

SHAPE OF NIGHT

Tess Gerritsen

[image: ]




Prologue

Even now I still dream about Brodie’s Watch, and the nightmare is always the same. I am standing in the gravel driveway and the house looms before me like a ghost ship adrift in the fog. Around my feet mist curls and slithers and it coats my skin in icy rime. I hear waves rolling in from the sea and crashing against the cliffs, and overhead, seagulls scream a warning to stay far, far away. I know that Death waits behind that front door, yet I do not retreat because the house is calling to me. Perhaps it will always call to me, its siren song compelling me to once again climb the steps to the porch, where the swing creaks back and forth.

I open the door.

Inside, everything is wrong, all wrong. This is no longer the magnificent house I once lived in and loved. The massive carved banister is strangled by vines that twist like green serpents around the railing. The floor is carpeted by dead leaves which have blown in through shattered windows. I hear the slow tap, tap of rainwater dripping relentlessly from the ceiling, and I look up to see one solitary crystal pendant dangling from the skeletal chandelier. The walls, once painted cream and adorned with handsome crown molding, are now streaked with tentacles of mold. Long before Brodie’s Watch was here, before the men who built it hauled up wood and stone, hammered beams to posts, this hill where it stands was a place of moss and forest. Now the forest is reclaiming its territory. Brodie’s Watch is in retreat and the smell of decay hangs in the air.

I hear the humming of flies somewhere above me, and as I start up the staircase the ominous sound grows louder. The once-sturdy steps I climbed every night sag and groan with my weight. The banister, once polished to satiny smoothness, bristles with thorns and vines. I reach the second-floor landing and a fly appears, buzzing as it circles and dive-bombs my head. Another fly moves in, and another, as I start down the hallway toward the master bedroom. Through the closed door I can hear the flies’ greedy hum in the room beyond, where something has drawn them to feast.

I open the door and the hum instantly becomes a roar. They attack me in a cloud so thick I am choking. I wave and flail at them but they swarm my hair, my eyes, my mouth. Only then do I realize what has drawn the flies to this room. To this house.

Me. They are feasting on me.




One

I had felt no such apprehension on that day in early August when I turned onto North Point Way and drove toward Brodie’s Watch for the first time. I knew only that the road needed maintenance and the pavement was rippled by the roots of encroaching trees. The property manager had explained to me on the phone that the house was over a hundred fifty years old and currently still under renovation. For the first few weeks, I would have to put up with a pair of carpenters swinging hammers up in the turret, but that was the reason why a house with such a commanding ocean view could be rented for a song.

“The tenant who was renting it had to leave town a few weeks ago, months before her lease was up. So you called me at just the right time,” she said. “The owner doesn’t want his house to stand vacant all summer and he’s anxious to find someone who’ll take good care of it. He’s hoping to find another female tenant. He thinks women are much more responsible.”

The lucky new female tenant just happens to be me.

In the backseat my cat, Hannibal, yowls, demanding to be released from the pet carrier he’s been trapped in since we left Boston six hours ago. I glance back and see him glaring at me through the grate, a hulking coon cat with pissed-off green eyes. “We’re almost there,” I promise, although I’m beginning to worry that I’ve taken a wrong turn. Roots and frost heaves have cracked the pavement and the trees seem to crowd in ever closer. My old Subaru, already weighed down with luggage and kitchenware, scrapes the road as we bounce along an ever-narrowing tunnel through pines and spruce. There is no room here to turn around; my only choice is to continue up this road, wherever it may lead. Hannibal yowls again, this time more urgently as if to warn: Stop now, before it’s too late.

Through the overhanging branches I catch glimpses of gray sky, and the woods suddenly give way to a broad slope of granite mottled with lichen. The weathered sign confirms that I’ve arrived at the driveway for Brodie’s Watch, but the road climbs into fog so thick that I can’t see the house yet. I continue up the unpaved driveway, my tires sputtering and spitting gravel. Mist veils my view of windswept scrub brush and granite barrens but I can hear seagulls circling overhead, wailing like a legion of ghosts.

Suddenly there is the house, looming in front of me.

I shut off the motor and just sit for a moment, staring up at Brodie’s Watch. No wonder it had been invisible from the bottom of the hill. Its gray clapboards blend in perfectly with the fog and only faintly can I make out a turret, which soars into low-hanging clouds. Surely there’s been a mistake; I’d been told it was a large house, but I was not expecting this hilltop mansion.

I step out of the car and stare up at clapboards weathered to a silvery gray. On the porch a swing rocks back and forth, squeaking, as if nudged by an unseen hand. No doubt the house is drafty and the heating system is archaic and I imagine damp rooms and air that smells of mold. No, this is not what I had in mind as a summer refuge. I’d hoped for a serene place to write, a place to hide.

A place to heal.

Instead this house feels like enemy territory, its windows glaring at me like hostile eyes. The seagulls scream louder, urging me to run while I still can. I back away and I’m about to retreat to my car when I hear tires crunch up the gravel road. A silver Lexus pulls to a stop behind my Subaru and a blond woman climbs out, waving as she walks toward me. She’s about my age, trim and attractive, and everything about her radiates chipper confidence, from her Brooks Brothers blazer to her I’m your best friend smile.

“You’re Ava, right?” she says, extending her hand. “Sorry I’m a bit late. I hope you haven’t been waiting too long. I’m Donna Branca, the property manager.”

As we shake hands, I’m already hunting for an excuse to back out of the rental agreement. This house is too big for me. Too isolated. Too creepy.

“Gorgeous spot, isn’t it?” Donna gushes, gesturing toward the granite barrens. “It’s a shame you can’t see anything right now with this weather, but when the fog lifts, the ocean view will knock your socks off.”

“I’m sorry, but this house isn’t exactly what—”

She’s already climbing the porch steps, the house keys dangling in her hand. “You’re lucky you called about it when you did. Right after you and I spoke, there were two other inquiries about this house. Summer’s been a madhouse in Tucker Cove, with all the tourists scrambling for rentals. It seems like no one wants to spend the summer in Europe this year. They’d rather be closer to home.”

“I’m glad to hear there are other people interested in the place. Because I think it might be too much house for—”

“Voilà. Home sweet home!”

The front door swings open, revealing a gleaming oak floor and a staircase with an elaborately carved banister. Whatever excuses I had on the tip of my tongue suddenly evaporate and an inexorable force seems to pull me over the threshold. In the entryway, I stare up at a crystal chandelier and a ceiling with intricate plasterwork. I had imagined the house to be cold and damp, to smell of dust and mold, but what I smell now is fresh paint and wood polish. And the sea.

“The renovations are almost finished,” says Donna. “The carpenters still have a bit more to do up in the turret and on the widow’s walk, but they’ll try to stay out of your hair. And they only work on weekdays, so you’ll be left alone on weekends. The owner was willing to lower the rent for the summer because he knows the carpenters are an inconvenience, but they’ll only be here for a few weeks. Then you’ll have this fabulous house all to yourself for the rest of the summer.” She sees me gazing up in wonder at the crown molding. “They’ve done a nice job restoring it, haven’t they? Ned, our carpenter, is a master craftsman. He knows every nook and cranny of this house better than anyone alive. Come on, let me show you the rest of the place. Since you’ll probably be testing recipes, I’m guessing you’ll want to check out the fabulous kitchen.”

“Did I tell you about my work? I don’t remember talking about it.”

She gives a sheepish laugh. “You said on the phone you were a food writer, and I couldn’t help googling you. I’ve already ordered your book about olive oils. I hope you’ll autograph it for me.”

“I’d be happy to.”

“I think you’ll find this the perfect house to write in.” She leads me into the kitchen, a bright and airy space with black and white floor tiles set in a geometric pattern. “There’s a six-burner stove and an extra-large oven. I’m afraid the kitchenware’s rather basic, just a few pots and pans, but you did say you were bringing your own cookware.”

“Yes. I have a long list of recipes I need to test, and I never go anywhere without my knives and sauté pans.”

“So what’s your new book about?”

“Traditional New England cooking. I’m exploring the cuisine of seafaring families.”

She laughs. “That would be salt cod and more salt cod.”

“It’s also about their way of life. The long winters and cold nights and all the risks that fishermen took just to haul in the catch. It wasn’t easy, living off the sea.”

“No, it certainly wasn’t. And the proof of that is in the next room.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll show you.”

We move into an intimate front parlor, where the fireplace has already been laid with wood and kindling, ready to be lit. Above the mantelpiece is an oil painting of a ship heeling on a turbulent sea, its bow cutting through wind-tossed foam.

“That painting’s just a reproduction,” says Donna. “The original painting’s on display in the historical society, down in the village, where they also have a portrait of Jeremiah Brodie. He cut quite a figure. Tall, with jet black hair.”

“Brodie? Is that why this house is called Brodie’s Watch?”

“Yes. Captain Brodie made his fortune as a ship’s master sailing between here and Shanghai. He built this house in 1861.” She looks at the painting of the ship plowing through waves and she shudders. “I get seasick just looking at that picture. You couldn’t pay me to set foot on one of those things. Do you sail?”

“I did as a child, but I haven’t been on a boat in years.”

“This coastline is supposed to be one of the best places in the world for sailing, if that’s your thing. It’s certainly not mine.” She crosses to a set of double doors and swings them open. “And here’s my favorite room in the whole house.”

I step through the doorway and my gaze is instantly riveted to the view beyond the windows. I see rolling drifts of fog, and through the curtain of mist I catch glimpses of what lies beyond: the sea.

“When the sun comes out, this view will take your breath away,” says Donna. “You can’t see the ocean now, but just wait till tomorrow. This fog should clear up by then.”

I want to linger by that window but already she’s moving on, hurrying me through the tour, into a formal dining room furnished with a heavy oak table and eight chairs. On the wall hangs another ship’s painting, this one by a far less skillful artist. The vessel’s name is mounted on the frame.

The Minotaur.

“That was his ship,” says Donna.

“Captain Brodie’s?”

“It’s the one he went down on. His first mate painted this picture and gave it to Brodie as a gift, the year before they were both lost at sea.”

I stare at the painting of The Minotaur and the hairs on the back of my neck suddenly rise, as if a chill wind has swept into the room. I actually turn to see if a window is open, but all of them are shut tight. Donna seems to feel it too, and she hugs herself.

“It’s not a very good painting, but Mr. Sherbrooke says it belongs with the house. Since the first mate himself painted it, I assume the ship’s details are accurate.”

“But it’s a little unsettling, having it hanging here,” I murmur, “knowing that this was the ship he went down on.”

“That’s exactly what Charlotte said.”

“Charlotte?”

“The woman who was renting this house just before you. She was so curious about its history, she was planning to talk to the owner about it.” Donna turns away. “Let me show you the bedrooms.”

I follow her up the winding staircase, my hand skimming the polished banister. It is made of masterfully crafted oak and feels solid and permanent. This house was built to last for centuries, to be a home for generations to come, yet here it stands empty, waiting to host one lone woman and her cat.

“Did Captain Brodie have any children?” I ask.

“No, he never married. After he died at sea, the house passed down to one of his nephews, then it changed hands a few times. Arthur Sherbrooke owns it now.”

“Why doesn’t Mr. Sherbrooke live here?”

“He has a home down in Cape Elizabeth, near Portland. He inherited this house from his aunt years ago. It was in pretty bad shape when it came to him and he’s already spent a fortune restoring it. He’s hoping a buyer will take it off his hands.” She pauses and glances back at me. “In case you’re interested.”

“I could never afford to keep up a house like this.”

“Oh, well. I just thought I’d mention it. But you’re right, the upkeep on these historic houses is a nightmare.”

As we walk along the second-floor hallway, she points through doorways into two sparsely furnished bedrooms and continues to a door at the end of the hall. “This,” she says, “was Captain Brodie’s bedroom.”

As I step inside, I once again inhale a strong whiff of the sea. I had noticed the scent downstairs, but this time it’s overwhelming, as if I’m standing before a crashing surf, the spray washing across my face. Then suddenly, the scent vanishes, as if someone has just closed a window.

“You’ll love waking up to this view,” says Donna, gesturing to the window, although at the moment there’s nothing to see beyond the glass but fog. “In the summer, the sun rises right there, over the water, so you can watch the dawn.”

I frown at the bare windows. “No curtains?”

“Well, privacy’s not an issue because there’s no one out there to see you. The property extends all the way to the high-tide line.” She turns and nods toward the fireplace. “You know how to light a fire, right? Always open the flue first?”

“I used to visit my grandmother’s farmhouse in New Hampshire, so I’ve had plenty of experience with fireplaces.”

“Mr. Sherbrooke just wants to be sure you’re careful. These old houses can go up in flames pretty fast.” She pulls the key ring from her pocket. “I think that’s about it for the tour.”

“You said there’s a turret upstairs?”

“Oh, you don’t want to go up there. It’s a mess right now, what with all the power tools and lumber. And definitely don’t step out on the widow’s walk until the carpenters replace the deck. It’s not safe.”

I have not yet taken the keys that she’s holding out to me. I think about my first glimpse of the house, its windows staring at me like dead, glassy eyes. Brodie’s Watch had promised no comfort, no sanctuary, and my first impulse had been to walk away. But now that I’ve stepped inside, breathed the air and touched the wood, everything seems different.

This house has accepted me.

I take the keys.

“If you have any questions, I’m in the office Wednesday through Sunday, and I’m always on my cellphone for emergencies,” Donna says as we walk out of the house. “There’s a handy list of local numbers that Charlotte posted in the kitchen. The plumber, doctor, electrician.”

“And where do I pick up my mail?”

“There’s a roadside mailbox at the bottom of the driveway. Or you can rent a PO box in town. That’s what Charlotte did.” She pauses beside my car, staring at the cat carrier in the backseat. “Wow. That’s quite a kitty you have.”

“He’s fully housebroken,” I assure her.

“He’s enormous.”

“I know. I need to put him on a diet.” I reach into the backseat to haul out the pet carrier, and Hannibal hisses at me through the grate. “He’s not happy about being cooped up in the car all this time.”

Donna crouches down for a closer look at Hannibal. “Do I see extra toes? Maine coon cat, right?”

“All twenty-six pounds of him.”

“Is he a good hunter?”

“Whenever he gets the chance.”

She smiles at Hannibal. “Then he is going to love it here.”




Two

I haul the pet carrier into the house and release the kraken. Hannibal emerges from the cage, glares at me, and lumbers off toward the kitchen. Of course that’s the first room he’d head for; even in this unfamiliar house, Hannibal knows exactly where his dinner will be served.

It takes me a dozen trips to the car to unload my suitcase, the cardboard boxes filled with books and bedding and kitchenware, and the two bags of groceries I purchased in the village of Tucker Cove, enough to last me for the first few days. From my Boston apartment, I’ve brought everything I need to sustain me through the next three months. Here are the novels that have been gathering dust on my shelves, books that I’ve always intended to read and will finally crack open. Here are my jars of precious herbs and spices that I feared I wouldn’t be able to find in a small Maine grocery store. I have packed bathing suits and sundresses as well as sweaters and a puffy down jacket, because even in summer, you can’t predict the weather in DownEast Maine. Or so I’ve heard.

By the time I’ve carried everything into the house, it’s well past seven and I’m thoroughly chilled by the mist. All I want now is to sip a drink by a crackling fire, so I unpack the three bottles of wine I’ve brought with me from Boston. When I open the kitchen cabinet to look for a glass, I discover that the previous tenant must have had similar cravings. On the shelf, beside a copy of Joy of Cooking, are two bottles of single-malt Scotch whiskey, one of them almost empty.

I put away the wine and take out the nearly empty bottle of whiskey instead.

It’s my first night in this grand old house, so why not? I’m home for the night, I’ve had an exhausting day, and on this damp and chilly evening, whiskey is perfectly appropriate. I feed Hannibal and pour two fingers’ worth of Scotch into a cut-crystal glass I find in the cabinet. Right there, standing at the kitchen counter, I reward myself with the first sip and sigh with pleasure. As I drink the rest of the glass, I idly flip through Joy of Cooking. The book is stained and grease-spattered, clearly much used and well-loved. On the title page is a handwritten inscription.


Happy birthday, Charlotte! Now that you’re on your own, you’ll be needing this.

Love, Nana



I wonder if Charlotte has realized she left behind her book. As I turn the pages, I see the many notes she’s written in the margins of recipes. Needs more curry powder … Too much work … Harry loved this one! I know how upset I’d be if I misplaced any of my beloved cookbooks, especially one given to me by my grandmother. Charlotte will certainly want this back. I’ll have to mention it to Donna.

The whiskey is performing its magic. As its heat flushes my face, my shoulders relax and my tension melts away. At last here I am in Maine, just me and my cat, alone in a house by the sea. I refuse to think about what has brought me to this place, nor will I  think about who and what I have left behind. Instead I busy myself doing what invariably comforts me: cooking. Tonight I will make risotto because it is simple and filling and its preparation requires only two pots and patience. I sip whiskey as I sauté mushrooms and shallots and uncooked rice, stirring until the grains begin to crackle. When I add white wine to the pot, I also splash some into my now-empty whiskey glass. It’s not exactly the proper sequence for beverages, but who’s around to raise an eyebrow? I ladle hot broth into the pot and stir. Sip wine. Stir some more. Another ladle of hot broth, another sip. Keep stirring. While other cooks may lament the boredom of watching over risotto, that is exactly what I love about cooking it. You cannot rush it; you cannot be impatient.

And so I stand watch at the stove, stirring with a wooden spoon, content to focus on nothing more than what simmers on the burner. Into the pot I sprinkle fresh peas and parsley and grated Parmesan and the fragrance makes my mouth water.

By the time I finally set my meal on the dining room table, night has fallen. In Boston, nights are always polluted by city lights but here I see nothing beyond the windows, no passing ships, no pulsing beams from a lighthouse, just the black, black sea. I light candles, open a bottle of Chianti, and pour it into a glass. A proper wineglass, this time. My table setting is perfect: candlelight, a linen napkin, silverware flanking a parsley-dusted bowl of risotto.

My cellphone rings.

Even before I look at the name on the screen, I know who is calling me. Of course she is calling me. I picture Lucy in her apartment on Commonwealth Avenue, phone pressed to her ear, waiting for me to answer. I can see the desk where she’s sitting: the framed wedding photo, the china bowl filled with paper clips, the rosewood clock I gave her for her medical school graduation. As my phone rings again and again, I sit with fists clenched, nausea coiling in my stomach. When it finally stops, the silence is a blessed relief.

I take one bite of risotto. Although I’ve cooked the recipe a dozen times before, this spoonful is as tasteless as wallpaper paste, and my first sip of Chianti is bitter. I should have opened the bottle of prosecco instead, but it was not yet chilled and sparkling wine must always be thoroughly chilled, the bottle preferably submerged deep in ice.

The way I served champagne last New Year’s Eve.

Once again I can hear the clink of ice cubes and jazz playing on the stereo and the chatter of friends and family and colleagues crowded into my Boston apartment. I had pulled out all the stops for my party and had splurged on Damariscotta oysters and a whole leg of Jamón Ibérico de Bellota. I remember looking around at my laughing guests, noting which men I’d already slept with, and wondering who I might be sleeping with that night. It was, after all, New Year’s Eve, and one can’t celebrate alone.

Stop, Ava. Don’t think about that night.

But I can’t help poking at that wound, unroofing the scab so it bleeds again. I refill my wineglass and cycle back through the memories. The laughter, the clatter of oyster shells, the happy fizz of champagne on my tongue. I remember my editor Simon tipping a glistening oyster into his mouth. I remember Lucy, on call that night for the hospital, virtuously sipping only sparkling water.

And I remember Nick skillfully popping the cork on a bottle. I remember thinking how jaunty he looked that night, with his tie askew and his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Whenever I think of that night it always, always comes back to Nick.

The candle on my dining table sputters out. I look down and to my surprise I find the bottle of Chianti is now empty.

When I rise to my feet the house seems to sway, as though I’m standing on the rolling deck of a ship. I haven’t opened any windows, but the smell of the sea once again sweeps through the room and I can even taste salt on my lips. Either I’m hallucinating or I’m more tipsy than I thought.

I’m too tired to clear the dishes so I leave my barely touched  risotto on the table and make my way to the stairs, turning off lights as I go. Hannibal darts past and I stumble over him, banging my shin against the second-floor landing. Already the damn cat knows this house better than I do. By the time I make it to the bedroom he’s already claimed his spot on the comforter. I don’t have the energy to move him; I just turn off the lamp and sprawl onto the bed beside him.

I fall asleep, with the scent of the sea in my nostrils.

In the night, I feel the mattress shift and I reach out, seeking the warmth of Hannibal’s body, but he is not there. I open my eyes and for a moment I don’t remember where I am. Then it comes back to me: Tucker Cove. The sea captain’s house. The empty bottle of Chianti. Why did I think running away would change anything? Wherever you go, you drag along your own misery like a rotting carcass, and I have dragged mine up the coast to this lonely house in Maine.

A house where I am clearly not alone.

I lie awake, listening to the scritch-scratch of tiny claws moving through the walls. It sounds like dozens, maybe hundreds of mice are using the wall behind my bed as a superhighway. Hannibal is awake too, meowing and pacing the room, driven mad by his killer feline instincts.

I climb out of bed and open the bedroom door to let him out, but he won’t leave the room. He just paces back and forth, meowing. The mice are noisy enough; how can I sleep through Hannibal’s yowls? I am wide awake now anyway, so I settle into the rocking chair and gaze out the window. The fog has lifted and the sky is breathtakingly clear. The sea stretches out to the horizon, every ripple silvered by moonlight. I think of the full bottle of whiskey in the kitchen cabinet, and wonder if another drink might help me sleep through the rest of the night, but now I’m too comfortable sitting in this chair and I don’t want to get up. And the view is  so beautiful, the sea stretching out like battered silver. A breeze wafts against my cheek, brushing across my skin like a cool kiss, and I smell it again: the scent of the sea.

Instantly the house goes quiet. Even the mice in the walls fall still, as if something, someone, has alarmed them. Hannibal gives a loud hiss and every hair on my arms stands up.

Someone else is in this room.

I scramble to my feet, my heart hammering. The chair keeps rocking back and forth as I retreat toward the bed and scan the darkness. All I see are the silhouettes of furniture and Hannibal’s glowing eyes, reflecting the moonlight as he stares at something in the corner. Something I cannot see. He gives a feral growl and slinks away into the shadows.

For an eternity I stand watching, listening. Moonlight floods the window and slants across the floor and in its silvery glow, nothing moves. The chair has stopped rocking. The smell of the sea has vanished.

There is no one else in the room. Just me and my cowardly cat.

I scramble back into bed and pull the covers up to my chin, but even under the duvet I am chilled and shaking. Only when Hannibal at last emerges from under the bed and lies down beside me do I stop shivering. There is something about a warm and purring cat pressed against you that sets the world right, and with a sigh, I bury my fingers in his fur.

The mice are once again skittering inside the wall.

“Tomorrow,” I murmur, “we need to find another place to rent.”




Three

Three dead mice are lying beside my slippers.

Still groggy and hungover, I stare down at the gruesome gifts that Hannibal has delivered during the night. He sits beside his offerings, chest puffed out in pride, and I remember the property manager’s remark yesterday when I told her my cat liked to hunt.

He is going to love it here.

At least one of us loves it here.

I pull on jeans and a T-shirt and head downstairs to collect paper towels for the cleanup. Even through multiple layers of paper, the mouse corpses feel sickeningly squishy as I pick them up. Hannibal gives me a glare of what the hell are you doing with my gift? as I bundle up the mice, and he trails after me when I carry them downstairs and out the front door.

It is a glorious morning. The sun is shining, the air is crisp, and a nearby thicket of roses is in full bloom. I consider tossing the dead mice in a patch of shrubbery, but Hannibal lurks nearby, no doubt waiting to reclaim his prize, so I circle around to the back of the house, to toss them into the ocean instead.

My first glimpse of the sea dazzles me. Blinking in the sunlight, I stand at the cliff’s edge and gaze down at waves rolling in, at glistening tendrils of seaweed clinging to the rocks far below. Gulls swoop overhead, and in the distance a lobster boat glides across the water. I am so mesmerized by the view I almost forget why I’ve come outside. I unwrap the dead mice and throw them over the cliff’s edge. They drop onto the rocks and are swept away by an outgoing wave.

Hannibal slinks off, no doubt to hunt for fresh game.

Curious about where he’ll go next, I leave the crumpled paper towels anchored under a rock and follow him. He looks like a cat on a mission as he prowls along the cliff’s edge, moving down a trail that’s little more than a pin-scratch through moss and scraggly grass. The soil is poor here, the ground mostly granite caked with lichen. Gradually it descends, toward a tiny crescent of a beach flanked by boulders. Hannibal continues to lead the way, his tail pointing to the sky like a furry standard, pausing only once to glance back and confirm I’m following him. I catch the scent of roses and spot a few hardy rugosa bushes, which are somehow thriving despite the wind and salt air, their blossoms a vivid pink against the granite. I scramble past them, scratching my bare ankles on the thorns, and drop from the rocks onto the beach. There is no sand here, just small pebbles that clatter back and forth in the lapping waves. At both sides of the little cove, tall boulders jut into the water, screening the beach from view.

It could be my own private hideaway.

Already, I’m planning a picnic. I’ll bring a blanket and a lunch and of course a bottle of wine. If the day heats up, maybe I’ll even brave a dip in that frigid water. With the sunshine warming my face and the scent of roses in the air, I feel calmer, happier than I have in months. Maybe this really is the place for me. Maybe this  is exactly where I need to be, where I’ll be able to work. Where I will finally make peace with myself again.

Suddenly I’m famished. I can’t remember the last time I’ve felt this hungry, and over the past few months I’ve lost so much weight that what I used to call my skinny jeans now hang loose on my hips. I climb back up the path, thinking of scrambled eggs and toast and gallons of hot coffee with cream and sugar. My stomach growls and I can already taste the homemade blackberry jam I brought with me from Boston. Hannibal trots ahead of me, leading the way. Either he’s forgiven me for tossing away his mice, or he’s thinking of his breakfast, too.

I clamber up the cliff and follow the path toward the point. There, where the land juts out like a ship’s prow, the house stands alone. I imagine the doomed Captain Brodie gazing out to sea from the rooftop widow’s walk, keeping watch through fair weather and foul. Yes, this is exactly where a sea captain would choose to build his home, on that wind-lashed outcropping of …

I freeze, staring up at the widow’s walk. Did I imagine it, or did I just glimpse someone standing there? I see no one now. Perhaps it’s one of the carpenters, but Donna told me they worked only on weekdays, and today is Sunday.

I hurry along the path and around the house to the front porch, but I find no other vehicles parked in the driveway, only my Subaru. If it was one of the carpenters, how did he arrive at the house?

I thump up the steps into the house and call out: “Hello? I’m the new tenant!” No one answers. As I climb the stairs and head down the second-floor hallway, I listen for the sound of workmen in the turret, but I hear no hammering or sawing, not even the creak of footsteps. The door to the turret staircase gives a loud squeak as I open it to reveal a dark and narrow staircase.

“Hello?” I shout up the stairs. Again no one answers.

I have not yet been up to the turret. Peering up into the gloom, I spy faint cracks of light through the closed door at the top of the stairs. If someone is working up there, he’s strangely silent, and for a moment I consider the unsettling possibility that the intruder is not one of the carpenters. That someone else has slipped into the house through the unlocked front door and now lurks upstairs, waiting for me. But this isn’t Boston; this is a small Maine town where people leave their doors unlocked and the keys in their cars. Or so I’ve been told.

The first step gives an ominous creak when I place my weight on it. I pause, listening. There is still no sound above.

Hannibal’s loud meow makes me jump. I glance back and see him at my heel, not looking the least bit alarmed. He slithers past me, trots up to the closed door at the top of the staircase, and waits for me in the gloom. My cat is braver than I am.

I tiptoe up the stairs, my pulse quickening with each step. By the time I reach the top, my hands are sweating and the doorknob feels slippery. Slowly I turn it and nudge the door open.

Sunlight floods my eyes.

Blinded, I squint against the glare, and the turret room comes into focus. I see windows streaked with salt. Silky cobwebs dangle from the ceiling, swaying in the newly disturbed air. Hannibal sits beside a stack of wooden planks, calmly licking his paw. Everywhere is woodworking equipment—a band saw, floor sanders, sawhorses. But no one is here.

A door leads outside to the widow’s walk, the rooftop deck that overlooks the sea. I open the door and step out into a bracing wind. Gazing down, I see the cliff path where I’d been walking only moments earlier. The sound of the waves seems so close, I might be standing on the bow of a ship—a very old ship. The balcony railing looks rickety, the paint long ago scoured away by the elements. I take another step and the wood suddenly sags beneath me. Instantly I retreat and look down at rotted planks. Donna had warned me to stay off the widow’s walk, and if I’d walked out much farther, the deck might well have collapsed under my weight. Yet  only moments ago, I thought I’d spotted someone standing on this balcony, where the wood looks as insubstantial as cardboard.

I retreat back inside the turret and close the door against the wind. With its east-facing windows, the room is already warm from the morning sun. I stand bathed in that golden light, trying to make sense of what I saw from the cliff, but I can summon no answers. A reflection, perhaps. Some odd distortion caused by the antique glass in the windows. Yes, that must be what I saw. When I look through the window, the view is warped by ripples, as though I’m peering through water.

At the periphery of my vision, something shimmers.

I spin around to look, but see only a swirl of floating dust, glittering like a million galaxies in the sunlight.




Four

Donna is talking on the phone when I walk into the office of Branca Property Sales and Management. She gives me a welcoming wave and gestures to the waiting area. I sit down near a sunny window and as she continues her conversation, I flip through a book of properties listed for rent. I can’t find any listing for Brodie’s Watch, but there are other enticing options, from shingled beachside cottages to in-town apartments to a stately mansion on Elm Street that comes at an equally stately price. As I flip through pages of beautifully photographed homes, I think about the view from my bedroom in Brodie’s Watch and my morning walk along the cliff with its perfume of roses. How many homes in this book came with their own private beach?

“Hello, Ava. How are you settling in at the house?”

I look up at Donna, who’s finally finished her phone call. “I have, um, a few little problems I need to talk to you about.”

“Oh dear. What problems?”

“Well to begin with, mice.”

“Ah.” She sighs. “Yes, it’s an issue with some of our older houses around here. Since you have a cat, I don’t recommend putting out poison, but I can supply you with some mousetraps.”

“I don’t think a few mousetraps are going to take care of the problem. It sounds like there’s an army of them living in the walls.”

“I can ask Ned and Billy—they’re the carpenters—to close up any obvious entry points so more mice can’t get in. But it is an old house, and up here, most of us just learn to live with them.”

I hold up the book of rental properties. “So even if I moved to a different place, I’d run into the same problem?”

“Right now there isn’t anything available for rent in the area. It’s the height of summer and everything’s booked, except for maybe a week here and a week there. And you wanted a longer term rental, right?”

“Yes, through October. To give me time to finish the book.”

She shakes her head. “I’m afraid you won’t find anything that can match the views and privacy of Brodie’s Watch. The only reason your rent’s so reasonable is because the house is under renovation.”

“That’s my second question. About the renovation.”

“Yes?”

“You said the carpenters would only be working on weekdays.”

“That’s right.”

“This morning, when I was out on the cliff path, I thought I saw someone up on the widow’s walk.”

“On a Sunday? But they don’t have a key to the house. How did they get in?”

“I left the front door unlocked when I went out for my walk.”

“Was it Billy or Ned? Ned’s in his late fifties. Billy’s just twenty-something.”

“I didn’t actually speak to anyone. When I got back, no one was in the house.” I pause. “I suppose it could have been just a trick of the light. Maybe I didn’t see anyone after all.”

For a moment she’s silent, and I wonder what’s going through  her head. My tenant is a loon? She manages a smile. “I’ll give Ned a call and remind him not to disturb you on weekends. Or you can tell him yourself when you see him. They should both be up at your house tomorrow morning. Now, about the mouse problem, I can bring you some traps tomorrow, if you’d like.”

“No, I’ll pick some up right now. Where do they sell them in town?”

“Sullivan’s Hardware is right down the street. Turn left and you can’t miss it.”

I’m almost at the door when I suddenly remember one more thing I need to ask. I turn back. “Charlotte left a cookbook in the house. I’ll be happy to send it to her if you let me know where she wants it mailed.”

“A cookbook?” Donna shrugs. “Maybe she didn’t want it anymore.”

“It was a gift from her grandmother and it has Charlotte’s handwritten notes all over it. I’m sure she does want it back.”

Donna’s attention is already shifting away from me and back to her desk. “I’ll shoot her an email and let her know.”

The sunshine has brought out all the tourists and as I walk down Elm Street, I dodge baby strollers and give a wide berth to children clutching drippy ice cream cones. As Donna said, it really is the height of summer and everywhere in town, cash registers are merrily ringing, restaurants are crowded, and scores of unlucky lobsters are meeting their steamy fates. I continue past the Tucker Cove Historical Society, past half a dozen shops all selling the same T-shirts and saltwater taffy, and finally spot the sign for Sullivan’s Hardware.

When I step inside, a bell tinkles on the door and the sound brings back a memory from my childhood, when my grandfather would bring me and my older sister, Lucy, into a hardware store just like this one. I pause and inhale the familiar scents of dust and  freshly sawn wood and remember how Grandpa would lovingly peruse the hammers and screws, hoses and washers. A place where men of his generation knew their purpose and happily embraced it.

I don’t see anyone, but I can hear two men somewhere at the rear of the store discussing the merits of brass versus stainless steel faucets.

I head down an aisle, searching for mousetraps but find only gardening implements. Trowels and spades, gloves and shovels. I turn down the next aisle, which is stocked with nails and screws and spools of wire chain in every possible link size. Everything you need to build a torture chamber. I’m about to start down a third aisle when a head suddenly pops up from behind a pegboard of screwdrivers. The man’s white hair stands up like dandelion fluff and he peers at me through drooping spectacles.

“Help you find something, miss?”

“Yes. Mousetraps.”

“Got yourself a little rodent problem, eh?” He chuckles as he rounds the end of the aisle and approaches me. Although he’s wearing work boots and a tool belt, he looks far too old to still be swinging a hammer. “I keep the mousetraps down this way, with the kitchen utensils.”

Mousetraps as kitchen utensils. Not an appetizing thought. I follow him to a back corner of the store, where I see an array of spatulas and cheap aluminum pots and pans, all of them covered with dust. He snatches up a package and hands it to me. In dismay, I eye the spring-loaded Victor snap traps, six to a packet. The same brand of traps my grandparents would set out in their New Hampshire farmhouse.

“Do you have something a little more, uh, humane?” I ask.

“Humane?”

“Traps that don’t kill them. Like a Havahart?”

“And what do you plan to do with ’em after you catch ’em?”

“Let them go. Outside somewhere.”

“They’ll just come right back in again. Unless you’re planning on taking ’em for a long drive.” He gives a loud guffaw at the idea.

I look at the snap traps. “These just seem so cruel.”

“Dab on a little peanut butter. They sniff it, step on the spring, and whap!” He grins when I jump at the sound. “They won’t feel a thing, I promise ya.”

“I really don’t think I want to—”

“Got an expert here in the store who can reassure you.” He yells across the store: “Hey, Doc! Come tell this young lady she’s got nothin’ to be squeamish about!”

I hear approaching footsteps and turn to see a man around my age. He’s wearing blue jeans and a plaid shirt, and with his clean-cut good looks, he might have just stepped off the pages of an L.L.Bean catalogue. I almost expect to see a golden retriever trotting at his heels. He’s carrying a brass faucet set, the apparent winner of the stainless steel-or-brass debate I’d overheard earlier.

“How can I help, Emmett?” he says.

“Tell this nice lady here that the mice won’t suffer.”

“What mice?”

“The mice in my house,” I explain. “I came in to buy traps, but these …” I look down at the package of snap traps and shudder.

“I keep tellin’ her they’ll do the trick, but she thinks they’re cruel,” says Emmett.

“Ah. Well.” Mr. L.L.Bean gives an unhelpful shrug. “No killing device is going to be one hundred percent humane, but those old Victor traps have the advantage of being almost instantaneous. The bar snaps the backbone, which severs the spinal cord. That means no pain signals can be transmitted, minimizing the animal’s suffering. And there are studies that show—”

“Excuse me, but why are you an expert on this?”

He gives a sheepish smile. I notice his eyes are a striking blue and he has enviably long lashes. “It’s basic anatomy. If signals can’t travel up the spinal cord to the brain, the animal won’t feel a thing.”

“Dr. Ben should know,” says Emmett. “He’s our town doctor.”

“Actually, it’s Dr. Gordon. Everyone just calls me Dr. Ben.” He shifts the brass bathroom fixture under his left arm and reaches out to shake my hand. “And you are?”

“Ava.”

“Ava with the mouse problem,” he says, and we both laugh.

“If you don’t want to use mousetraps,” says Emmett, “maybe you just oughta get a cat.”

“I have a cat.”

“And he hasn’t taken care of the problem?”

“We just moved into the house yesterday. He’s already caught three mice, but I don’t think even he can take care of the whole problem.” I look at the mousetraps and sigh. “I suppose I’ll have to get these. They’re probably more humane than getting eaten by my cat.”

“I’ll throw in an extra pack of ’em, how ’bout it? On the house,” says Emmett. He heads up front to the cash register, where he rings up my purchase. “Good luck, young lady,” he says, handing me a plastic bag with my traps. “Just be careful when you set ’em, ’cause it ain’t much fun having ’em snap down on your fingers.”

“Use peanut butter,” says Dr. Gordon.

“Yes, I just heard that advice. It’s next on my shopping list. I guess this is just part of renting an old house.”

“Which house would that be?” Emmett asks.

“The one up on the point. It’s called Brodie’s Watch.”

The sudden silence speaks louder than anything either man could have said. I catch the look that flies between them and notice Emmett’s eyebrows knit together, carving deep furrows in his face.

“So you’re the gal who’s renting Brodie’s Watch,” says Emmett. “You staying there long?”

“Through the end of October.”

“You, uh, like it up there on the point?”

I look back and forth at the two men, wondering what isn’t  being said. Knowing that something is being left out of the conversation, something important. “Except for the mice, yes.”

Emmett covers up his consternation with a forced smile. “Well, you come on back if you need anything else.”

“Thank you.” I start to leave.

“Ava?” says Dr. Gordon.

“Yes?”

“Is anyone staying up there with you?”

His question takes me aback. Under other circumstances, a stranger asking if I live alone would put me on guard, make me wary of revealing my vulnerability, but I don’t sense any threat from his question, only concern. Both men are watching me, and there’s a strange tension in the air, as if both
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