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— ✦ —

For every woman who has ever been told she was too stubborn for refusing the wrong deal.

For every person who knows a place is more than bricks, paperwork, and a price.

And for every heart that had to learn the difference between being helped and being owned.
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Content Warning
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This book is a small-town billionaire enemies-to-lovers contemporary romance with adult characters, emotional tension, forced proximity, and a guaranteed HEA.

Content includes:

• Public town conflict

• Redevelopment and economic pressure

• Class difference

• Family pressure

• Business and boardroom pressure

• Past guilt connected to a harmful redevelopment project

• Community judgment and public reputation stress

• Anxiety under pressure

• A legal threat involving town property and local businesses

• Medium-high sensual romance with clear adult consent

There is no romanticized non-consent, no minors in romantic or sexual situations, no incest, and no heroine-as-property framing.

This story centers on trust, accountability, community, healing, and love that must be earned instead of bought.

✦

CHAPTER 1
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The Last Signature
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The rejection letter jams in the press on the second line.

Not the whole letter. Just the word accept.

That feels rude, even for a machine.

I turn the crank back half an inch, lift the paper with two fingers, and stare at the dented black type where the ink has pooled too thick. The old Chandler press clicks softly beside me, metal cooling, gears settling, like it has an opinion and plans to keep it.

Outside The Ledger Room, Bell Street has already started acting strange.

At eight-thirty on a Tuesday morning, Dottie Bell usually props open the diner door and yells at gulls like they owe her rent. Gus Pike usually drags a rack of paint samples onto the sidewalk and pretends anyone in Bellwater has ever chosen a shade that is not white, blue, or something called Harbor Mist. Lila usually brings me coffee without asking, because she says I get mean when left alone with legal paper.

Today, every bell above every shop door seems to ring twice as much.

People keep crossing the street for no reason. They pause near windows. They glance toward the harbor road, then glance away fast, as if a black town car might take offense.

The billionaire is coming.

Not a storm. Not a ferry delay. Not a cousin nobody likes showing up early for Thanksgiving.

A billionaire.

Rowan Vale, founder of Vale Meridian Group, man with more money than Rhode Island had potholes, though Bellwater is trying to close the gap. He wants seventeen Main Street properties, five shared basements, three rooflines, the rear service alley, two upper-floor storage rights, and one signature.

Mine.

The paper in my hand smells like ink and cotton rag. Expensive paper, but not too expensive. I bought it in bulk from a closing stationery shop in Pawtucket because the owner cried when I asked what she was doing with her old stock. I paid her asking price and took six boxes I did not need.

That is the problem with paper. It remembers pressure.

So do towns.

I set the spoiled sheet aside and reach for a fresh one.

The bell over my front door gives one clear brass note.

“Tell me you haven’t printed it yet,” Lila calls.

I do not look up. “Good morning to you too.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It’s a Tuesday. We respect Tuesday by not asking it to carry drama before nine.”

Lila comes in with two coffees tucked in a cardboard tray and a folded newspaper under one arm. Her curls are pulled up with a pencil I know she stole from my counter last week. She wears the same blue apron she wears every morning at The Salt Cup, but today there is flour on her shoulder and a line between her brows.

That line is new.

Or maybe I am only noticing because everyone in town has become a weather vane.

She sets one coffee beside the press, then moves it three inches away from my elbow before I can knock it over.

“You printed it,” she says.

“I attempted to print it. The press objected to one verb.”

“Which verb?”

“Accept.”

Lila points at the machine. “Smart girl.”

“The press is a boy. His name is Franklin.”

“Franklin has taste.”

I pull the type tray toward me and pick out the tiny lead letters with tweezers. My hands know the work even when my stomach forgets what solid ground means. Letter by letter, I reset the line.

The Ledger Room used to connect Bellwater to the outside world through wires and women with quick hands. Switchboard operators sat here in wool skirts and sensible shoes, plugging one person’s voice into another’s need. Now half the wall still holds the old black jacks, each hole labeled in faded white paint. Pike Hardware. Bell & Butter. Harbor Pharmacy. Reed House. Ferry Office.

People come in here to print wedding invitations and eviction notices, missing-dog flyers and memorial cards, menus for Dottie’s pie nights, protest signs when the town council gets too pleased with itself.

They also come here when they have a letter they cannot say out loud.

I keep a drawer for those.

Unsent apologies. Last requests. Love notes with no address. A birthday card to a son who has not called in nine years.

Bellwater has always trusted paper more than speeches.

Maybe that is why I am still standing.

Lila leans over the counter and reads the top of the clean draft.

“Dear Mr. Vale,” she says. “Very polite.”

“I have manners.”

“You once told Councilman Hobb his parking proposal had the moral structure of wet cardboard.”

“He parked in front of the fire hydrant while proposing stricter fines for delivery drivers.”

“Still.” She taps the paper. “You sure about this?”

The question lands badly, but not because she asks it. Because she asks it quietly.

I stop adjusting the type.

Outside, Gus Pike has come out of the hardware store and is sweeping the same patch of sidewalk for the third time. Across the street, Junie Ross from the flower cart is pretending to rearrange sunflowers while watching the harbor road. Bellwater knows how to look busy when it is afraid.

“I’m sure about the agreement he sent,” I say.

“That’s not exactly what I asked.”

“No, it’s exactly what you asked. You just dressed it in friend clothes.”

Lila’s mouth moves to answer, then changes its mind. She picks up her coffee and takes a slow sip. “Maeve.”

I hate when she says my name like that. Soft around the edges. Like she has already forgiven me for something I have not done yet.

“Lila.”

“Gus told Dottie the insurance letter came yesterday.”

I press my thumb into the edge of the counter until the paper dust sticks to my skin. “Gus tells Dottie things so Dottie can tell people he did not tell her.”

“He said the carrier won’t renew some of the Main Street policies without a repair plan.”

“That is not new.”

“The date is new.”

I look at her then.

Her face does not give me the mercy of exaggeration. Lila has owned The Salt Cup for six years. She survived one rent hike, two broken espresso machines, a summer when tourists decided cold brew was worth waiting twenty minutes for, and a winter where she sold soup from a coffee shop because half the town could not afford lunch. She is not dramatic. That is my job, according to Sienna Holt and three men who think volume is a form of evidence.

“How soon?” I ask.

“Sixty days for conditional renewal. Maybe less if Marcus confirms structural issues behind the shops.”

The press sits between us, black iron and old stubbornness.

Sixty days.

The number slides under my ribs and sits there.

Bell Street still looks charming if you don’t know where to look. Tourists see painted trim, brass bells, flower boxes, the theater marquee with half the bulbs missing in a romantic sort of way. They do not see the damp behind the diner wall or the way Harbor Pharmacy’s back steps tilt toward Lantern Alley. They do not know the old Bell Hotel takes on water from the east wall when rain comes sideways. They do not know The Salt Cup’s ceiling has a stain shaped like Massachusetts that Lila keeps painting over.

Rowan Vale knows.

Or his surveyors know.

Men like him always arrive with pictures taken on good days and reports written on bad ones.

“He times his offer well,” I say.

Lila snorts. “That is the nicest way anyone has ever accused a man of smelling blood.”

“Don’t make me like you this early.”

“I brought coffee. You have to like me until noon.”

I reach for the rejection letter and line it up on the feed board.

Lila touches the newspaper under her arm. “They used the phrase community-first.”

The paper waits in my hand.

My fingers go still before I tell them to.

Of all the glossy little phrases people use when they want you to stop asking who gets moved, community-first is one of the worst. It sounds warm. It sounds humble. It looks good under a photo of a brick sidewalk and a child eating ice cream.

It also fits neatly above a rent chart that ruins three families by October.

“Don’t,” Lila says, softer now.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You went somewhere.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“You did that thing with your mouth.”

“My mouth is private.”

“Your mouth is the town’s early warning system.”

I push the first clean sheet into place. “Read me the sentence.”

Lila unfolds the newspaper. The front page of the Bellwater Current has been folded to the business section, which is already suspicious. Nothing good happens when our weekly paper pretends to have a business section.

She clears her throat.

“Vale Meridian Group’s proposed Bellwater Heritage District offers a community-first path toward renewal, balancing historic preservation with modern economic growth.”

I lower the press arm.

The machine gives a heavy, satisfying clack.

Black letters bite into white paper.

Dear Mr. Vale,

As elected steward of the Lantern Line Covenant, I cannot approve the proposed transfer of shared Main Street rights under the Meridian Bellwater Stewardship Agreement.

Not will not.

Cannot.

There is a difference.

I lift the paper and set it on the drying rack.

“You look like you want to set the newspaper on fire,” Lila says.

“I would never damage print media.”

“You once wrote CORRECTION REQUESTED in red marker across an editorial and taped it to their front door.”

“That was civic engagement.”

“That was Monday.”

“It was a bad editorial.”

The bell rings again before Lila can answer.

Dottie Bell barrels in with a pie box in both hands and a pen tucked behind one ear. She is seventy, maybe. No one knows because she once told the town clerk her birth certificate was “between me and the Lord, and neither of us is filing it.” Her gray hair is piled high in a way that should not survive coastal air but always does.

“Maeve,” she says. “I need six menus printed by two.”

“Good morning, Dottie.”

“And if a tall man with city shoes asks where you are, I didn’t see you.”

Lila turns. “You saw him?”

“Not yet. I saw his driver.”

“How do you know it was his driver?” I ask.

Dottie sets the pie box on my counter. “Because no man from Bellwater sits in a parked car wearing black gloves in June unless he’s committing a crime or waiting for someone rich enough to make him sad.”

I take the pie box and slide it away from the fresh prints. “What kind?”

“Blueberry. Don’t eat it until lunch.”

“That sounds like a rule for weaker people.”

“It’s for Mr. Vale,” she says.

My hand stops on the string.

Lila makes a tiny sound that is almost a laugh and almost not.

“You brought the billionaire a pie?” I ask.

“I brought you a pie to offer him so you look hospitable while refusing to sell him the town.”

“I am not offering him pie.”

“You will offer him pie.”

“Dottie.”

“You can tell a lot about a man by how he handles free pie.”

“I can tell enough from a twenty-five-year private management clause.”

Dottie points at me. “That too.”

The front window catches a flash of movement. Across Bell Street, Gus has stopped sweeping. Junie stands behind her flower cart with both hands on a bucket. A teenager on a bike slows until he almost tips over.

No car yet.

Just anticipation rolling down the street ahead of him.

I hate that the town is this ready to be impressed.

I hate more that I understand why.

Bellwater has pride, but pride does not repair joists. Pride does not pay for floodproofing, commercial insurance, or the kind of electrical work that requires three permits and a contractor who says yikes before giving you the estimate. Pride does not keep young people here when Providence has apartments and jobs and sidewalks that do not crack every winter.

Rowan Vale is not offering pocket change. He is offering new roofs, restored brick, theater lights, waterfront hotel rooms, jobs, tax money, fancy renderings, and words that sound like rescue if you do not read the appendix.

And I read the appendix.

I read it twice.

Then I read it with a ruler under every line because anger makes me skip prepositions.

Dottie’s gaze drops to the drying rack. “Is that it?”

“One of them.”

“One of how many?”

“Four. One for Mr. Vale. One for the town clerk. One for the covenant trustees. One for my lawyer if this turns ugly.”

Lila lifts her brows. “You have a lawyer?”

“I have Alma Reed’s nephew in Warwick, who owes me because I printed his divorce invitations.”

Dottie blinks. “His what?”

“He threw a party.”

“I liked him better when he was quiet,” Lila says.

I place the second sheet into the press.

Clack.

Another refusal.

The sound steadies me.

Dottie moves closer and reads upside down. “Shared community rooms become managed amenities,” she says, making the words sour. “What does that mean in English?”

“It means the basement room behind the diner where you store emergency cots becomes a rentable event space if Meridian approves the use.”

“My cots?”

“Technically the covenant’s cots.”

“They’re my cots when someone’s basement floods.”

“Yes.”

Her mouth pulls flat. “And the night windows?”

“Same thing. Meridian schedules and approves public use.”

Lila folds her arms. “So when we hang lanterns for the market?”

“We apply.”

Dottie lets out one short laugh. “To whom?”

“Private district management.”

“Private district management can come wash my pie pans.”

The third sheet goes in.

Clack.

I think of the Lantern Line Covenant, signed after the hurricane of 1938, when Bellwater lost the ferry dock, three roofs, two men, and most of its pride. Shopkeepers who barely liked each other agreed to share rear access, basement storage, lantern hooks, emergency rooms, upper windows, and repair duties because the town had learned one hard thing.

The front of a building belongs to the owner.

The back is where a town survives.

I know every signature on the original covenant. I know who wrote too small, who pressed too hard, who signed with an X because letters never stuck. I know my own signature sits at the bottom of the current stewardship page in blue ink, added three years ago after Alma Reed decided her hands shook too much to hold the town’s old promises steady.

She handed me the brass key to the covenant drawer and said, “Don’t let anyone pretty-talk you out of plain harm.”

I had laughed because Alma had never pretty-talked anyone in her life.

Then I went upstairs and cried into a dish towel until I felt ridiculous enough to stop.

The fourth sheet goes in.

Clack.

The word cannot appears clean this time.

Good.

The bell above the door rings again, and Benji Cole squeezes in sideways with a roll of theater posters under one arm.

“I just saw a car,” he says.

Everyone turns.

Benji is twenty-three, tall, thin, and permanently dressed like he might need to climb a ladder in a closed theater, which he often does. He manages the Seabell Theater even though the theater has not officially opened in two years. He sells old posters online to pay for basic utilities and insists the building is “resting,” not closed.

“What kind of car?” Lila asks.

“Black. Quiet. The kind that makes you feel underdressed from the sidewalk.”

Dottie straightens her apron. “That’s him.”

I stack the rejection letters with blotting paper between each sheet.

My hands are fine. That annoys me. They should shake. Something should show. Instead I look calm enough for people to trust, which is how I get into trouble.

Benji peers at the top letter. “Are we saying no?”

“We are saying the current agreement cannot be approved.”

“That sounds like no wearing a blazer.”

“It is a very good blazer.”

He smiles, then loses it. “Maeve, if he buys the theater, he said he might restore it.”

Dottie’s face changes.

Lila looks away.

And there it is, the part nobody wants to say too loudly in front of me.

Hope.

Not greed. Not betrayal. Hope.

A restored theater means Benji could stop sleeping on the office couch when his landlord gets creative with fees. It means winter movies, school plays, touring musicians, and old people complaining about ticket prices while buying tickets anyway. It means lights at the west end of Bell Street again.

It means something good.

I pick up the letters and tap them square against the counter.

“Benji,” I say, and keep my voice gentle because he deserves that much. “If Mr. Vale wants to restore the theater, he can propose terms that do not require Bellwater to hand him the back door to every building on Main Street.”

“He won’t, though.”

“You don’t know that.”

He looks at me for a moment, young and tired and too honest to lie well. “Do you?”

The question slips between my ribs and the number sixty sits beside it.

I glance out the window.

The black car turns onto Bell Street.

Not fast. Not slow. Smooth as a decision made somewhere else.

People pretend not to watch it. Dottie adjusts the pie box. Lila grips her coffee. Benji rolls and unrolls the edge of a theater poster until I want to take it from him.

The car passes Harbor Pharmacy, Tideglass Antiques, The Salt Cup, Pike Hardware. It stops in front of The Ledger Room.

Of course it does.

For one second, Bellwater goes quiet in that very specific way a small town goes quiet when everyone still makes noise but no one means it. A chair scrapes in the diner. A gull screams above the roof. Somewhere, a delivery truck backs up with three soft beeps.

The driver gets out first.

Then the back door opens.

Rowan Vale steps onto my sidewalk.

I do not know what I expected. Someone broader, maybe. Louder. A man who would take up space because he paid for it.

He is tall, yes, but not showy with it. Dark hair, neat but not stiff. Navy suit, no tie, white shirt open at the throat in a way that probably cost more than my monthly paper order. He looks at Bell Street before he looks at my door.

That bothers me.

He takes in the brass bells, the cracked curb, the theater marquee down the block, Junie’s flower cart, Gus pretending to sweep, Dottie’s pie sign in my window. His face gives almost nothing away, but his attention is not lazy.

He is counting.

No, not counting.

Measuring.

There is a difference, and I dislike that I notice.

Lila whispers, “Well. Damn.”

“Helpful,” I murmur.

“I mean economically. For the town.”

Dottie makes a soft snorting sound. Benji does not blink.

Rowan says something to his driver, then takes a black folder from the car. No entourage. No camera. No smile meant for newspapers.

Just the man, the folder, and the street holding its breath.

He starts toward my door.

I turn back to the counter, because if Bellwater wants a show, it can pay admission. My old brass stamp sits beside the letters. DENIED, it says in block letters, though I only use it for duplicate requests, bad permit copies, and once for Dottie’s attempt to print a diner coupon that expired before it began.

I take the first letter.

Line it up.

Press the stamp into red ink.

The bell above the front door rings.

I bring the stamp down.

DENIED.

The word lands hard and clean across the bottom of the page.

A man’s voice, calm and close, says, “Maeve Porter?”

I lift my eyes.

Rowan Vale stands inside The Ledger Room, rain-dark hair touched by salt air, gaze steady on the letter under my hand.

And for one foolish, inconvenient second, I understand exactly how a town could mistake danger for rescue.

✦

CHAPTER 2
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The Man with the Offer
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The deal is already late before I see the woman blocking it.

That is not my favorite way to enter a room.

I have walked into union strikes, flooded hotel basements, zoning hearings with three different protest groups, and one investor dinner where the host served lamb under a chandelier that dropped plaster into my water glass. I know how to read tension before anyone speaks. It has a smell. Coffee gone cold. Old wood. Paper handled too many times. People holding opinions behind their teeth.

The Ledger Room has all of that.

And ink.

The place smells like paper, rain, and a machine that has outlived everyone who ever thought it was obsolete. The walls carry old switchboard panels, black holes labeled in careful white lettering. The counter is oak, scarred by years of hands, keys, and metal type. Behind it stands Maeve Porter with one palm flat on a letter stamped DENIED in red.

Not angry.

Not startled.

Ready.

That is worse.

“Maeve Porter?” I ask, though I know it is her.

She does not rush to answer. She looks at me the way lawyers look at clauses they plan to ruin.

“Rowan Vale,” she says.

Not a question.

Her voice is lower than I expect. Clear, dry, not loud. She has dark hair pinned up with a pencil, sleeves rolled to her elbows, and a smear of black ink near one knuckle. The ink should make her seem careless. It does not. It makes her look like the only person in the room who has touched real work today.

There are three other people inside.

A woman with curls and an apron stands near the press, holding coffee like she forgot she has it. An older woman guards a pie box with both hands. A young man with a theater poster under his arm looks at me with the raw, open hope of someone who has already spent money he does not have.

I have not said ten words, and Bellwater is already more complicated than the packet made it look.

Maeve lifts the letter from the counter and slides it toward me.

“Since you’re here early, we can save your assistant the postage.”

I look at the red stamp first. Then the top line.

Dear Mr. Vale,

As elected steward of the Lantern Line Covenant, I cannot approve the proposed transfer of shared Main Street rights under the Meridian Bellwater Stewardship Agreement.

Cannot.

Interesting choice.

Not will not. Not refuse. Not oppose.

Cannot.

The woman either understands the legal frame better than I expected, or she knows how to sound like she does. Both create work.

I take the letter. The paper is thick, hand-cut, still faintly damp from ink.

“You printed a rejection letter.”

“I printed four.”

“Efficient.”

“I try not to waste a morning.”

The older woman with the pie makes a small sound into her mouth. The apron woman studies me with the kind of attention people use when deciding whether to warn a friend away from a man.

I keep my gaze on Maeve.

“This agreement brings thirty-two million dollars in direct restoration funding to Bellwater,” I say. “That is before tax credit structuring, private lease stabilization, and the theater endowment.”

“Thirty-two point six,” she says.

I pause.

She reaches for a second sheet from the counter. “You rounded down in the press release. You rounded up in the council packet. I assumed you used the lower number in public because it sounds less aggressive.”

The young man with the poster shifts behind her.

The theater. Benji Cole, according to the briefing notes. Twenty-three. Volunteer manager. No salary. Keeps the Seabell Theater alive through online poster sales and what my team called “community attachment.”

Community attachment is a phrase people use when they do not want to say desperation.

I glance at him for half a second. His grip tightens on the poster roll.

Maeve sees me see him.

“You can stop counting people like units now,” she says.

I bring my attention back to her. “I was not counting him as a unit.”

“No. You were deciding which need to mention first.”

A reasonable man might deny it.

I am not here to waste either of our time.

“The theater is structurally salvageable,” I say. “If the agreement closes, it becomes one of the first funded projects.”

The young man’s face changes before he can stop it.

Maeve does not look at him, which tells me she knows exactly what my answer did.

“Funded by whom?” she asks.

“Vale Meridian.”

“Controlled by whom?”

“The operating plan would place programming under a local advisory board.”

“Advisory,” she repeats. “That is a decorative word in a binding document.”

“It means local input.”

“It means you can ignore it and still be compliant.”

The apron woman gives a soft “mm” that sounds approving.

Maeve hears it and hates that she needs it.

That is a useful thing to know.

I set the letter on the counter. “May we speak privately?”

“No.”

The answer comes too fast to be strategy. It is principle. Annoying, but clean.

“Then may we speak with fewer witnesses?”

“You’re standing in a public records office asking the elected steward of a public covenant to discuss a public rights transfer. So, again, no.”

The older woman leans toward the apron woman. “I like when she talks like that.”

Maeve closes her eyes for one beat. “Dottie.”

“What? I’m being quiet.”

“You are never being quiet. You are only being Dottie at lower volume.”

Dottie, the diner owner. Dottie Bell. Informal information hub, per the briefing. My team noted her as “high influence, low official status.” They missed the point. That usually means high official status in towns like this, just without letterhead.

The apron woman steps forward. “I should open the shop.”

“You should,” Maeve says.

The woman does not move. “I’m going.”

“Lila.”

“I said I’m going.”

“You are standing still with coffee.”

“I’m building momentum.”

The exchange is quick, familiar, lived-in. Not performance. Bellwater does not have to be charming. It is charming by accident, which is harder to rebuild once money enters.

Lila finally sets Maeve’s coffee closer to her and looks at me. “For what it’s worth, she’s worse before lunch.”

“I heard that,” Maeve says.

“You were meant to.”

Lila leaves. Dottie follows after pointing two fingers at the pie box.

“That is for hospitality,” Dottie says. “Not weakness.”

Maeve sighs. “Noted.”

Benji lingers longest.

“Mr. Vale,” he says.

His voice cracks around my name. He hates that. I pretend not to notice.

“Benji Cole,” I say. “Seabell Theater.”

“You know my name?”

“I know the theater has a load-in door that is too narrow for modern equipment, a roof patched with three incompatible materials, and an acoustic shell worth preserving.”

His face opens again.

Maeve’s hand moves to the edge of the counter.

Tiny motion. Big meaning.

“Your inspection team was thorough,” she says.

“We try to be.”

“You missed the east stair leak.”

I turn back to her. “Did we?”

“Third landing. Only shows after wind off the harbor.”

“I’ll have someone check it.”

“No, you won’t.”

The words land between us.

I let the pause sit. “Why not?”

“Because you do not direct repairs in a building you don’t own.”

“I was offering assessment.”

“You were offering entry.”

Benji looks from her to me, caught between the theater he wants saved and the woman who keeps his town from being swallowed. I almost feel sorry for him. People should not have to choose between a roof and a promise.

Almost.

“Benji,” Maeve says without turning. “Go open the theater before Dottie decides to feed Mr. Vale pie in the doorway and charges admission.”

He gives her a tired smile. “You’re joking, but she would.”

“She has done worse with less reason.”

He slips out, leaving the bell over the door to ring once, then settle.

Now it is just us.

Still not private. Not in a room like this. The old switchboard watches from the wall, row after row of dead connections with names that seem to listen.

Maeve picks up the pie box and moves it to a side table.

“You can sit,” she says.

I look at the chair in front of the counter. Wood, straight-backed, not chosen for comfort. “Is that an invitation or a test?”

“Yes.”

That almost gets me.

I sit.

Maeve does not.

Fine.

“Ms. Porter,” I say.

“Maeve is fine.”

“Maeve.”

Her name fits the room too well. Short. Clean. Older than it looks.

“I’m aware you have concerns,” I say.

“I have objections.”

“Then I would like to hear them directly.”

“You received them directly.”

She nods toward the letter.

“I received four paragraphs.”

“You sent me one hundred and twelve pages and three appendices. I returned the same kindness in brief.”

There is a flicker of satisfaction in her face, small enough that most men would miss it. She likes a clean hit. She likes language that does its job.

“I assume you object to the management clause,” I say.

“I object to the transfer of shared rights into private control for twenty-five years, the vendor approval schedule, the sign standards, the event permit language, the alley access restrictions, the rent reset formula after year two, and the insultingly cheerful phrase managed amenities.”

I lean back.

Not much. Enough.

She has read more than the summary. More than the town packet. She has read the working version.

“You have the internal appendix.”

“I have the version attached to the trustee packet.”

“That packet was not public.”

Her face stays still.

“Then someone should tell your legal department not to send nonpublic documents to a public covenant steward and mark them review copy.”

That one lands on my side.

Theo is going to hate this morning.

“Fair enough,” I say.

“I doubt it.”

“You doubt what?”

“That you find anything fair when you lose the advantage.”

I look at her ink-stained hand, the old watch at her wrist, the pencil in her hair. She is not dressed for a fight in the obvious way. No blazer. No heels sharp enough for a boardroom. Linen shirt, dark trousers, practical boots. But every inch of her says she woke knowing exactly where to stand.

“I’m not here to take advantage of Bellwater.”

“No. You’re here to acquire it under friendlier language.”

“The town needs capital.”

“The town needs repairs, flood planning, tenant protections, and revenue that doesn’t turn locals into set dressing.”

“That requires capital.”

“That requires control of capital.”

“There are ways to structure oversight.”

“There are. You did not use them.”

I should be irritated. I am irritated.

I am also awake in a way I have not been all week.

Most opposition arrives soft at first. People posture in public, then call privately to ask what better terms might be available if they help move things along. They want to be respected for saying no and rewarded for meaning maybe.

Maeve Porter means no.

That kind of person can be a problem.

That kind of person can also be useful, if she is honest.

I open the black folder and remove the clean offer sheet Theo prepared. “The initial covenant participation payment can be increased.”

Her expression does not change, but the room does.

It feels as if the switchboard wall stops listening and starts judging.

“How much?” she asks.

Now we are getting somewhere.

“An additional two point eight million placed into a local preservation reserve, administered through a trustee board.”

“Who appoints the board?”

“Joint appointment.”

“Define joint.”

“Two Meridian seats, two town seats, one mutually approved independent.”

“Who funds the independent?”

“Meridian.”

“So four Meridian seats and two hats.”

I take a breath through my nose.

She is fast.

“That is not how independence works,” I say.

“It is how pressure works.”

“Then propose a structure.”

“I did. It’s in paragraph three of the rejection letter.”

I glance at the page.

She has the nerve to wait.

Paragraph three says the covenant will not approve any transfer unless shared rights remain under local legal control, tenant protections survive beyond the initial two-year term, emergency community use remains exempt from private scheduling, and any outside capital comes without unilateral management authority over the Lantern Line.

It is not a rejection.

It is a wall with a door hidden behind it.

“You understand this would change the investment profile,” I say.

“Yes.”

“The current investors agreed to a private management structure because it gives predictable returns.”

“Yes.”

“If that structure changes, the timeline changes.”

“Yes.”

“If the timeline changes, some of these buildings may not make it to your preferred version of ethical.”

Her mouth tightens at one corner.

There. The bruise.

Not visible, but real.

“You think I don’t know that?” she asks.

“I think you know history better than you know capital.”

She looks down at the letter between us, then back at me.

For the first time, something sharp breaks through her control.

“Careful, Mr. Vale.”

“Rowan.”

“No.”

I almost smile.

Bad instinct.

She sees it anyway.

“Do not enjoy this,” she says.

“I’m not.”

“You are a little.”

“So are you.”

The old clock behind her ticks twice.

Color touches the top of her cheekbones, fast and unwanted. Not soft. Not shy. Anger, maybe. Or the irritation of being accurately seen by someone she has already decided not to respect.

Good.

Then her face closes again.

“You have thirty days, don’t you?” she asks.

My hand stills on the folder.

It is a small tell. I know it as soon as it happens.

Maeve’s gaze drops to my fingers.

Damn.

“Why would you say that?” I ask.

“Because your financing clause expires at month-end, the town council packet requested emergency calendar priority, and your press release said Bellwater would be the summer flagship project. Nobody says flagship unless investors are watching.”

She leans both hands on the counter. Not close. Closer than before.

“And because men with enough money to wait do not arrive before nine in person.”

I say nothing for half a second too long.

She knows she has it.

The room seems smaller than it did when I walked in.

“I came in person as a courtesy,” I say.

“No. You came because I am not a courtesy problem.”

A laugh moves in my chest before I can stop it. It does not come out, not fully, but she hears the start of it.

Her eyebrows lift.

“What?” she says.

“You have a high opinion of your inconvenience.”

“I have a documented one.”

I should not like that answer.

I look away first, toward the switchboard. The labels have faded, but someone has kept them clean. Tiny white names in tidy rows. People once sat here connecting calls, one wire at a time. Crude system. Slow. Human.

Messy systems fail in ways spreadsheets hate.

They also survive in ways spreadsheets miss.

“My board has a deadline,” I say.

“I know.”

“I have financing tied to this structure.”

“I know.”

“I have purchase options that expire.”

“I assumed.”

“And if this agreement dies, Bellwater may not get another offer at this scale.”

Maeve lifts her chin a little. “Then make a better offer.”

“I just did.”

“No. You made a larger one.”

The words hit harder than they should.

A larger one.

Not better.

Outside, a laugh rises from the sidewalk and cuts off when someone looks through the window. Bellwater has not stopped watching. It has only become less honest about it.

Maeve takes the letter back from the counter, not to keep it from me, but to straighten it.

“The Lantern Line Covenant was written after the hurricane in 1938,” she says. “The front of the buildings stayed private. The backs became shared. Alley access, basements, night windows, emergency storage, roof connections, service doors. The boring parts, basically. The parts nobody puts in brochures.”

“I read the covenant.”

“You read the scanned copy your paralegal highlighted.”

This time I say nothing because it is true.

She opens a drawer and takes out a brass key tied with faded green thread. It is old enough to look ceremonial, scratched enough to prove it is not.

“This opens the covenant cabinet,” she says. “Every repair note, amendment, dispute, shared bill, emergency use, and temporary permission since 1938. Someone used that back room for a crib during the blizzard of seventy-eight. Dottie’s mother kept insulin cool in the diner basement during the blackout. The theater stored folding chairs for the church after their hall flooded. Pike Hardware gave roof access to Harbor Pharmacy when their chimney cracked. None of this is efficient. None of it is clean.”

Her thumb moves once over the key’s worn teeth.

“But it works because no one owns all of it.”

The sentence stays in the air.

I know how to answer. I have answered versions of this argument in six states and three countries.

Shared systems decay. Informal arrangements collapse under cost. Nostalgia does not meet code. Goodwill is not a capital plan.

All true.

None of it feels like enough while she holds that key.

“You are asking the town to trust a system with no reserves and failing infrastructure,” I say.

“And you are asking us to trust a man whose exit terms are longer than his promises.”

She reaches under the counter and places another document beside the rejection letter.

The Meridian Bellwater Stewardship Agreement.

Marked up.

Not with angry circles or dramatic underlines. With clean notes in blue pencil. Page tabs. Cross-references. Covenant citations in the margins. A list of conflicting terms clipped to the front.

She has done the work.

That should irritate me less than it does.

“You expected me to skim it,” she says.

“I expected most people to focus on the investment amount.”

“I’m not most people.”

“No,” I say. “I’m beginning to understand that.”

Her mouth shifts slightly. Not a smile. Something less generous.

The bell over the door gives a half ring as someone opens it two inches, sees me, and shuts it again.

Maeve sighs. “That was probably Dottie.”

“Does she often spy through public doors?”

“She thinks of it as maintenance.”

I glance at the pie box. “Is that for me?”

“She claims it is hospitality.”

“And you?”

“I think it’s a test.”

“What kind?”

“If you accept, she will decide you can be taught. If you refuse, she will call you thin in the diner until Labor Day.”

I look at the box. “What if I accept and dislike blueberry pie?”

Maeve’s eyes narrow. “Do you?”

“No.”

“Smart answer.”

“It was also true.”

“Convenient.”

For half a second, the room loosens.

Then my phone vibrates inside my coat.

Only three people come through during meetings. Theo, Vivienne, and my father.

I do not take it out.

Maeve notices.

“You should get that,” she says.

“I’m in a meeting.”

“No, you’re in a refusal.”

“Then I have time.”

That earns the smallest change in her face. I do not know what to call it. Surprise, maybe. Or annoyance that I have manners.

My phone stops. Starts again.

Maeve looks at my coat, then at me. “Someone wants your answer.”

“So do you.”

“I already have mine.”

“Do you?”

Her eyes sharpen.

I stand. Not abruptly. That would give too much away.

“I would like to schedule a formal review of your objections.”

“Good.”

That is too easy.

“With counsel present,” I add.

“Fine.”

“And trustees.”

“Fine.”

“And town council representation.”

“Fine.”

“And without making this a public performance.”

“No.”

There it is.

She picks up the marked agreement and holds it against her chest like a shield. Not because she is afraid. Because this is what she protects with.

“The transparency clause requires an open review if a transfer affects shared covenant rights across more than five properties,” she says. “Your agreement affects seventeen.”

“We can satisfy transparency through posted minutes.”

“Not when the steward invokes live review.”

“You’re invoking it?”

“I invoked it five minutes before you walked in.”

I stare at her.

She reaches for a smaller sheet and slides it across the counter.

Notice of Public Covenant Review.

Filed this morning.

Time-stamped by the town clerk at 8:12 a.m.

Of course.

For the first time since I stepped out of the car, the ground under the deal shifts.

Not collapses. Not yet.

But shifts.

“You filed a public review before meeting me,” I say.

“I read the agreement before meeting you.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No. Mine saved time.”

My phone vibrates again.

I finally take it out.

Theo.

I decline the call.

Maeve watches the screen go dark. “Your lawyer?”

“My chief legal officer.”

“Tell him to bring copies.”

“He will bring objections.”

“So will half the town.”

I place the phone face down on the counter. “Public review creates press risk.”

“Private transfer creates town risk.”

“It may delay the financing.”

“Then your money is impatient.”

“It may kill the deal.”

Maeve looks at me for a long moment.

The red DENIED stamp dries between us.

“Then maybe the deal came in sick,” she says.

It should anger me. It does anger me.

But under that, another feeling moves, unwelcome and precise.

Respect.

Not for her position. I disagree with too much of it.

For her nerve.

For her preparation.

For the fact that she is not trying to impress me, soften me, seduce the offer upward, or hide behind town sentiment while hoping I do the hard math for her.

She is standing in front of a failing Main Street with ink on her hand and a legal key in her drawer, telling a man who can afford every building around her that some doors do not open for money.

That is inconvenient.

It is also rare.

I pick up the rejection letter and fold it once, carefully.

Maeve’s gaze tracks the fold.

“I’ll attend your review,” I say.

“I know.”

“And I’ll answer questions.”

“You’ll have to.”

“And I’ll bring the full agreement.”

She tilts her head. “Full?”

I keep my expression still.

Her attention fixes on me so cleanly it almost cuts.

“What did you leave out?” she asks.

“Nothing material.”

“That is a lawyer answer from a man who is not here with his lawyer.”

I put the folded letter inside my folder. “It means I’ll bring the full agreement.”

“Bring the appendices you hoped I wouldn’t read.”

“I believe you already have.”

“Then bring the ones I don’t.”

The room goes quiet again.

Outside, a gull screams like it has been personally offended.

I look at Maeve Porter across the counter, at the old switchboard behind her, at the brass key beside her hand, at the pie box I have not opened and the red stamp she used before I said my name.

I came here expecting a steward.

A local obstacle.

A woman with emotional objections and enough legal authority to slow me down.

I did not expect a strategist.

That is going to cost me.

And for some reason I do not have time to examine, I am already looking forward to the fight.

I pick up the pie box.

Maeve blinks. “What are you doing?”

“Accepting hospitality.”

“That pie is not a peace offering.”

“I didn’t think it was.”

“What do you think it is?”

I pause at the door and look back at her.

“A warning,” I say.

The bell rings when I open the door.

Bellwater tries very badly to pretend it has not been listening.

Maeve does not move from behind the counter.

But as I step onto the sidewalk with her rejection letter in my folder and Dottie Bell’s pie in my hand, I hear her stamp hit paper one more time behind me.

Clean.

Hard.

Final.

DENIED.

✦

CHAPTER 3
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A Room Full of Witnesses
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Half the town shows up to watch me tell a billionaire no.

The other half sends someone to report back.

By six-thirty, Old Town Hall smells like wet coats, floor polish, copier toner, and Dottie’s coffee, which she has carried over in two metal urns from the diner with a sign taped to the front.

FREE COFFEE. DON’T SPILL ON HISTORY.

Someone has already spilled on the sign.

Bellwater does not do public meetings quietly. It does them with folding chairs, side comments, grudges older than some buildings, and at least one person who says, “I’m just asking,” before saying something that is not a question.

I stand at the front table with the Lantern Line Covenant binder in front of me. The binder is green, cracked at the spine, and heavy enough to make a point before I open it. Beside it sits the Meridian Bellwater Stewardship Agreement, three inches of smooth paper and expensive confidence.

Mine looks like a family Bible that survived a basement flood.

His looks like it came from a printer that has never jammed in its life.

That feels about right.

Town Councilwoman Sienna Holt taps the microphone twice. The sound pops through the room, and three people complain at once.

“Sorry,” Sienna says, not sounding sorry. “We’ll begin in two minutes, assuming everyone can find a seat without turning it into a municipal emergency.”

“No promises,” Dottie calls from the back.

A soft laugh moves through the room.

I do not laugh.

My mouth has forgotten that option.

Lila slides into the chair behind me with a paper cup in her hand. She leans forward until her voice reaches my shoulder.

“Your hair is doing the pencil thing.”

“What pencil thing?”

“The thing where one piece is escaping and making you look like you’ve been legally attacked.”

“I have been legally attacked.”

“By paper?”

“Paper is where the damage starts.”

She hums. “Want me to fix it?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“If you touch my hair in front of this many people, I will make you read Appendix C aloud.”

She sits back. “Mean, but clear.”

The room keeps filling.

Gus Pike sits three rows back with his hardware store cap in both hands. He avoids my eyes. That lands harder than I want it to. Gus has fixed my front lock twice and never charged because he says it is bad luck to bill a woman who keeps old town records alive. Now he sits with his shoulders hunched, staring at the Meridian packet like it might answer his mortgage.

Benji Cole stands along the wall near the fire exit, theater poster tube at his feet. He looks too young under fluorescent lights. The Seabell Theater key hangs from his belt on a frayed red cord. He keeps touching it.

Alma Reed arrives last, using a cane she pretends is decorative. She stops beside my table and rests one spotted hand on the green binder.

“Don’t talk fast when you get mad,” she says.

“I never talk fast.”

“You talk like a paper cutter when you’re mad.”

“Useful tool.”

“Sharp tools still need aim.”

Then she pats my binder once and walks to the front row.

I look down before anyone can see what her trust does to me.

At six-thirty-five, the side door opens.

The room notices before I do.

That is how I know Rowan Vale has arrived.

Conversation does not stop. Bellwater would never give him the satisfaction. But it changes shape. Voices lower. Chairs creak. Someone near the back whispers, “That’s him,” as if the rest of us might mistake the only man in the room wearing a charcoal coat that fits like quiet money.

Rowan enters with one man beside him.

His lawyer, I assume, though he looks younger than I expected. Dark suit, sharp glasses, tablet tucked under one arm, mouth set in a line that says billable hour even when closed.

Rowan does not scan the room like he owns it.

That would be easier to hate.

He looks first at the exit, then the council table, then the rows of people, then me. His gaze stays there half a second longer than it should.

Not soft.

Not warm.

Measuring again.

But this time I measure back.

He carries no pie tonight.

Coward.

Sienna leans toward the microphone. “Mr. Vale, you and Mr. Carr can take the front table to the right.”

Theo Carr. Chief legal officer. The man whose documents have been keeping me awake with a ruler and a red pencil.

Rowan takes the seat across from me, not beside his lawyer. Theo sits one chair down and begins opening files. Rowan places a black folder on the table, then looks at the green covenant binder.

“That looks heavier than my agreement,” he says.

I keep my voice low. “It has more people in it.”

Theo glances up.

Rowan’s mouth does not smile, but something near his eyes changes. Annoyance, maybe. Or appreciation he does not want to spend.

Good.

Let him save it.

Sienna calls the meeting to order. She reads the notice in a brisk voice, then explains what everyone already knows and no one agrees on.

A public covenant review has been requested by the elected steward due to a proposed transfer affecting more than five connected Main Street properties. The review will determine whether the Meridian Bellwater Stewardship Agreement can proceed to trustee consideration, whether additional disclosures are required, and whether the town council will support emergency scheduling.

She makes it sound clean.

Nothing about this is clean.

Clean is what people call things before they touch them.

Sienna turns to Rowan. “Mr. Vale, you may present the purpose of your agreement.”

Rowan stands.

He does not rush. He does not perform warmth. He buttons his coat with one hand, then leaves the button alone as if deciding against it. Behind him, Theo sits perfectly still.

Rowan faces the room.

“Thank you for allowing me to speak tonight,” he says. “I know this proposal has raised questions. It should. Bellwater’s Main Street is not a blank parcel. It is a working district with history, shared use, debt, safety issues, and people whose lives are tied to every building in this agreement.”

The room shifts.

Not much. Enough.

He is good.

Not shiny good. Worse.

He sounds like he listened before he spoke.

I grip my pen.

“Vale Meridian is proposing a thirty-two point six million dollar restoration and climate-resilience investment across seventeen connected properties,” he continues. “The plan includes structural repairs, flood mitigation, theater restoration, upper-floor housing rehabilitation, local vendor protections, and a two-year rent stabilization period for qualifying tenants.”

Gus looks down.

Lila goes still behind me.

Benji lifts his head at theater restoration like someone has called his name from a burning building.

Rowan lets the room have the number.

That is a trick too.

A good number can take the air out of people’s lungs.

“We are not here,” Rowan says, “to erase Bellwater.”

Dottie snorts from the back.

Sienna shoots her a look.

Rowan pauses, not offended. “I understand the concern. Our goal is to preserve the historic fabric of Main Street while giving it the capital structure needed to survive the next thirty years.”

There it is.

Capital structure.

The phrase lands in the room like a fork dropped on a plate.

People do not know whether to admire it or mistrust it.

I write it down anyway.

Sienna turns toward me. “Ms. Porter, as covenant steward, you may respond.”

I stand with the green binder in both hands.

It is heavy enough to pull at my shoulders. Good. I want the weight.

“Most of what Mr. Vale said is true,” I begin.

That gets attention faster than an insult would have.

Rowan looks at me.

I do not look away.

“Bellwater needs repairs. We need flood planning. We need money that this town does not have lying around in a drawer behind the diner. The Seabell Theater needs work. The alley drainage is bad. Some upper floors should not be lived in until they are brought up to code. Some of our buildings look pretty from the street and tired from the back.”

A murmur moves through the room.

I turn a page in the binder.

“Pretending decay is charm will not save us.”

Gus finally looks at me.

His face is careful.

“So this is not a review about whether Bellwater needs help,” I say. “We do. This is a review about who controls the help after we accept it.”

The room settles.

Rowan’s gaze sharpens.

I open the covenant binder to the first marked page. Alma’s old notes sit clipped inside, blue ink faded at the edges.

“The Lantern Line Covenant was signed after the hurricane of 1938. It protects shared access behind Main Street. Basements. Service doors. Roof connections. Emergency storage. Night windows. Alley use. It is boring on paper, and it has kept this town alive more than once.”

I lift the Meridian agreement.

“The current proposal would shift those shared rights into private management for twenty-five years. Event scheduling, vendor approval, sign standards, access routes, upper-floor use, community rooms, and emergency space would all fall under the new district authority. Meridian says there will be local input. But advisory input is not control.”

Theo leans toward his microphone. “The agreement provides significant local representation.”

I look at him. “Representation is not the same as authority.”

A few people murmur again.

Rowan says nothing.

That worries me more than if he interrupted.

I keep going.

“Under the current terms, shared community rooms become managed amenities. Emergency use requires approval unless the town declares a qualifying emergency. Night-window use during events becomes scheduled programming. Vendor participation can be reviewed against district standards. Tenant protections last two years, after which rents may reset under a market formula none of us have seen applied to a town this size.”

Sienna leans into her microphone. “Ms. Porter, please keep the summary accessible.”

I turn toward her. “That was me keeping it nice.”

Someone laughs.

It sounds like Lila. Traitor.

Sienna presses her lips together. “Continue.”

I look back at the room.

“If we sign the current agreement, we may save the bricks and lose the back door. And the back door is where Bellwater works.”

Dottie says, “Damn right.”

Sienna says, “Mrs. Bell.”

Dottie says, “I said it quiet.”

“You did not.”

“I said it true.”

The room warms for one second, and I almost breathe.

Then Gus stands.

Not fully. Just enough.

“Can I ask something?”

Sienna checks the agenda, then gives up because Bellwater has never obeyed paper when a man like Gus stands up with his cap twisted in both hands.

“Briefly,” she says.

Gus looks at me first. Not Rowan. Me.

That hurts before he speaks.

“Maeve, I respect what you’re saying. You know I do.”

I nod once.

“But my back wall has been patched twice. Insurance man says one more claim and they’ll drop me. I got three employees, plus my nephew working weekends. If this money doesn’t come in, I don’t know if I’m here next spring.”

The room changes.

This is not theory now.

This is Gus, who keeps spare keys for half the town, who gives kids broken boards to practice hammering nails, who knows which paint stripper makes you dizzy and which one only smells like it might.

He turns to Rowan. “Your plan fixes Pike Hardware?”

Rowan stands, not too fast. “The current Phase One schedule includes structural stabilization for your building within the first six months after closing.”

“Six months,” Gus says.

“Initial safety work could begin sooner if access approvals are in place.”

I hear the word access like a hook in cloth.

Gus hears soon.

The room hears money.

I force myself to speak before silence becomes consent.

“Gus, that safety work can be separated from the covenant transfer. We can approve emergency repairs without giving up twenty-five years of shared control.”

Theo leans forward. “Funding for emergency repairs depends on the broader agreement.”

“Because you wrote it that way,” I say.

Rowan’s eyes move to Theo.

Small motion.

Interesting.

Sienna steps in. “Let’s maintain order.”

“We had order,” Dottie says. “Then the money started talking.”

Several people laugh this time, but thinly.

Benji raises his hand next.

My stomach sinks.

“Benji,” Sienna says.

He stands with the theater key in one hand. “I just want to know if the theater is in or out if the covenant doesn’t sign.”

Nobody looks at me now.

They look at Rowan.

He answers with care. “Without covenant participation, the full district model cannot proceed as drafted.”

“As drafted,” I say.

His gaze cuts to mine. “Correct.”

Benji frowns. “But does that mean no theater money?”

Theo starts to answer.

Rowan lifts one hand, stopping him.

Another small thing I do not want to notice.

“It means,” Rowan says, “the current financing package would need to be reconsidered.”

“That sounds like no wearing a suit,” Benji says.

A ripple moves through the room.

I almost smile despite myself.

Rowan looks at him. “It means not guaranteed.”

Benji nods, but his face closes.

I hate this.

I hate that Rowan is not lying.

I hate that some truths help the wrong argument.

Sienna opens the floor for limited comments. Limited lasts four minutes.

A seasonal homeowner complains about property values. Dottie asks whether Meridian plans to ban homemade signs, because if so, “good luck wrestling a chalkboard from a diner woman with arthritis and knives.” Lila asks who decides what counts as a local vendor. Sienna answers too quickly. Theo gives a clean response that means almost nothing.

Then Alma Reed stands.

No one tells her to be brief.

Alma walks to the center aisle with her cane tapping the wood floor. She is small enough that the microphone has to be lowered, but nobody in Bellwater has ever mistaken small for weak.

“I was eight when my mother worked the switchboard during the blackout after the north transformer blew,” she says. “Half this town came through that back alley with candles and soup and gossip. Mostly gossip. We used the diner basement because it was cool. We used the theater lobby because the church hall had water in it. Nobody asked who owned what room. We knew whose baby needed milk and whose father needed a dry chair.”

The room is very still now.

Alma looks at Rowan.

“I don’t know you, Mr. Vale. You seem better mannered than I expected, which makes me suspicious, but not hostile.”

A laugh breaks out, warmer this time.

Rowan inclines his head. “Fair.”

“Money is useful,” Alma says. “Anyone who says otherwise has never needed a roof. But paper matters too. I know because I spent half my life connecting calls for people who would say one thing on the line and swear different when trouble came.”

Her hand tightens on the cane.

“So write it plain. If you mean to leave Bellwater with its own back door, say so in language a tired woman can understand after a double shift. If you mean to own it, say that too. But don’t stand in this hall and sell us a lock while calling it a lantern.”

My throat works once.

Not a cry. Not even close.

Just the body being inconvenient.

Rowan looks at Alma for a long moment.

Then he says, “That is a fair demand.”

Theo turns his head toward him.

So do I.

Rowan does not look at me.

Sienna clears her throat. “Thank you, Mrs. Reed. Mr. Bly, I believe you requested time regarding the inspection schedule.”

Marcus Bly stands near the side wall with a folder tucked under his arm. He is the town building inspector, but he looks more like someone who would rather repair a boat engine than attend a meeting. He does not enjoy drama. That makes his presence more frightening.

He walks to the front.

“I did a preliminary exterior review this afternoon,” he says. “Not a full inspection. Just visual. I’ll need access to the basements and rear service areas before I put anything official in writing.”

A paper cup crinkles in someone’s hand.

Marcus glances at me, then at Rowan.

“There’s movement behind The Salt Cup and Pike Hardware. Water damage too. The rear beam under the shared service line may be compromised.”

Lila sits forward.

Gus goes pale.

“How compromised?” Sienna asks.

“I’m not giving that answer without opening the wall.”

“When?” Rowan asks.

Marcus looks at him. “Tomorrow morning if I can get access.”

“Granted,” I say.

Rowan says, “Granted,” at almost the same time.

For one awkward second, our voices sit together.

People look from me to him.

I wish they would stop.

Marcus continues. “Until then, I’m recommending temporary restriction of the Lantern Alley service path between The Salt Cup and Pike Hardware. No deliveries through that section. No storage movement. No public access.”

The room erupts.

Lila stands. “Marcus, my back delivery comes at five a.m.”

“Use front access.”

“With the espresso machine repair parts? Through the customer door?”

“Better annoyed than injured.”

Gus says something under his breath I do not catch.

Benji asks if the theater side is affected.

Dottie says the diner’s flour delivery cannot fit through the front unless somebody wants biscuits made of rage.

Sienna bangs the gavel, which she enjoys too much.

“Order.”

No one orders.

My hand finds the edge of the covenant binder. The old cardboard gives slightly under my fingers.

Lantern Alley restricted.

Not later. Not in theory. Tomorrow morning.

The back door of Main Street, cut off between the coffee shop and the hardware store.

I look at Rowan.

He is already looking at the floor plan Marcus has spread across the table. Theo is speaking to him in a low voice, but Rowan’s attention has gone cold and exact.

Not smug.

Not victorious.

Working.

That scares me in a different way.

Because for all my fear of what his money can do, I can also see what delay costs. Not in reports. Not in clauses.

In Lila’s face.

In Gus’s hands.

In Benji’s key cord twisted around his finger.

Sienna finally gets the room quiet enough to speak.

“Given the safety concern,” she says, “I am approving an emergency covenant review schedule. Ms. Porter and Mr. Vale will co-chair public due diligence sessions beginning tomorrow afternoon. Mr. Bly will conduct inspections in the morning. All affected property owners and tenants will be notified tonight.”

My head turns. “Co-chair?”

Sienna meets my look with too much satisfaction. “You invoked live review. He is the applicant. Both sides will answer questions.”

Rowan looks up from the floor plan.

Our eyes catch.

No softening. No truce.

Just the clean, awful fact of proximity.

The town has done what the town always does. It has put two unwilling people in the same room and called it process.

Sienna keeps speaking. “The review period will run daily until the council determines whether to recommend trustee action, emergency repair approval, or rejection of the proposed agreement.”

Daily.

Behind me, Lila whispers, “Well, that’s cozy.”

I do not turn around.

Rowan’s gaze drops briefly to the covenant binder, then back to me.

If he thinks this helps him, he is wrong.

If I think this helps me, I am probably wrong too.

Sienna lifts the gavel again. “Meeting adjourned.”

The room breaks apart all at once.

Chairs scrape. People rise. Voices stack. Gus heads straight for Marcus. Benji walks toward me, stops, then turns toward Rowan instead. Lila stays seated for a moment, staring at nothing.

I gather the covenant binder and the Meridian agreement, but my fingers fumble one tab. A blue slip falls to the floor.

Rowan picks it up before I can.

It is the page marker for Section 14, Emergency Use and Temporary Access.

He reads the label, then holds it out.

Not too close.

“Looks like we start with the back door,” he says.

I take the tab from him.

Our fingers do not touch.

That almost feels worse.

“This doesn’t mean I trust you,” I say.

“No,” he says. “It means the beam doesn’t care.”

I hate that answer because it is true.

I slide the tab back into the binder. The room is emptying around us, but not enough. Bellwater is still listening from every corner it can find.

Rowan lowers his voice.

“For what it is worth, I do not want anyone hurt.”

I look at Lila, who is now standing near the coffee urn with her hands braced on the table, staring toward the wall as if she can see the rot behind it from here.

Then I look back at
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