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    For Bethany,


Who is as courageous as she is kind. 
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IT WAS A QUIET VILLAGE. Isabelle knew it would be. There were only two reasons people moved to Ilford: to get away from society or to work at the world’s second-best scientific research center. In Ilford, it wasn’t difficult to differentiate between the two. The scientists were middle-aged men with disheveled clothes who barely saw the light of day. The locals were the ones gossiping about them in the open-air cafes. Now they peered curiously at Isabelle and her father as the pair drove by in their sedan. Isabelle stared back openly, fascinated by the open-air buildings that breathed in the fresh ocean air. 

The villagers themselves had seen their share of ocean winds and salty storms. The young ones were strong with bright eyes, agile hands, and brown skin. The older ones looked like withered old trees. Though their eyes squinted at her and their mouths turned down in suspicious frowns, Isabelle smiled. 

“What a quaint little place,” she said to her father as they began unloading boxes into the house. 

“I’m glad you like it, dear. I’ve heard the locals aren’t so welcoming to outsiders.” 

“But did you see the tide pools under that sunset, Papà? I don’t think I could ever be unhappy with a view like that; I don’t care how nasty our neighbors are. And surely they can’t be that bad.” 

“Well, if you can’t win them over, love, I’ll write them off as not worth knowing.” Her father kissed her on the cheek, scratching her with his whiskers, then reached for his hat. 

“Are you going somewhere?”

“To the lab.”

“But we just arrived,” Isabelle protested.

“Dr. Glass said I was to come over as soon as I arrived.”

“Well, that seems like a bad precedent, doesn’t it?”

“Now, now,” her father chastised her gently, “I know that brain of yours. If you could postpone your final analysis of my new boss until you actually meet the man, I’d be much obliged.” 

“I will try to keep an open mind,” Isabelle said, “but I cannot promise to keep my mouth shut.” 

“Fair enough. Don’t do all the unpacking without me.” 

“I certainly will,” Isabelle replied. “You always put everything in the wrong place.” 

“I do, don’t I? Very well then. But don’t work too hard. And don’t—”

“Unpack your office? I wouldn’t dream of it. You can make your little mess all yourself.” 

“I’ll be back in an hour or two,” he promised. 

She locked the door securely behind him and turned to survey the night’s work. She had learned the hard way that with him one to two hours really meant three to four. She may not like it, but there was no fighting it. The best she could do was make the house as comfortable as possible by the time he got back. 

It was a small, rather crooked little cottage with a spiral staircase in the center, giving the impression that the small dwelling twisted around itself like a great oak. This was a great relief to Isabelle, who had feared the Institute would set them up in some pre-fabricated box. But she could befriend this house. She just had to earn its trust first. She’d start by giving it a little fresh air. The house must be suffocating; it smelled staler than an old sock. She wove her way through the boxes, wrestled with the latches, and pushed open both the panes and the forest-green shutters. 

Crisp, salty air eddied into the room like the first fingers of high tide on a thirsty shore. It carried with it the unmistakable scent of coming rain. Isabelle took a deep breath, tied her hair back in a bandana, and set to work unpacking the kitchen. 

A light rain descended on the cottage just as evening fell. Having finished the kitchen, Isabelle moved on to the living room with renewed purpose. The steady rain on the roof kept her company. When she finished, it was nearly ten o’clock and high time to get tea and dinner ready for her father. 

But she took a moment to place a gilded picture frame on the mantle. The beautiful woman stared back at her with gentle eyes, so different from the eyes that Isabelle remembered. The mother she had known as a child would have loved this house. Isabelle pushed the thought aside as her chest filled with pain and remorse, and focused on preparing dinner for her father. 

Twenty minutes later he burst through the door with familiar enthusiasm, shaking off his umbrella and generally dripping water all over the entryway. His face was beaming. 

“How did it go?” Isabelle asked with a grin as she helped him out of his rain boots. 

“I’m sorry I’m later than expected. I just couldn’t seem to tear myself away. The labs, Isabelle! I’ve never seen anything like it! Dr. Glass had all the best equipment. He’s as eager to get started as I am. And I’m to have my own assistant.” 

“I’m glad.” 

“You’ve been busy,” her father said as he entered the kitchen where a tray had been set out for him. 

“It’s a good start,” Isabelle agreed. “I’ll finish up tomorrow and then start looking for a job.”

A cautionary look entered Mr. Richter’s eyes. “Yes, I asked Dr. Glass about that. I thought maybe he could give you some recommendations. There doesn’t seem to be much open, and he warned me that your association with me might blacken your resume in the village.” 

“I’m not sure Dr. Glass is an objective party, Papà. It’s a bit too easy to reciprocate prejudice. I am determined to set out tomorrow with an open mind.” 
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THE RAIN HAD VANISHED by morning, leaving the little seaside village freshly scrubbed. But fog clung to the hills and cliff sides, and dark clouds loomed over the moody ocean, threatening another storm. Isabelle’s father was off as soon as light seeped under the windowsills. She spent the first hours of the day setting the house in order before making her first foray into the village. She might as well stock the pantry and begin her job inquiries at the same time. 

Tugging on her polka dot rain boots, a charcoal gray, heavy knit sweater, and a slouch beanie, Isabelle descended the driveway and stepped out on the cobblestone streets with optimism. The air smelled of rich earth and a touch of salt. Gulls called back and forth above the fishing boats that bobbed up and down on the tempestuous sea. Directly in front of her, the village was waking up. 

“Such a shame,” the Grocer mentioned casually as he assisted the customer in front of Isabelle. “I heard a Lab Coat took up residence in the old maple house. They’ll be cutting into it soon, I suspect, tearing up the hundred-year woodwork to put in their modern-day contraptions.”

“Shame,” the woman he was talking to scoffed. “People don’t deserve a beautiful house like that if they aren’t going to take care of it.” 

“Why didn’t they just move into a townhouse, like the rest of their kind?” someone else chimed in. 

Isabelle smiled. “Maybe they believe that a house shouldn’t come out of a box but should have history and character.” 

“Ha! They call it character until the plumbing acts up a bit. Then it becomes inconvenient.” 

“Poor plumbing does sound a bit inconvenient.” Her eyes sparkled good naturedly. “But I don’t think it calls for ripping apart something as lovely as Maple House. Maybe we should give these newcomers the benefit of the doubt and see what happens.” 

The Grocer muttered something under his breath as he began helping her with her purchases. 

“Since you’ve been so helpful,” Isabelle continued, “I wonder if I might ask you something. I’d like to find a job. Do you know of anyone looking for help?” 

The Grocer grumbled. “Nothing available for you, unless you like mopping up fish guts.” 

“Well, I’ll never know unless I try...”

“It was a figure of speech. There’s nothing open on the docks, neither,” the Grocer said stubbornly. 

“Well, you’ll be sure to let me know if you hear of anything? I’m willing to try my hand at ‘most anything.” 

“There may be something available.” A woman stepped forward. “One of our foremost families has been looking for help around his estate for some time now.”

The Grocer frowned at her. “What are you talking about?” 

“They live in that great mansion on top of the cliffs. Surely you’ve seen it?” the woman continued. 

“Sebastian Prince.” The Grocer’s face lit up mischievously. “She’s right. If you’re willing to try anything, you ought to go talk to
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