide the purchase proposal across the table.

“The company is prepared to acquire North Boatworks at twenty-seven percent above the independent valuation. The amount includes equipment, inventory, transition costs, and twelve months of continued salary for your current employees.”

He does not touch the proposal.

“Current employees,” he repeats.

“Yes.”

“How many do I have?”

“Two full-time workers and one apprentice.”

“Nico is an apprentice. Daniel works seasonally because he cares for his father. Carla does our accounting twice a week and isn’t listed as an employee because she has her own business. The sailmaker across the lane gets nearly a quarter of her work from us. So does the engine shop near Route One.”

I knew about the full-time workers.

I did not know about Daniel’s father, Carla, the sailmaker, or the engine shop.

That is not unusual in an acquisition. A report cannot account for every informal dependency.

The problem is that the dependencies remain real whether the report contains them or not.

“We can evaluate documented supplier relationships,” I say.

Elias looks at the proposal. “And the apprentices?”

“The compensation includes your current apprentice.”

“I’m not asking about Nico’s final paycheck. I’m asking where the next one trains.”

“The planned marina will create new hospitality and service positions.”

“So nowhere.”

“There may be opportunities for a marine service provider within the redevelopment.”

“Selected by the resort.”

“Through a competitive process.”

“And if I win?”

“You could operate in a new facility designed for the completed property.”

“How much control would I have over the work?”

“That would depend on the operating agreement.”

“Would I be allowed to take boats that don’t belong to hotel guests?”

“We haven’t reached that level of planning.”

“Would I still train apprentices?”

“If the program aligns with the property’s needs.”

He says nothing for several seconds. I have negotiated with union representatives, investors, city officials, and the owner of a hotel chain who attempted to change the price while his signature was still wet. Silence does not make me uncomfortable.

Usually.

Elias reaches for the proposal. His hands are marked with small cuts, old scars, and pale traces of something that soap did not fully remove. Resin, perhaps. He turns the document around, but he does not read the first page.

Instead, he looks at the map beneath it.

“You’re moving the service road.”

“The resort requires a separate guest entrance.”

“That road is how the fuel truck reaches the working docks.”

“The working docks will be relocated.”

“Where?”

I point to the northern section.

“The water is too shallow at low tide.”

“The engineering study indicates dredging is possible.”

“Possible isn’t the same as sensible.”

“The study was completed by a qualified firm.”

“Did they bring a boat?”

I pause.

“I would need to check.”

“They didn’t.”

He is not triumphant. That makes the observation more irritating.

“We can commission an additional assessment.”

“You’ve already decided what the place needs to become.”

“The board approved a preliminary development direction.”

“And you came here to convince us it’s still only preliminary.”

“I came here to determine whether the plan is executable.”

Elias leans back. His gaze moves briefly toward the windows, where the roofs of the boatyard sit below us.

“What happens if you decide it isn’t?”

“I recommend changes.”

“To your board.”

“Yes.”

“And if they don’t like them?”

“They hired me to make decisions they may not like.”

A hint of expression touches his face. It is gone before I decide whether it was approval or disbelief. I move the proposal closer.

“This offer would allow you to relocate without assuming financial risk. If you want to continue building boats, the company can assist in finding another property.”

“Where?”

“We would conduct a search.”

“In Aster Bay?”

“If suitable property exists.”

“There isn’t any.”

“Then we expand the radius.”

“My daughter goes to school here.”

“We can account for commuting distance.”

“My sister works at the harbor. My suppliers are here. The apprentices come from here. Customers find me because they know where my father worked and where his father worked before him.”

I keep my voice even. “The offer accounts for the commercial value of that history.”

“No. It puts a number on the building.”

The distinction lands harder than it should.

I look down at the proposal, at the figure placed in a box on the final page. The amount is generous. More than generous. Enough to remove debt, purchase another facility, and create a substantial reserve. I know because I checked.

I check everything.

“What amount would make relocation workable?” I ask.

Elias’s face changes then. Not much. His mouth settles, and something in his attention withdraws from me.

“That’s what you heard?”

“I heard that the current offer does not account for every consequence.”

“I told you the consequences.”

“And I’m asking what resources would address them.”

“The next apprentice isn’t a line item, Ms. Ashford.”

“Genevieve.”

His eyes hold mine. The room becomes very quiet around the sound of my name, though he has not said it.

I straighten the edge of the property map with my thumb.

“What are you asking for?” I say.

“Time.”

“For what?”

“To prepare an alternative.”

“The board’s timetable is limited.”

“So is mine.”

“This property has been under review for fourteen months.”

“I received the first final notice six weeks ago.”

“That should not have happened.”

“But it did.”

I do not apologize again. Repetition can cheapen responsibility as quickly as avoidance.

“How much time?” I ask.

“Thirty days.”

“Ten.”

“Twenty-one.”

“Fourteen, with access to the current engineering reports and hotel occupancy data relevant to the marina.”

He studies me.

“That’s confidential.”

“It’s also the information you’re using to say we don’t belong here.”

I consider the request. If I give him nothing, he will build his argument from emotion and local support. If I provide limited information, I will know whether he can produce anything beyond resistance.

Fourteen days is not enough to damage the development timeline beyond recovery.

It is enough to complicate my next board call.

“I can provide redacted operational data under a confidentiality agreement.”

“No restrictions on sharing it with the people helping me prepare the plan.”

“I need their names.”

“You’ll have them.”

“And the proposal must address revenue, access, construction requirements, and legal responsibility. Not only preservation.”

“I know the difference between a business and a museum.”

“I didn’t say you didn’t.”

“You thought it.”

I almost deny it. Then I remember the excavation marks on his building and decide I have not earned the comfort of pretending my assumptions are invisible.

“I thought you were protecting a business that may not be financially sustainable,” I say.

“And now?”

“Now I think I don’t have enough information.”

For the first time, Elias looks directly surprised.

The reaction lasts less than a second.

He pushes the purchase proposal back across the table.

“Then get more.”

“You haven’t answered the offer.”

“Yes, I have.”

He rises.

I look at the untouched document. “You haven’t read the final number.”

“I don’t need to.”

“That is not a rational way to evaluate an acquisition proposal.”

“No.”

The word is calm.

Not defensive. Not dramatic.

Final.

He walks to the door, then stops with his hand on the frame.

“The east dock,” he says. “Your contractor marked the main water line in the wrong place.”

“I’ll inspect it.”

“Today.”

He leaves.

I remain seated while the door closes behind him.

On the table, the proposal is perfectly aligned with the map. My laptop displays four waiting messages from New York, one from legal, and a calendar reminder for a lunch I will not attend.

I have spent most of my life making offers people accept before I finish explaining them.

Elias North refused before he knew the price.

The irritation should be enough to occupy me. It is not.

I close the proposal, collect the maps, and walk outside to inspect the east dock.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

[image: ]


ELIAS

Ruby puts blueberries on one side of her oatmeal and banana slices on the other, then draws a line through the middle with the handle of her spoon.

“What’s that?” I ask.

“The continental divide.”

“We’re studying geography before six in the morning now?”

“It’s for the whale.”

I turn off the stove and set my coffee beside the sink. “The whale has continents?”

“The whale is holding up the ocean.”

“That sounds uncomfortable.”

“It’s symbolic.”

She says the word carefully, as if she learned it yesterday and has been waiting for somewhere to use it.

Ruby is eight, which means she can explain symbolism before breakfast but cannot remember where she left either shoe.

I open the cabinet beside the refrigerator. One sneaker is underneath a reusable grocery bag. I find the other near the back door.

“Why are they in different rooms?”

“They had an argument.”

“Did they work it out?”

“No. But they have to cooperate for school.”

I set them beside her chair. The morning light through the kitchen window is flat and gray. Beyond the neighboring houses, a strip of harbor is visible between two roofs. The tide is out, exposing dark mud along the edge of the inlet.

My phone sits facedown on the counter.

I turned it off at eleven last night after receiving six messages about the marina, two from reporters who call themselves local even though I have never seen them in town, and one from an unknown number offering to connect me with an attorney.

The written suspension from Ashford Hospitality arrived at ten twenty-eight yesterday morning. The restoration contractor confirmed he would remove the paint today. No equipment returned after Genevieve Ashford left the marina. Those things matter.

They do not change the plan sitting on her conference-room table.

Ruby looks up from her oatmeal. “Are they going to tear down the shop?”

Children rarely ask the question you are prepared to answer.

“Not today.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

I lean against the counter. She has Beth’s eyes when she is worried. The similarity is strongest when Ruby is trying not to show it, which seems unfair to both of us.

“There are people who want to change the marina,” I say. “I’m going to show them a different way.”

“Will they listen?”

“I’m going to make it difficult not to.”

She considers this, then uses her spoon to repair the continental divide.

“Maeve said rich people listen when you make not listening expensive.”

“I’m going to talk to your aunt about editing herself around you.”

“She said you’d say that.”

“Of course she did.”

Ruby eats another bite. “Is Ms. Ashford mean?”

I think of the excavator shutting down. The supervisor’s face when Genevieve asked for a name. The way she said her company had made an error without finding softer language to hide inside.

Then I think of the proposal she slid toward me, the number I did not read, and the calm certainty that any life could be made workable with enough money applied in the right place.

“I don’t know her,” I say.

“You talked to her.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

“Did she yell?”

“No.”

“Did you?”

“No.”

Ruby frowns. “Then how did you know you were fighting?”

“Eat your breakfast.”

She smiles into her oatmeal. By seven fifteen, her backpack contains the homework she completed, the permission slip she forgot to show me, two pencils, and a folded drawing of a whale with a boat balanced on its back.

The science project is supposed to demonstrate the relationship between the moon, tides, and coastal ecosystems. Ruby’s version includes a wooden whale because she believes every scientific display improves when it has an animal in the middle. I have been assigned construction.

She has been assigned everything else, though she supervises my portion closely.

At school, the drop-off line is longer than usual. Two parents lower their windows to speak to me. One asks whether the marina is already closed. Another says the town council should never have allowed the sale, although the property changed hands within the Ashford family long before either of us was born.

I answer what I know and refuse to invent the rest. Ruby unclips her seat belt.

“You’re coming Thursday?”

“To the project meeting?”

She nods.

“I’ll be here.”

“Even if the hotel lady wants another meeting?”

“The hotel lady has a name.”

“You called her Ms. Ashford.”

“That is a name.”

“That is two names.”

Before I can answer, she leans across the seat and kisses my cheek.

“Bye, Dad.”

She jumps down from the truck and runs toward the entrance, one shoelace already loose. I watch until she is inside.

Then I sit in the line while three cars behind me become impatient, and I let myself feel the thing I avoided at breakfast.

If the shop closes, I can find work.

There are restoration yards in Rockland, Camden, and farther south. I could sell the house, rent somewhere smaller, and drive Ruby to a new school. Maeve would complain until she lost her voice and then help us pack. We would survive.

Survival is a low standard to offer a child who has already learned how quickly a life can become unrecognizable.

The truck behind me taps its horn. I drive to the boatyard.
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Nico is standing outside North Boatworks when I arrive, staring at an empty space along the eastern wall.

“What happened?”

“Harper moved the Blue Finch.”

I look toward the work cradle where the thirty-two-foot sloop sat yesterday. Only blocks and a dark outline on the ground remain.

“When?”

“Early. He brought a hauler.”

“Did he say why?”

Nico wipes both hands on the front of his sweatshirt. They were not dirty enough to need it.

“He said he heard we might not be here long enough to finish.”

The Blue Finch was six weeks of work. A damaged deck beam, new wiring, repairs to the cabin, and enough smaller problems to keep Daniel employed when he returns next month.

“Did you tell him the contract is still active?”

“Yeah.”

“And?”

“He said he didn’t want the boat stuck in a legal fight.”

There is no legal fight yet. That is the kind of distinction that matters only after people stop being afraid.

I unlock the main doors and roll them open. Morning light spreads across the shop floor, catching on suspended dust. The half-built rowing boat near the western wall looks pale and clean beside the darker restoration work. Nico follows me inside.

“Should I be looking?” he asks.

I take my jacket off and hang it beside the office door. “Looking for what?”

“Something else.”

“You have work here.”

“This week?”

“Yes.”

“This month?”

I turn.

Nico’s family moved to Aster Bay when he was fourteen. His father cleans rental properties. His mother works at a nursing home. He started helping me after school because he liked boats and hated classrooms. At nineteen, he could read damage in a plank faster than men twice his age. He is not asking for comfort.

He is asking whether trusting me would be stupid.

“I can guarantee this week,” I say. “I’m working on the month.”

His jaw shifts. “Okay.”

“If you need to apply somewhere, apply. You don’t owe me uncertainty.”

“That sounds like you want me to leave.”

“It means I’m not going to ask you to risk rent money so I feel supported.”

He nods, though he still looks dissatisfied.

“Start on the port frame,” I say. “I’ll call Harper.”

The customer answers after four rings. He apologizes before I can say anything, which tells me there is no point trying to bring the boat back today. I explain the suspension notice and the alternative proposal. He listens, then says he may reconsider if the situation is resolved quickly.

Quickly is not a measurement. I thank him for calling before someone began taking the boat apart at another yard.

He laughs awkwardly. After we hang up, I stand beside the empty blocks for longer than I should.

A vehicle stops outside. Maeve enters carrying a cardboard tube under one arm and two coffees in a paper tray.

“You look cheerful,” she says.

“I lost a job.”

“Then you look appropriately cheerful.”

She hands me a coffee.

I take one sip and make a face. “What is this?”

“Oat milk.”

“Why?”

“The woman ahead of me changed her order after they made it.”

“You took a stranger’s rejected coffee?”

“It was four dollars.”

Maeve sets the cardboard tube on the workbench and unrolls a large copy of the marina development map. Red markings show the proposed hotel additions, parking areas, private docks, and new service road.

“Where did you get this?”

“Public planning packet.”

“This version is newer than mine.”

“The town received it Friday.”

The day the unauthorized work order was circulated. I put the coffee down.

Maeve points to the northern section. “They’re moving commercial access here.”

“Too shallow.”

“I know.”

“They plan to dredge.”

“They plan to request permission to dredge.”

“That will take months.”

“Best case.”

Her finger follows the new road. “Public launch becomes valet staging. Fuel access moves north. Harbor office loses the storage lane. The fish market gets a service window restricted to mornings.”

“The market agreed?”

“The owner agreed to review compensation.”

“That means no.”

Maeve rolls one edge of the map flat with her wrist.

“I was ready to dislike her more,” she says.

“Who?”

“The woman who shut down the excavator.”

“Genevieve Ashford.”

“You corrected Ruby for calling her the hotel lady?”

“How do you know that?”

“Ruby sent me a voice message.”

I make a note to discuss family surveillance with my daughter.

Maeve taps the map. “Ashford could have blamed the contractor.”

“She still owns the contractor’s mistake.”

“That almost sounded fair.”

“It was accurate.”

“Worse.”

I ignore her and study the plan.

The private marina contains more slips but fewer working areas. The design assumes boats arrive clean, fueled, and repaired somewhere out of sight. It treats the harbor as scenery instead of a place where things happen.

Hotels often do that to coastlines. They sell guests the feeling of discovering a place after removing most of what made it a place.

“She gave me fourteen days,” I say.

Maeve looks up. “For what?”

“An alternative.”

“You asked for an alternative?”

“I asked for time.”

“And she said yes?”

“Fourteen days isn’t yes.”

“It isn’t no.”

I think of the proposal returning across the conference table.

“No,” I say. “She understands no.”

Maeve watches me for a moment too long.

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to.”

“I was about to ask whether you read the purchase number.”

“No.”

“Dad would haunt you.”

“Dad would refuse it too.”

“Dad once drove thirty miles to use a coupon for work boots.”

“He contained multitudes.”

Maeve laughs, then becomes serious.

“You need numbers. The town can document launch use and harbor employment. I can get traffic records, seasonal permits, and revenue from the fuel dock.”

“Not confidential material.”

“I know how laws work, Elias.”

“You know how close to them you can stand.”

“That too.”

She begins rolling the map.

“I’ll send everything tonight.”

“Thank you.”

Maeve pauses. “What are you actually proposing?”

The answer should be simple. Keep the yard. Keep public access. Stop the resort. Those are demands, not a plan.

I look around the shop. The heavy worktables. The rib bands hanging from hooks. The rowing boat waiting for its next frame. The office window Ruby decorated with three blue paper fish last spring.

My grandfather built commercial boats here. My father shifted toward restoration when the fishing fleet declined. I added the apprenticeship because too many people in town were leaving school with no idea what they could do with their hands.

Keeping the building exactly as it is would not keep it alive.

“We show them the yard earns its space,” I say.

“How?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Maeve smiles without humor. “Excellent beginning.”

After she leaves, I spend the morning working with Nico on the rowing boat. Physical work usually clears enough noise from my head to let useful thoughts through.

Today, every strike of the mallet seems to return the same questions.

How many people depend on the yard?

How much revenue does it produce beyond our invoices?

What would tourists pay to see if the work remained real rather than becoming a staged demonstration?

What would I be willing to change?

That question is the worst of them.

At lunch, I open the filing cabinet in the office and pull out old apprenticeship records, supplier invoices, customer lists, and photographs my father kept without any system I can understand. Near the bottom of the second drawer is a folder labeled LYDIA.

Inside are maintenance notes for a sailboat owned by the Ashford family.

The most recent entry is eighteen years old.

I remember the boat vaguely. Dark hull, long bow, brass fittings my father complained about polishing. Lydia Ashford used to take hotel guests out in it, but she also carried food to island cottages and once transported half the high school band after a ferry problem.

My father wrote a note beneath one repair invoice.

She knows a marina isn’t a parking lot for boats.

I read the line twice. Then I gather every document that shows who trained here, where they worked afterward, which local companies invoice us, and how many visiting boats use the yard during summer.

By four, the office floor is covered with paper. Nico appears in the doorway.

“This looks bad.”

“It is bad.”

“Do you want help?”

“Yes. Find the files for everyone who trained here after 2008.”

He moves toward the cabinet, then hesitates.

“Does this mean you have a plan?”

“It means I’m trying to make one.”

“That’s not as reassuring as you think.”

“I’m not trying to reassure you.”

“Good. Because it isn’t working.”

He kneels beside the files. By six, we have eleven former apprentices, six still working in marine trades, three operating their own businesses, one serving in the Coast Guard, and one I cannot locate.

That is not enough to save a boatyard.

It is enough to begin explaining what disappears when one closes.

After Nico leaves, I call Carla and ask for the last five years of financial records in a format someone outside the shop can understand.

She laughs for almost a full minute.

“I’m serious.”

“That’s why it’s funny.”

“I need them tomorrow.”

“Then stop keeping receipts in coffee cans.”

“They’re organized by size.”

“That is not accounting.”

She agrees to come in at seven.

I make one final call to the engine shop, then sit at the desk.

The computer takes long enough to start that I consider apologizing to it. A blank document opens.

For several minutes, I watch the cursor blink.

I think of Genevieve’s conference room, the proposal placed exactly square to the table, and the way her thumb moved along the edge of the map when I told her she needed more information.

She is accustomed to entering rooms with the answer already prepared.

I am accustomed to refusing people who assume they know what my life should cost. Neither habit builds anything by itself.

I type a title.

Alternative Marina Plan

Then I begin with the first thing I can prove.

North Boatworks is not an isolated tenant.

It is part of the harbor’s structure.
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Chapter Three
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GENEVIEVE

The Ashford House loses money for seven months of the year.

The sentence occupies the center of the report on my screen, surrounded by softer language that attempts to make the problem less impolite. Seasonal demand compression.

Underutilized coastal inventory.

Revenue concentration during peak leisure months. Loss is still loss, no matter how carefully it is dressed.

I remove the phrase seasonal demand compression from my notes and replace it with empty rooms from November through May.

My grandmother would approve of the correction.

She believed elegant language should clarify unpleasant truths, not hide them.

The executive office at the Ashford House still contains her desk, though almost nothing else remains as she left it. The curtains have been replaced. The walls are a neutral cream chosen by a designer in Boston. A collection of framed hotel advertisements occupies the space where she once kept photographs of guests, employees, and boats.

I close the financial report and open the occupancy data Elias requested.

Providing it requires three approvals, a confidentiality agreement, and a conversation with legal about whether the North Boatworks proposal could later be used against us in a planning dispute. All of that is manageable.

My uncle’s email is less so. Your preliminary assessment is due tomorrow. The board expects confirmation that the current development direction remains viable.

Richard uses expects when he means has already begun treating as fact.

I draft a response stating that the direction remains under evaluation.

Before I send it, Rosa Bennett knocks once and enters.

She has managed the Ashford House for twenty-two years and possesses the unusual ability to express disappointment without changing her facial expression.

“The contractor removed the paint,” she says.

“Was the wood damaged?”

“No.”

“The water line?”

“Properly marked now.”

“Good.”

Rosa places a brass key on my desk.

“What is this?”

“The old storage building.”

I glance toward the marina through the office windows. “The one beside North Boatworks?”

“The one your development plan identifies as Structure M-4.”

I have reviewed the label often enough to recognize it.

“Unsafe storage. Limited current use. Removal recommended.”

“Yes.”

Something in Rosa’s voice makes the report sound personally offensive.

“What is inside?”

“You should see it.”

“I have a board assessment due tomorrow.”

“You should still see it.”

I look at the time. Nine forty-seven.

My schedule contains a call with New York at ten thirty, a property inspection at noon, and interviews with two engineering firms at three.

“How long?”

“That depends on whether you keep asking questions from behind the desk.”

Rosa turns and leaves with the confidence of someone who knows I will follow. I save the report.

My grandmother hired Rosa when she was twenty-nine and the hotel’s previous manager insisted a woman with two young children could not handle evening operations. Lydia changed his position, promoted Rosa, and never again mentioned the disagreement.

That story appears in the company’s centennial materials as evidence of progressive leadership.

It does not
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