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KITCHEN SURPRISE

Hayley crawled to her knees. What had she tripped over? She didn’t know where the switch to the overhead lighting was, so she opened the oven door. The light inside came to life and illuminated a body sprawled out on the floor.

Hayley gasped.

It was a woman’s body.

Hayley shook the left shoulder. “Karen, is that you? Are you okay?”

Then she remembered the wet and sticky substance on her hand.

Dear God. Please let it not be blood.

But it wasn’t. It was milky and white. She smelled her palm. It was clam chowder.

Hayley placed her palm down on the stovetop and pulled herself up to her feet. The light from the oven was bright enough so that she could see the light switch next to the range. She reached over and snapped it on. A blinding light flooded the room and Hayley, squinting, stepped back away from the body.

She recognized Karen Applebaum instantly.

Even though the poor woman was facedown in a turquoise-colored porcelain bowl of New England clam chowder ...
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Chapter 1

Hayley Powell stood at the stove in her tiny, cramped kitchen, which would embarrass any self-respecting chef, stirring her homemade mushroom Bolognese sauce with a wooden ladle, and wondering where the time had gone. It was three years to the day since her divorce was finalized. And the thought of dating again had never even crossed her mind. Until now.

Hayley had decided to take a chance and accept an invitation to dinner from a strapping six-foot-two, deep-voiced hunk of man who had been pursuing her. She had been dragging her heels, making up excuses like she wasn’t emotionally ready, or work was too busy, or there was something going on with one of her kids. She had basically exhausted her supply of reasons to avoid going out with him.

So when her admirer kept pushing the issue, she finally gave up, threw her hands up in the air, and uttered that one dreaded word. “Yes.”

And then she immediately agonized over it. Why did she have to say something so stupid as “Yes”? Especially when “No” was so much easier. If she had just said “No,” right now she would be curled up on her couch, petting Leroy, her dirty white Shih Tzu with a pronounced underbite, and sipping a Lemon Drop Martini, while settling in for a cheesy yet addictive Lifetime TV movie starring Jennifer Love Hewitt.

She turned the heat up on the burner and reached for a package of pasta shells to pour into another pot of boiling water, when the sauce bubbled up and splashed on her dress. Hayley stared numbly at the dripping stain for a moment. She refused to let this minor catastrophe get the best of her. No, Hayley thought to herself, she was going to remain calm and collected and solve this.

Think, Hayley, think. Club soda. There had to be some club soda in the fridge to blot out the stain. She crossed the kitchen and opened the refrigerator door just as her thirteen-year-old son, Dustin, strolled by, swigging down the last of the club soda and tossing the empty bottle into the recycle bin out on the porch of their small two-story house on a quiet neighborhood street.

“When’s dinner? I’m star ving,” Dustin said, his eyes drooping as he scratched his blond hair, before wandering back into the living room to finish watching a rerun of Family Guy.

“Five minutes,” Hayley said, desperately rearranging the items in the fridge to get a good look at everything, her hopes fading that she would find another bottle of club soda.

It was time to try something else. She hurried into the laundry room, only to find a giant pile of clothes on the washer, stacked so high her son’s Superman T-shirt on top nearly touched the ceiling. She hadn’t done a load in almost a week so finding another outfit that didn’t smell like dirty socks and was not covered in dog hair was completely out of the question. Maybe she should cancel the date until she could get it cleaned.

Yes. That’s what she would do.

Hayley looked up at the clock above the washer/ dryer. It was already a quarter to seven. Her date was due to arrive in fifteen minutes. How rude would that be, canceling at the last minute? He’d just have to understand.

“Mom! Have you seen yourself in the mirror?” Hayley’s fifteen-year-old daughter, Gemma, said as she burst through the front door just as Hayley hurried out of the laundry room.

“Is the stain that noticeable?”

Gemma glanced at the front of her mother’s dress. “Yes. But I’m talking about your makeup. Did you let Jessica at the salon do your face again? You know she makes you look like a two-dollar hooker.”

Gemma, still in her soccer uniform, her long blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, followed her mother into the kitchen and set her knapsack down on the counter. She opened it and pulled out a hand mirror and shoved it into Hayley’s hand.

Hayley didn’t want to see the damage. She knew it was going to be bad. But it was like coming upon a car wreck. You just can’t help but look.

“Jesus wept!” Hayley cried. Her face was so caked with makeup she looked like something from Madame Tussaud’s Wax Museum. The mascara was so dark it appeared she hadn’t slept in weeks. And the Strawberry Frost lipstick Jessica had raved about made her lips look so big and fat, her date would probably be accused of punching her in the mouth before they were even seated at the restaurant.

“You’re right, I can’t go out looking like this.” Suddenly the sauce stain on her dress seemed like an afterthought as she grabbed a dishrag from the counter and started furiously wiping the gunk off her face.

Gemma, who was fit and statuesque and already taller than her mother, steered her toward the staircase. “I’ll finish making dinner. You go find something in my closet to wear.”

“Your closet? I can’t go out looking like a Gossip Girl,” Hayley wailed.

Hayley hadn’t gotten up three steps when a commercial came on the TV and Dustin, who never ever took his eyes off the television, happened to glance out the window.

“Somebody just pulled into the driveway,” he said, then picked up the remote and started channel surfing.

“No, this isn’t happening. He’s early.”

“By the way, it just started raining,” Dustin said, cracking a smile.

“It’s not funny. You know my hair frizzes when it rains,” Hayley said.

Dustin nodded and then burst out laughing. “Yeah. You look like a Chia Pet!”

“You’re so close to being grounded. Show some respect,” Hayley warned but she knew it was pointless. Dustin was already doubled over, his face red, guffawing.

Gemma rushed out of the kitchen with two plates of shells and sauce sprinkled with some grated Parmesan cheese and handed one to her brother.

“Here’s your dinner. Now scram and give Mom some space,” Gemma said, grabbing the remote away from him with her free hand and shutting off the television. “And take Leroy.”

The Shih Tzu had already sensed a car in the driveway and was yapping with all his might and running around in circles. Leroy talked a good game but he was a tiny wimp and could probably be taken out by a large Maine Coon cat.

Dustin reached down and scooped him up, then barreled past his mother with his dinner and disappeared upstairs to his room.

Gemma saw the panicked look on her mother’s face and put down her plate on the coffee table and gave her a hug. “You look beautiful. Honest. You do.”

Hayley wasn’t quite ready to believe her.

Gemma smiled. “He didn’t ask out your dress or your hair or your makeup. He asked you out. And you’re great. So there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Stop it,” Hayley said. “You’ll make me cry.”

“Good. Maybe it’ll wash away some of that crap on your face,” Gemma said as she picked up her dinner plate and bounded up the stairs.

“Tomorrow night we do a family dinner, just the three of us, at the dining room table. No more eating in your rooms and chatting with friends on the computer.”

“Yes, Mother dear,” Gemma said with her usual sarcastic tone as she slammed the door to her bedroom shut.

Hayley took a deep breath. She heard footsteps walking onto the front porch. She sucked her thumb and futilely tried to rub the stain out of her dress. No go. That sauce was there to stay. Her date would just have to deal with her disastrous appearance.

Of course, of all the men she could have gone out with, it would have to be Lex Bansfield.

Lex was tall, dark, sexy, and had a good job as a caretaker at one of the large sprawling seaside estates in the coastal tourist town of Bar Harbor, Maine, where they lived. He had only moved to the island four years ago, so he was still considered fresh meat by all the unattached women in town. And a few of the attached ones, too.

Hayley and Lex were planning to dine at Havana, an upscale Cuban restaurant at the end of Main Street, where the Obamas had dined when they vacationed in town one summer. Hayley and Lex would surely be spotted there by a few locals so she knew the whole town would be buzzing.

Hayley put on her brightest smile and opened the door. But Lex wasn’t standing there for her to greet. It was two uniformed police officers. Both were young, no more than twenty-five, one tall and lanky, the other shorter and bald with a goatee. She instantly recognized both of them.

“Hi, Donnie. Hi, Earl,” Hayley said, her smile replaced with a look of confusion. “How can I help you?”

Hayley used to babysit both of them when they were little boys and she was a teenager. She couldn’t believe how fast they had grown up. And she couldn’t help but be surprised by the fact that both of them had become cops. Mostly because they were hell-raisers and a handful when she was put in charge of them—and she had expected them to both wind up in prison someday.

Donnie, the taller one, couldn’t look Hayley in the eye. She noticed he was shaking a little bit. “We’re here ...”

He couldn’t bring himself to say it.

“I’m in a bit of a rush so if you could just spit it out, please?” Hayley said.

Earl, the shorter one, cleared his throat and stepped forward. “We’re here to place you under arrest, Mrs. Powell.”

Hayley laughed. “I’m sorry, what?”

Earl unlatched some handcuffs from his belt. “You’re under arrest.”

Hayley still thought it was some kind of joke. “For what?”

“Murder,” Donnie piped in, finally getting a little braver.

There was a stunned silence as Hayley processed what was happening. “This isn’t funny, you guys.”

“No, ma’am, it isn’t,” Donnie said as he gently turned her around. “Place your hands behind your back please, Mrs. Powell.”

“You have the right to remain silent,” Earl said as he snapped the handcuffs on Hayley. “You have the right to an attorney ...”

Earl turned to Donnie. “Is that right? Is attorney next?”

“Yes, I think so,” Donnie answered.

Hayley thought of her kids. She didn’t want them to see their mother being carted off in handcuffs. She called out, “I’m leaving now! I won’t be too late!”

She heard muffled grunts and replies from upstairs. They weren’t really paying attention, and Hayley decided for once that was a good thing.

Donnie and Earl escorted Hayley toward a squad car, and she noticed a couple of neighbors peering out their windows, engrossed in all the action happening in her driveway. She thought it couldn’t get any more humiliating.

And that’s when Lex Bansfield pulled into the driveway in his jeep. He was wearing a nice blue dress shirt with a white T-shirt underneath, khaki pants, and shiny black shoes, a far cry from his usual Eddie Bauer work boots. He looked so handsome, and as he stepped out of the jeep with a shocked look on his face, Hayley noticed he was gripping a beautiful bouquet of red roses in his fist.

Hayley offered up her best smile. “Lex, would you mind if we postponed our date?”

Lex nodded, a little too stunned by the scene to reply.

“At least until I can make bail.”

And with that, Officers Donnie and Earl stuffed Hayley into the back of their police cruiser and shut the door.




Chapter 2

One Week Earlier ...

 



Hayley Powell was bored. She had been at the Island Times, one of two local newspapers in Bar Harbor, for almost four years. She loved the paycheck. Any single mother raising two kids and trying to keep a roof over their heads—even one that leaked into the dining room when it rained—would in this economy. A leaky roof on a house that still wasn’t even completely paid for. A house in desperate need of a new coat of paint, with a front porch that had recently almost collapsed under the weight of her Shih Tzu Leroy. Yes, Leroy, who was barely ten pounds.

Okay, so the house wasn’t in the best shape, but at least her car was running. A white Subaru Outback wagon with a brand-new transmission that cost her so much she now couldn’t afford to buy new windshield wipers. Maybe there was a Native American tribe nearby that would be willing to do some kind of dance to keep it from raining. You had to get creative when funds were low.

Making ends meet was becoming more and more of a challenge for Hayley, especially given her ex-husband’s spotty track record with his child support checks. Danny Powell had been her high school sweetheart. Tall and good-looking. Wildly charismatic. She couldn’t resist him. And as it turned out, not many other women could either. Tiger Woods could learn a thing or two from this guy.

After the divorce, Danny had moved to Iowa. He’d followed a girl half his age, who had dumped him within three weeks, but he’d decided to stay and make his fortune. In Iowa. Danny was never the brightest bulb in the chandelier.

Last she heard, he was a store manager at Target. With a steady job like that, you would think he could be on time with the check. But Danny was always a man of excuses, so Hayley stopped expecting him to come through on a regular basis, and tried to manage things on her own. Every cent she made went to new uniforms for Gemma’s soccer team and art supplies and computer software for Dustin’s budding career as a comic book artist.

But as the office manager at the daily paper, Hayley had the most duties to perform and made the least amount of money of anyone on staff. She spent her days putting out fires. Fielding phone calls from irate readers upset over the misspelling of their names when they appeared in the paper. Even in a blurb about their DWI charge in the Police Beat section. Really? You actually want people to know the correct spelling of your name when you’re arrested?

Then there were the reporters to deal with, who constantly argued over who got to cover what story. A high school football game was much more desirable than a city council meeting debating a new irrigation project. Who wouldn’t rather be outdoors on a crisp, cool fall day?

And the Christmas party was a huge responsibility. With a paltry budget of a hundred dollars, Hayley was in charge of planning an elaborate office celebration featuring live carolers, a Secret Santa gift exchange, and an impressive set of goodies she would spend weeks baking and frosting. It had been a welcome change from that of her predecessor at the paper, who bought a box of wine and some stale sugar cookies, then absconded with the rest of the money and bought new ski boots at L.L. Bean.

There was no shortage of appreciation for all Hayley’s hard work at the paper. She did her job with her usual trademark humor and good cheer. No complaints. Low maintenance. Her boss Sal Moretti, editor in chief, would always rub his eyes when tired and frustrated, and say, “At least Hayley is here to make sure this whole damn place doesn’t fall apart.”

Hayley repeated those words over and over in her head on the morning she marched into Sal’s office to ask for a raise. It had taken her a whole week to work up the nerve. The only time Sal’s temper flared seemed to be when someone asked him for more money.

Sal was a bit stocky, which made no sense considering that he hit the gym every morning, but he also had a sweet tooth and kept a stash of candy in his top drawer alongside a bottle of bourbon. He was also boisterous and loud, almost as loud as Hayley. Sal said it was because he was Italian. But others questioned his reasoning. Not all Italians have a wife who is partially deaf in one ear.

One night Sal and Hayley had stayed late at the office to finish putting the paper to bed to make up for a holiday, and someone called the police with a noise complaint. They said there was a party that was out of control at the Island Times. Probably fifty or sixty people. It was just Sal and Hayley and a couple of empty bottles of Blackstone Merlot.

Sal and Hayley talked in shorthand. After four years together, they had a routine and system on how to run the paper. In Hayley’s mind, she was indispensable to the Island Times. And she prayed Sal would recognize that fact.

On her way into the office that day, she stopped at the coffeehouse next door for a hazelnut latte, which she knew was Sal’s favorite. She handed it to him as she sat down in a creaky chair across from his desk.

Sal sipped his latte, his eyes closed, a smile on his face. “You’re too good to me, Hayley.”

“I know,” Hayley said, taking a deep breath, drawing up her courage. “I need to talk to you.”

Sal opened his eyes, a little wary over what might be coming. “I hate those six words. They seem so innocent at first but in the end they always manage to up the dosage of my blood pressure medication.”

Sal put his coffee cup down and folded his arms. “Shoot. What is it?”

Hayley hesitated. She knew she had every right to ask for a raise. But she also knew the paper was struggling. Their rival across town had a larger readership, mostly because it had been the paper of record for Bar Harbor since the early 1900s. Sal was the upstart. He grew up in the town and wanted something new, something fresh, something different from the staid, boring news spoon-fed to the locals. So after a stint writing for a large Boston paper, he had moved back home and started the Island Times. And now, ten years later, it was a worthy rival to the Bar Harbor Herald. But with the Internet and blogging and instant access to information, with newspapers across the country shutting down, or just going online, Sal knew he needed a new business model to keep up with the times, and to just survive.

“Hayley?” Sal leaned forward, a concerned look on his face.

Hayley was having severe second thoughts. She stood up. “Never mind. Now’s not a good time.”

She was halfway out the door when Sal said, “You can ask me anything. You know that.”

Hayley stopped. He was right. Sal was her boss, but he was also her friend. She turned back around and decided to just go for it.

And then he added, “As long as you don’t want a raise.”

Hayley’s face said it all. She just stood there frozen. Crushed.

Sal slumped down in his chair, shaking his head. “Oh, Hayley, I would love to give you anything you want, but you know I can’t. Times are tough. We’re barely above water here. Everybody deserves to be making more, but I just can’t squeeze out a spare dime right now.”

“I understand,” Hayley said as she calculated in her head just how she was going to stretch her modest income a little more when it was already stretched so far it was ready to snap.

Even though he turned her down flat, Sal was a softie. And she knew it was killing him to see the look of despair on her face.

She tried to remain upbeat. “Not a problem.”

Hayley spun around again and headed for the door.

“Wait,” Sal said. “I may have an idea. Nothing big. Just a few extra dollars a week.”

Hayley nodded, her excitement building.

“I’m sure you heard about Hattie Jenkins,” Sal said, a solemn look on his face.

Hayley gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. “Oh, no. She died?”

Sal laughed. “Hell, no. She’s already ninety-six. That old bag’s going to outlive us all. She’s retiring. Finally.”

Hattie Jenkins had been a home and garden columnist for the Bar Harbor Herald since the 1940s, doling out helpful hints to housewives every week. She was an institution. So when the Herald fired her nine years ago for being old and outdated, there was a public outcry and Sal seized the opportunity and immediately put her on staff writing recipes.

“I can’t believe Hattie is finally going to retire,” Hayley said.

“Yeah, good news for everyone who likes their recipes without Spam as a main ingredient,” Sal said. “I want you to take over the food and wine column.”

“Me?” Hayley was floored. “I’m not a writer.”

“Neither was Hattie,” Sal said. “She could barely form a sentence. And that was before the short-term memory loss.”

Hayley’s mind raced. She was a whiz in the kitchen. All her friends told her so. They often said she would even make Martha Stewart proud. In fact, Hayley’s house was usually saved for last during the monthly traveling potluck dinners because she could always be counted on to come up with the night’s most mouthwatering favorite.

“This is nothing big,” Sal said. “But it might help you out.”

Hayley didn’t have to think about it. She jumped at the offer. “I’ll take it.”

“Good,” Sal said. “Now get out of my office.”

Hayley was elated. She knew Hattie didn’t make more than twenty-five bucks for each column. But maybe Sal would let her write two or three columns per week. She could sure use the extra cash.

As Hayley returned to her desk and sat down at her computer, she started to get nervous. People she knew were going to actually be reading what she wrote. What would she write about? What if she was a big flop? What if she was ridiculed and scorned as the worst writer in the history of journalism? Hattie may not have been Joyce Carol Oates, but she certainly had been a beloved figure in Bar Harbor for decades. And nobody likes a cheap imitation. Was a little extra spending money really worth risking her reputation in town?




Chapter 3

Hayley’s mind raced as she made a quick stop at the Shop ’n Save on her way home from work to load up a cartful of ingredients. She had a lot of research to do. She wanted to get started right away by trying out a few recipes. She knew since this was a Maine newspaper her first column should probably have something to do with seafood. Maybe mussels. Or some kind of shrimp dip. Some interesting, fun, easy-to-make appetizer.

Still, it was one thing cooking for friends. But the whole town? What if people tried her recipes and then wrote letters of complaint? Maybe taking over for Hattie was a huge mistake. She needed some advice. So after paying for her groceries, she headed over to Drinks Like A Fish, a happy hour hot spot on Cottage Street, one of the three main streets in town. The bar also happened to be owned by her brother, Randy, who always had opinions about everything, and would make the ideal sounding board for this new development at the paper.

Hayley had already called her two best friends to join her for an after-work cocktail, so she was anxious to hear their take as well. She knew she had some time to hang out with her friends. Gemma was at an away game in Bucksport and Dustin was staying over at his friend Lenny’s house to play video games.

Hayley parked the car in the Rite Aid parking lot three blocks from the bar (there was a spot in front but Hayley had never learned how to properly parallel park). She scurried past the last few remaining tourists of the season strolling the streets now that Labor Day had come and gone. Now the shops had only the occasional cruise ship that would arrive in the harbor throughout the fall and spill passengers out for an hour or two at a time.

Hayley blew into Drinks Like A Fish to find Randy behind the bar, wiping it down with a wet rag. There were a couple of college kids at the other end playing darts, and sitting atop two stools near the front were Liddy Crawford and Mona Barnes, her BFFs since kindergarten.

On the surface, the bar looked upscale with finished wood and leather bar stools and booths, soft lighting, and an overall tasteful décor. But nobody was ever fooled about this place for long. The clientele made the place what it really was, and many drunken fishermen smelling of trout and cigars were dragged out by the cops for disorderly conduct on pretty much every night of the week.

Hayley squeezed in between Liddy and Mona, and waved at Randy. “I need a Cosmo, pronto.”

“Cosmo, Hayley? Really?” Liddy stared at Hayley incredulously. “Sex and the City was canceled years ago. Try a Lemon Drop Martini. Same as me.”

Hayley opened her mouth to protest but knew it wouldn’t do any good. Liddy had been bossy ever since she learned to talk. And she always managed to get her own way. It was no surprise she wound up a glamour puss real estate agent with a bunch of million dollar oceanfront listings. Some people were put off by her sometimes stinging directness and loud opinions, but they were mostly men who were threatened by her incredible financial success.

“Make that two, Randy,” Liddy said, as she pulled out a hand mirror and checked her makeup. She always looked impeccable. Her twice a year New York shopping trips kept her in the latest fashions. Dr. Feingold, whose office was an hour away in Bangor, kept those wrinkles forming under her eyes at bay. And she had a standing Friday morning appointment with Carole, a local girl who managed to make the final cut as a contestant on Bravo’s hair design reality show Shear Genius. She didn’t win, but the notoriety made her somewhat of a local celebrity, so Liddy wouldn’t have anyone else touch her lush auburn curls.

“Randy, I’ll have some water. No fancy bottled crap. Tap is fine,” Mona said.

“Mona, I’m stunned. What happened to Bud in a can?” Liddy said, one eyebrow raised.

“Can’t,” Mona said with a shrug.

They all knew what this meant.

“Oh, no,” Liddy wailed. “Not again.”

“Couldn’t be helped,” Mona said, rubbing her eyes with her fists. “I swore I was done but you know how Dennis is. We could be in the middle of a nor’easter and he’d still be in heat.”

“You already have five rug rats!” Liddy said.

“That’s right. What’s one more? Congratulations, Mona,” Hayley said, giving her a warm, tight hug.

“Thanks,” Mona said. “I’m gonna kill Dennis.”

“At least it’ll stop you from getting pregnant again,” Randy said, smiling as he delivered the drinks to the three women.

“Pretty soon you’re going to be like that awful lady on TV with the eight kids and that hideous outdated haircut,” Liddy said, taking a long, satisfying sip of her martini.

“I’ll never be like her because I don’t give a crap what my hair looks like,” Mona said.

“We know, honey,” Liddy said. “It’s painfully obvious.”

Liddy and Mona sometimes pretended not to like each other. But they had been friends for so long, their sparring was like a warm blanket. Comforting and familiar. And everyone knew if one was in trouble, the other would be the first on the scene.

Liddy was a success, but Mona was, too, in her own right. She was the owner of a lobstering business that had been passed down for generations in her family. Mona worked her butt off four months out of the year during the tourist season selling lobsters to restaurants and the private estates on the island, and then she would kick back and enjoy the fruits of her labor during the winter months. She tried going to Florida, but missed her hometown too much, even during the freezing cold blizzards that were commonplace in the early part of the year.

Despite her thriving business, Mona lacked even an ounce of pretension. She was always in a sweatshirt (usually with some dirty joke on the front) and faded jeans and work boots. She wasn’t lying about her hair. She did it herself, cutting it into almost a pageboy look. And her fresh-scrubbed face was free of any makeup. She just didn’t want to be bothered. And she refused to trade in her beat-up Dodge pickup for anything newer. Why would she? The truck got her where she needed to go.

She met her husband, Dennis, when he blew into town on his motorcycle after a stint in Iraq and got a job working on her father’s lobster boat. But an accident involving his leg getting caught in a trap left him on permanent disability, so now Mona was the sole breadwinner for her family.

“Isn’t anyone besides me curious to know why Hayley called this meeting of the minds?” Randy said as he poured himself a shot of tequila.

“Right. Enough about me,” Mona said. “I hate talking about me.”

“I’ve never understood that,” Liddy said, without a trace of irony.

There was an uncomfortable silence. Finally, Hayley cleared her throat. “Okay, I went in to Sal today and asked for a raise.”

“That’s right,” Randy said. “You told me you were getting up the nerve. So what happened?”

“He said no.”

“You run that place,” Liddy said. “He just doesn’t appreciate you the way he should. Let me talk to him. Do you know how much I pay in advertising? I should be a shareholder! He’ll listen to me.”

“Thanks, Liddy, but no, there just isn’t any money in the budget,” Hayley said. “He did say, however, I could take over Hattie’s food and wine column.”

Another uncomfortable silence.

“She’s retiring. I know. Bad idea. I mean, where do I get off thinking I can be a writer?”

“No,” Randy protested. “I was just thinking how great it will be to finally have a column in the paper I actually look forward to reading.”

God love Randy. He was Hayley’s number one fan. The two of them had fought like cats and dogs when they were kids. Over everything. Then, during their teen years they simply ignored each other. Hayley partied with her friends. And Randy just wanted to stay home to watch his idol Tori Spelling on Beverly Hills, 90210.

Needless to say, after high school, Randy moved to New York to become an actor. He attended the prestigious Academy of Dramatic Arts, did a few Off-Off-Off-Broadway plays, and scored one United Airlines commercial playing a smiling, helpful flight attendant. Then he came out of the closet. Hayley was incredibly supportive except for the fact that Randy told their mother before he told her, which she took personally. Who tells his uptight mother before his cool worldly sister? But she forgave him.

Randy always expected to live in a big city where he would be free and accepted, but he desperately missed the small-town life, and it was Hayley who convinced him he could live openly in Bar Harbor. Besides, the town had just passed a gay rights ordinance to draw more tourists with diverse lifestyles. Randy worked as a stock boy at the Shop ’n Save for a while, saved his money, applied for a business loan from the Bar Harbor Bank and Trust because he gave the loan officer her first kiss back in seventh grade (it must have been good because the loan was approved), and opened his bar. Ten years later, Drinks Like A Fish was a local staple and very profitable for Randy and his boyfriend of ten years, Sergio.

So Hayley was with the three most important people in her life—besides her two kids—and was waiting to hear what they had to say about this new, exciting but scary opportunity.

“So, Liddy, say something,” Hayley said anxiously.

“There really isn’t anything to say,” Liddy said.

“Then you think I shouldn’t do it?” Hayley said.

“Of course you should,” Randy shouted from the other end of the bar where he was serving the college kids another round of beer on tap.

“I’m just surprised they didn’t ask me,” Liddy said, shifting in her seat, clearly perturbed she was overlooked for the job.

“You don’t cook,” Hayley said.

“I know. But I have impeccable taste. Who wouldn’t want to read what I have to say about entertaining?”

Mona raised her hand and Liddy quickly slapped it down.

“I think you should go for it, Hayley,” Mona said. “And who knows? Maybe somebody besides me and your brother might actually read it.”

High praise indeed.




Chapter 4

Hayley stared at the blank computer screen. She had been sitting there for well over an hour, her paper cup of coffee long since swallowed, tiny beads of sweat forming on her brow. She chalked it up to Bar Harbor experiencing one of the hottest fall seasons on record. Temperatures in the low nineties with stifling humidity.

But no, it wasn’t the weather. It was nerves. She had no idea what to write about. After testing some appetizers at home, she knew which one she wanted to use to kick off the column. Maybe build up to a main course dish and then finish off with a cool refreshing dessert. Do seven courses over the next couple of weeks. Made sense. Readers would have a full-course meal to try out at their next dinner party. She was beginning to doubt she’d even get to the salad course before Sal fired her and replaced her with someone who knew what she was doing.

Hayley couldn’t just jot down the recipe and be done with it. She had to talk about something first. Introduce herself. A lot of the locals already knew her, but there were visitors to the island who had no idea what her qualifications to write this column were.

Probably because she had none.

Hayley needed more coffee. And her break was coming up, so she knew she could kill some more time by running a few errands, like buying stamps at the post office and running home to let the dog out so he could do his business. Wait. She was just delaying the inevitable. No. She was going to sit here and not get up until she had at least written the opening sentence.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

The phone rang and she lunged for it.

“Island Times,” Hayley chirped, grateful for the distraction.

It was Liddy, placing an ad for her latest listing. But really she was just calling to gossip about the dirt she picked up while getting a facial at the local beauty shop.

“Guess whose husband came home from a trip out of town early to find his wife in bed with a local contractor who was putting a new roof on their house?”

Hayley feigned interest, but her mind was elsewhere. This was torture. She should just march into Sal’s office and remove herself immediately from this potentially humiliating situation.

Liddy would’ve prattled on for at least an hour if Hayley didn’t stop her. “Liddy, I really need to hang up. Sal wants this column by three. We’re going to press.”

“Our little Hayley has her first deadline. That’s so adorable,” Liddy cooed.

“I need it by noon!” Sal bellowed from the back office, clearly eavesdropping on her conversation.

Hayley dropped the phone and could faintly hear Liddy still chattering away. “Noon? You said three.”

“I’m going fishing with Bruce on Long Pond and want to leave early today, so you better come up with something. And fast,” Sal yelled.

Hayley pictured him in the other room, smiling, enjoying the fact that he was adding pressure to her already frayed nerves. She knew exactly what he was doing. Sal was old school. Pounding out a story in two minutes and racing it over to the printing press. He always did his best work while under the gun. Deadline looming. He loved the chaos of big-city newspaper reporting. Unfortunately, he didn’t realize when he moved back to Bar Harbor to start his own paper that things never moved quite so quickly on the quiet coast of Maine. And this kind of tactic was not going to work on Hayley. Or was it?

Suddenly, after what seemed like an eternity, Hayley just started typing. She had to write something. And whatever came to mind was certainly better than a blank page. So she wrote. And kept writing. And before she knew it, she was writing the recipe. And then she was done.

Hayley read it over for typos and then e-mailed it to Sal. She could have made a big production of printing it out and delivering it in person, but she was too scared about his reaction. What if he hated it? She would just have to stand there as he read it, and then get screamed at for doing such a lousy job. But what if he actually liked it? What if her fears were dead wrong? She thought the column was kind of cute. Maybe he would find it charming. As it turned out, her first instinct was right.

“What the hell is this?” Sal hollered as he came bounding out of his office. Sal was a big guy, so the fact that he actually stood up from his desk and walked all the way out to the front office to yell at her meant he really, really hated it.

“I can’t print this!”

“Why not?”

“It’s all about your personal life. Where the hell are the recipes?”

“I include them at the end.”

“This isn’t supposed to be about you. Or your dog. You spend half the column talking about your dog, Leroy! This is a cooking column. For people who want to cook. Not read some precious diary entry.”

That’s when Sal’s fishing date, Bruce Linney, blew through the door.

Oh, great. Bruce. Just what Hayley needed.

Bruce was the crime reporter for the paper. Which meant he was only a part-time employee, because there wasn’t that much crime in Bar Harbor to cover. A lot of women in town found Bruce to be a stud. Especially when he would put on a Speedo to go biking around Eagle Lake shirtless. Women, including Liddy, would actually hike the six miles around the lake just to catch a glimpse of him zooming by on his mountain bike. He was muscular, with close-cropped brown hair, always with some stubble on his face, and a pair of puppy dog brown eyes that made a girl’s heart melt.

Hayley didn’t get the appeal. I mean, sure he was good-looking, she thought, but then he would open his mouth. It was like getting hit in the face with a bucket of cold water. And he loved the sound of his own voice.

Bruce believed he had the most important job at the paper, which Hayley found annoying. But mostly, she couldn’t stand the fact that the two of them had dated briefly in high school when he and Hayley had been paired as lab partners in biology. Hayley was terrible in science and when the class was surprised with a pop quiz, she didn’t know one answer, so she winged it and wrote down whatever came to mind. The teacher told them to exchange papers with their partners so they could each grade the other’s paper. When she got hers back, she had an A. Bruce had changed all her answers to the right ones so she wouldn’t fail.

Okay, not the most noble reason to fall in love, but fall she did. Hard. For about a week. Until she discovered he was dating three other girls, one in algebra, one in typing, one in drivers’ ed. And all of them scoring A’s on their pop quizzes.

Despite the death of their torrid affair (Hayley at least let him get to second base), there had been some lingering sexual tension between them ever since. Hayley insisted it was just indigestion. There was no way she could ever have feelings for Bruce Linney. Ever.

“Ready to go, Sal?” Bruce said, eyeing Hayley with a smile. “Looking good, babe.”

Hayley was too busy trying not to burst into tears over Sal’s horrible reaction to her column to acknowledge the compliment.

“I can’t go,” Sal said, sighing. “Hayley royally screwed up her first column and now I have to walk her through the basics of journalism.”

Bruce shook his head. “Why do you need a cooking column anyway? It just takes up space. You should’ve canceled it the second old lady what’s-her-name announced her retirement.”

“People like Hattie’s column, Bruce,” Hayley said, her cheeks burning with anger. “I get calls all the time from her fans.”

“Blue-haired ladies with nothing better to do,” Bruce sneered. “Has nothing to do with what’s really going on in the world.”

“Maybe people want to be entertained sometimes instead of getting hammered constantly by bad news,” Hayley said.

Bruce ignored her. “You should be focused more on hard news, Sal. Forget the fluff.”

“Hard news?” Hayley laughed. “Your last two hard news scoops were a stolen moped and a sting to arrest Mrs. Sheldon on Hancock Street for refusing to curb her Labradoodle.”

“A two hundred dollar fine is nothing to sneeze at, Hayley,” Bruce said proudly. “She won’t be messing up my lawn again.”

“You know the only reason Bruce is pushing for more crime reporting is so you’ll make him a full-time employee and he can finally get health benefits,” Hayley said.

“Don’t listen to her, Sal,” Bruce said. “One of these days something big is going to happen in this town, and you won’t have me around to cover it. Now, are we going fishing or what?”

Sal furrowed his brow, debating with himself.

“Come on,” Bruce said. “Just print what she wrote. It’s one column. If you get a complaint, then it will be cause to celebrate. That means one person read it.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Sal said. “It’s not like one bad column will stink up the whole paper.”

“In case you two have forgotten,” Hayley said, glaring at the two of them, “I’m sitting right here.”

“Okay, Hayley, you win,” Sal said, putting on his Red Sox baseball cap and grabbing a fishing pole from the hall closet. “We’ll run it as written, but I want it buried in the back of the issue. And from now on you write recipes. And only recipes. Plain and simple. Got that?”

“Yes, fine,” Hayley said, feeling like a complete and utter failure.

Despite her fantasies of becoming the Maureen Dowd of Down East Maine, it was becoming painfully clear that Hayley’s career as a newspaper columnist was going to be astonishingly short-lived.

Island Food & Spirits

by Hayley Powell

 


 


 



First of all, for those of you who haven’t heard the news yet, I would like to announce that our own Food & Wine columnist, Ms. Hattie Jenkins, is retiring after many wonderful years of writing mouthwatering recipes for all us lucky island residents. Good luck, Hattie! It will be truly hard following in your footsteps, but I will try my best!

So last night after I got home from work, I was in my kitchen trying to unwind, which I’d like to add here is not always the case when my Shih Tzu Leroy is barking at every passing dog out the open window and I’m yelling at him, “This is why you don’t have any friends!” I honestly think I’ve seen some of the dog owners roll their eyes as they walk past our house.

Anyway, now I’ve got to come up with another idea for dinner. And it’s not easy when you have kids with completely different tastes in food—one won’t eat anything but pasta and the other has a more sophisticated palate. And she’s the one who will be coming home within the hour from soccer practice demanding a time check on when her dinner will be ready because she is absolutely starving! It’s a lot of pressure for one single working mother to take.

So to relax and regroup, I made myself a great Lemon Drop Martini, which I tried for the first time with my friends the other day after work at the Drinks Like A Fish bar right here in town, and let me tell you, I ran right out and bought a martini shaker and glasses because this is my new favorite beverage. I’ll share the recipe with you later on.

Anyway, as I was still trying to come up with a dinner idea for my two hungry teens and enjoying my second martini (and let me say once again these are really wonderful drinks!), I happened to hear on my police scanner that four visitors from “out of state” were in distress and very sick at the Jordan Pond House, our lovely tea and popover restaurant in the heart of Acadia National Park. They had made their way there after coming out of the woods where they had been picking and eating wild mushrooms. Who on earth from “away” would actually come here and try to eat wild mushrooms unless they knew something about them?

I must admit I should have felt sorry for them, but it gave me a good chuckle for the night as I sipped on my Lemon Drop. Oh, and in case you were wondering, all of them survived, but won’t be straying too far from their RV toilet anytime soon.

It struck me that for my first recipe this week, I have a great crab stuffed mushroom appetizer recipe to share with you! The perfect starter for any New England dinner party. And many thanks to the four people from away for helping me come up with this idea for my first recipe column! So enjoy your Lemon Drop Martini with this tasty appetizer. And remember, don’t go looking for your mushrooms out in the woods. It’s easier and safer to just pick some up at our local supermarket.

Lemon Drop Martini

Three parts vodka to one part simple syrup (equal amounts of sugar and water dissolved together by simmering briefly) and one part lemon juice; fresh is best but not necessary. Simmer lemon rind in with the simple syrup, or use ginger or whatever to add flavor. So if you use 1 cup of vodka, you would add [image: e9780758277664_img_8531.gif] cup of lemon juice and [image: e9780758277664_img_8531.gif] cup simple syrup (I always go a bit lighter on the simple syrup because I like a tart flavor).


Maine Crab Stuffed Mushrooms


8 Tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter 
1 small onion, minced 
1 clove garlic, minced 
2 pounds large mushrooms, stems removed and chopped (buy them from your local store) 
¼ cup dry sherry 
½ stack Ritz crackers, crushed 
1 Tablespoon minced parsley 
½ pound fresh Maine crabmeat 
Freshly ground pepper and salt to taste 
Freshly grated Parmesan cheese 
Heat oven to 350.

Melt the butter in a large skillet over medium heat. Add the onion, garlic, and chopped mushroom stems. Sauté until the onions are transparent. Add the sherry and cook for 2 minutes more. Remove from the heat and add the cracker crumbs and parsley. Fold in the crabmeat. Add salt and pepper to taste. Mound the crabmeat mixture onto each mushroom cap and top with a bit of Parmesan cheese. Bake until the cheese turns golden and the mushrooms are cooked through, about 15 minutes. Serve warm.









End of sample
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