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A SHOCKING DISCOVERY

I stepped down the stairs and pushed on the door. Why did this feel familiar? I put my shoulder to the wood, pressed as hard as I could, and managed to gain a few inches more, but not enough for easy access. Could I squeeze through the narrow opening? I pushed my arm and shoulder through first, forced my knee in, then my hips. My head was last, and there was a panicky moment when I thought I might get stuck there permanently, with my body half in the cabin and my head wedged between the frame and the door.

Once inside, I groped along the wall for a light switch but found none. After the brilliant sunshine of the deck above, it took more than a moment before my eyes became accustomed to the dim light in the small, fusty cabin. But once they had, I was not happy with what I saw. The long, dark shape I’d made out peering through the cabin portholes from above was now discernible. A man was lying diagonally across the berth that filled the triangular space of the small cabin. His head was thrown back, and his mouth gaped open; a trickle of blood had dribbled from the corner of his mouth down his cheek and pooled in the creases of his neck. He was dead.
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To all the honest and hardworking men and women of Maine who bring in the lobsters, with admiration and fondness.




 Prologue

I think it was the smell that woke me.

I’ve lived near the ocean my entire life, not counting the time I moved to Indiana for a semester to teach at Schoolman College, nor the time I lived in New York City as a part-time professor at Manhattan University. Even then, I’d come home to Cabot Cove on the weekends. And I don’t mind the smell of fish. If you live in a coastal village in Maine, you get used to it. When Ethan Cragg and I used to go fishing, his boat was pretty aromatic, especially when he was cleaning our catch at the end of the day. So I know the smell of a working boat, and a lobster boat definitely falls into that category.

But this was different.

I cracked my eyes open. The sun was beating down on my head. I love the mornings when its rays slant through my east-facing windows. I like to pause, turn my back to the panes, close my eyes, and luxuriate in the sun’s warm embrace, just for a moment, before the day’s work pulls me away. Had I left the shades open last night? I didn’t remember.

I’d been dreaming about a lobster boat on the water. I shut my eyes again and tried to recapture the vision. It had to do with the upcoming lobster festival.  And Spencer Durkee was there. He’s something of a town eccentric, when he isn’t cuddling up to a bottle down at the beach. A lobsterman for sixty-five of his more than eighty years, he regales youngsters and oldsters alike with his colorful accounts of rumrunners during Prohibition. I suspect he’s spinning tales he’s heard but never really experienced. All the same, everyone loves to hear him tell the stories. Yes, Spencer was in my dream. What was he doing there? We were on a boat, weren’t we? I struggled to remember, but the details were fading away, the sun bleaching them out of my consciousness. Even so, I could still hear the quiet lapping of the sea on the hull, and feel the gentle rocking when the boat bobbed in the water.

What a vivid dream, I thought.

Sometime during the night I must have kicked off my covers. A breeze was fluttering fabric against my legs. I felt it move across my body. I tried to turn over to escape the blinding light, but my bed was all lumpy and hard.

This isn’t my bed!

The shock of recognition made me bolt up quickly. I cringed at the pain and reached out to steady myself, my hand pressing against a hard surface. My heart was sounding a tattoo in my chest. I tried, but couldn’t take a deep breath, settling instead for shallow panting. Dizzy. Why was I so dizzy? And where was I?

I held perfectly still and squinted against the brilliant light. Gradually, my surroundings came into focus. Outside. I was outside; that’s why the sun was so intense. I shaded my eyes with a trembling hand and looked down. I was sitting on a pile of rope. My lumpy bed, I thought, grasping a coil of the line and  holding on as if it would keep me from tumbling overboard.

Overboard! You’re on a boat, a lobster boat.

Across the beam of the boat, a white buoy painted in stripes of yellow and purple—Spencer Durkee’s colors—leaned against the corner where the rail meets the washboard, a ledge that runs along the back of the boat. Two wire-and-wood lobster traps sat nearby, empty except for the three bricks in the bottom that kept them from floating along the ocean floor when the current was strong. Above me dangled the pulley of the hydraulic pot hauler, a winch used to pull lobster traps up to the surface. It was attached to the purple roof of the wheelhouse, a Spencer Durkee trademark. “Never have no trouble pickin’ out my boat in the float.”

I’m on Spencer’s boat, the Done For. How did I get here?

My head ached, and I squeezed my eyes closed against the throbbing. Maintaining a hold on the rope with my right hand, I gingerly probed the left side of my head, discovering a good-sized egg that was tender to the touch. I opened my eyes again and looked up. Had I hit my head against the pulley?

You’d better find out what’s going on, Jessica, I told myself. It doesn’t matter if you’re in pain. Something is terribly wrong. Get moving.

Every muscle in my body complained as I tried to pull myself up to a standing position. I rolled over onto my knees, but was unable to balance on the uneven surface of the rope. I crawled off the coils to the smoother planks of the platform, and slipped off my shoes. They were not appropriate for standing on a  deck. And a dress. I’d never have worn a dress if I’d known I would be on a boat. Slowly I raised myself till I was standing, legs apart, knees flexed, and bent forward, the only way I could maintain my equilibrium. I took a few breaths and straightened up. Carefully I moved to the middle of the deck, sliding in my stocking feet. I untied the sleeves of a cotton sweater that was looped around my shoulders—how did it get so dirty? I pulled it over my head and pushed my arms through. I wasn’t cold. But the sun was high and would burn my skin to a crisp, if it hadn’t already.

Now upright, I gazed around. Like all lobster boats, Spencer’s sat low in the water, the rail not much more than knee height. Heavy seas would slap easily over the transom and the sides. Fortunately it was relatively calm, with a breeze raising only a slight chop, the small waves and delicate whitecaps extending as far as I could see. Alone. No land in sight, not even the slim dark blue silhouette on the horizon that indicated a terrestrial body. No. Only a straight line of water stretching away to where it met the sky. I staggered to the rail and looked toward the bow of the boat. The seascape was the same. Water. No land. But a bank of dark clouds was heading my way.

Well, Jessica. You’ve been in fixes before. What do we do now?

My mind raced. I’d never piloted a boat of any size other than a rowboat. Could I serve as master of this vessel? Could I find my way home? That was assuming, of course, that I could get the boat started. Had we run out of gas? The events leading up to my presence on the boat were lost in the fog of memory. I’d heard a bump on the head could cause amnesia. Was  I one of its victims? I knew who I was. But I had no recollection of how I’d gotten here.

I swallowed convulsively and realized my throat was parched. What I’d give for a glass of water. How ironic,  I thought. The lines from The Rime of the Ancient Mariner by Samuel Taylor Coleridge sprang immediately to mind. How many times had I taught that poem?

Water, water, everywhere,  
And all the boards did shrink;  
Water, water, everywhere,  
Nor any drop to drink.



I took a deep breath and straightened my shoulders. The first thing to do was to look around and see what was available. Lobster boats had radios, didn’t they? That would be a place to start.

Having a purpose gave me some energy. Perhaps there was some water on board. Maybe even something to eat. I sighed. Well, the day wasn’t lost altogether. Spencer practically lived on his boat. There must be some supplies or emergency gear, like a flare. And if I could figure out how to operate the radio, help might be just a call away. The first thing to do is to get out of the sun, I told myself. Then everything will fall into place.

A lobster boat has a wheelhouse, a standing shelter from which the vessel is piloted. The Done For’s shelter had a roof and one long side for protection from the elements. An old-fashioned ring life preserver hung from a hook next to a small red fire extinguisher. In the corner, Spencer’s yellow rubber overalls and  slicker had been hung on a peg, the bulky gear stretched and stiff, looking as if they could stand by themselves.

The opposite wall was shorter, the open area behind it accommodating the pot hauler. Sliding my feet along the deck, I sought refuge in the wheelhouse and examined the equipment fastened to the bulkhead. Spencer’s boat lacked the advanced technology most lobstermen rely on these days.

“I lived my whole life lobsterin’,” he once told me. “What do I need with radar or a chart plotter? Those dubs can’t find their way out of the bay, with the pier on their left and the rocks on their right, without spendin’ fifty thousand dollars on a machine to point them to where the water is.”

I pulled on the wheel; it was locked, the key to the engine missing. Of the three round gauges above it, only the compass was moving, its quivering needle pointing southeast. I tapped the gas gauge. The indicator was buried below empty, but I hoped it was only because the engine was off.

Okay, so there’s no radar or chart plotter, not even a depth finder—or Fathometer, as the lobstermen call it. But there is a radio.

It was battered and black, bolted to the top of the bulkhead, with numbered dials and two silver switches. I flipped the switches and twisted the dials, hoping for the sound of static to signify it was working. But the only noise was the squeak of the pot hauler’s pulley as it swung back and forth in time with the rocking boat. I fiddled with the radio dials for a long time, moving from what I guessed would be one channel to another, my ear against the speaker straining  to hear something. I checked the back and squinted at the bottom to see if the wires were frayed, but they were threaded through a hole in the bulkhead, out of my line of sight.

To the left of the wheel was a big wooden box probably used as a seat. I found a latch holding the top down, unlocked it, and was rewarded when it opened to reveal a jumble of fishing paraphernalia, a nail clipper, wire, a cracked coffee cup, a box of plastic sandwich bags, some of which had been used for screws, rubber washers, and other hardware. Dropping to my knees, I dug through the box, careful to set aside anything sharp, making piles of similar items on the deck, and hoping for something, anything, that would help me cope with my precarious predicament. I found a hammer, screwdriver, matches, fishing cap with a bent peak, and odd pieces, the uses for which mystified me. There was a small pad of paper, its corners all curled from the humid air, and a stub of a pencil with no eraser. In the bottom was a spool of lightweight fishing line, but no hooks. It didn’t look as if I’d be able to catch my lunch. I replaced the contents that lay scattered about me, secured the top, and sat on the box. Don’t panic now. You’re safe. You’re dry, I told myself. It’s summer. There are lots of fishermen and pleasure craft on the water. I’m bound to come across another boat if I’m not too many miles from shore, if I’m still in the Gulf of Maine, if I haven’t been caught and carried in an east-flowing current to be lost at sea.

Despite the warmth of the day, I shivered. Goodness! Where had that thought come from? Lost at sea?

I tried desperately to remember where I’d been,  what I’d done before I woke up aboard the Done For.  Was the name of the boat prophetic for me? Was I  done for? Had I interfered one too many times? Was someone I’d investigated taking revenge? Had I been involved in a case and come too close to the solution, too close for someone’s comfort? But who? And why?

My head ached, but the answers, if they were there, floated somewhere beyond my consciousness. I could almost grasp them. But they slipped away, leaving me frustrated and tired.

I leaned back against the bulkhead and closed my eyes. It would be so easy to sleep, so easy to fade into blankness and escape the frightening reality of my situation. My eyes popped open.

“That is not an option, Jessica,” I said out loud, my voice hoarse to my ears. My lips were dry and chapped.

I pushed out of my seat. There was a bit more of this boat to explore, but first I had to ensure my safety. I removed my stockings. Bare feet would hold better on the slippery deck. I tucked up the skirt of my dress into my belt so it wouldn’t trip me, opened the box again, and picked out the fishing cap. It was dirty but it would shield my face from the glare of the sun. Bending over and holding on to the rail, I inched my way to the back of the boat. On the top of the washboard was a series of strips spaced eight inches apart.

I could hear Spencer’s voice in my head. “Gotta have somethin’ to keep the pots from sliding all over the washboard. Makes a nice seat, too, if you don’t mind the ridges.”

I knelt on the hot deck, pushed the lobster traps  aside, and peered beneath the shelf, reaching a hand under to feel for what I couldn’t see. I pulled out a red metal can shaped like a muffin with a spout on top. I shook it and heard some fluid slap against the side. I unscrewed the spout and inhaled the distinct odor of gasoline. But there wasn’t a bait barrel or a bin to hold lobsters, nothing to catch water if I was aboard long enough for it to rain. I stood and took some ungainly steps back toward the wheelhouse. I don’t have my sea legs yet, I thought, lurching a bit,  but I don’t have time to wait for them to develop.

At the short wall of the wheelhouse, I gripped a metal upright, took a deep breath, raised one knee, and placed a foot on the railing. I needed to see what was forward of the wheelhouse. The boat had a trunk cabin, a small space for storage below, the top of which jutted out on the foredeck. Through the windshield I could see there was a hatch on the roof, but the only way to reach it was to climb on the railing and make my way along the narrow ledge to the bow. One false step and I could end up in the water. If that happened, I wasn’t sure I could clamber back into the boat without assistance.

Praying not to trip, and holding my breath, I climbed up onto the ledge, clinging to the edge of the purple roof and the radio antenna as I sidestepped my way toward the forward deck. My weight caused the boat to dip, and my feet skidded on the narrow decking, one slipping down toward the sea. For a second I thought my worst fears were about to come true and I would topple off the side. I dug my fingernails into the roof molding and hung on; my toes reached for the deck and curled around the raised rail. I let out a  big breath and rested my head on my arms till my heartbeat slowed and I could move again.

Where the shelter ended, the cabin roof, a low platform, rose from the deck, and I gratefully climbed on top and sat with my back against the wheelhouse windshield, bracing my feet on the hatch. Whew! My sweater clung to my dress, damp from perspiration and sea spray. I’d lost Spencer’s hat when I’d stumbled, but I felt the thrill of a dangerous feat successfully achieved. I forced away the thought of the return trip and drew a deep breath, smiling as I let it out. Ahead of me the water was flat, the earlier chop smoothed out. A light breeze ruffled my hair. A flock of seabirds—gannets, maybe?—flew just above the surface of the ocean, dropping down to dip their beaks into the water. It was beautiful and peaceful.

My tranquil feeling was short-lived, however. I needed to get into the cabin. Perhaps I could find something to help me understand how I got here. At worst, it might contain provisions. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if there was a bottle of water? Reluctantly, I crawled forward and knelt over the hatch, hooking my fingers over the edge and pulling up as hard as I could. It wouldn’t budge. My luck that it opens only from the inside. I tried again, but was no closer to lifting the lid of the hatch. There must be a door I’ve overlooked.  Vaguely, I remembered seeing a door. I thought I’d given the wheelhouse a thorough inspection, but I could have missed something. I leaned over the side of the cabin roof and noticed two oval portholes. They didn’t open but allowed light into the tiny cabin. Stretching out on the cabin roof, I slid my body slightly over the edge and, shading my eyes, tried to  peer into the cabin through the scratched glass of the porthole. I could barely make out what was inside. Something long and dark—perhaps a berth—but the details were lost in glass that had been etched by years of salt water and scrubbing. Both portholes on the port side and the pair on the starboard side were equally impenetrable, and the only option left was to hunt for the access.

Having conquered the narrow rail once allowed me to negotiate it easily on the return trip. This time I was prepared for the dip when my weight tilted the vessel as I retraced my steps, edging along the railing toward the rear of the boat. But the joy of success was no less sweet when I jumped down to the aft deck from the railing.

I examined the bulkhead minutely, using all my strength to push the heavy wooden box out of the way to see what was behind it. Nothing. But I had missed the low door that squatted in back of Spencer’s overalls and slicker. The rubber apparel had flared out, concealing the line of the closed door and the recessed steps that gave access to the cabin below. I wrapped my arms around Spencer’s foul-weather gear, lifted it off its peg, and laid it on the deck out of the way. I went back to the door, leaned over, and pressed on the panel. It swung inward a few inches, but something kept it from opening completely.

I stepped down the stairs and pushed on the door. Why did this feel familiar? I put my shoulder to the wood, pressed as hard as I could, and managed to gain a few inches more, but not enough for easy access. Could I squeeze through the narrow opening? I pushed my arm and shoulder through first, forced my  knee in, then my hips. My head was last, and there was a panicky moment when I thought I might get stuck there permanently, with my body half in the cabin and my head wedged between the frame and the door.

Once inside, I groped along the wall for a light switch but found none. After the brilliant sunshine of the deck above, it took more than a moment before my eyes became accustomed to the dim light in the small, fusty cabin. But once they had, I was not happy with what I saw. The long, dark shape I’d made out peering through the cabin portholes from above was now discernible. A man was lying diagonally across the berth that filled the triangular space of the small cabin. His head was thrown back, and his mouth gaped open; a trickle of blood had dribbled from the corner of his mouth down his cheek and pooled in the creases of his neck. He was dead.




 Chapter One

Two Weeks Earlier

You’d never know that Mara’s had a beautiful view. The windows that overlooked the waterfront from the luncheonette’s favorable location on the docks in Cabot Cove were spattered with rain, the mist off the bay obscuring even the tall masts that tilted back and forth on the choppy surface of the harbor.

Gwen Anissina, body bent forward, arms folded on the table just behind her empty coffee cup, dropped her head and wailed. “Please, somebody, tell me it’s not going to rain the Saturday after next.”

Barnaby Longshoot swiveled toward Gwen from his seat at the counter. “Don’t know why not. Been rainin’ every weekend since Memorial Day. Wettest summah I ever see.”

“Shut up, Barnaby. Gwen’s miserable enough as it is. More coffee, hon?” Mara filled Gwen’s cup from one of the two pots she was holding and leaned over to check the milk level in the stainless-steel pitcher on the table. “I gave you decaf this time. It’s your third cup.”

Mara turned to me. “What about you, Jessica? Like a refill?”

“Not for me, thanks, Mara,” I said, passing my hand  over the top of my cup. “I’ve had my quota for the day.”

Mara moved on to the next booth, where Mayor Jim Shevlin and two colleagues were huddled over a map of the town, trying to figure out how to accommodate all the tourists if the upcoming lobster festival were rained out.

Cabot Cove had its share of tourists every summer, but the town’s attractions were typical of Maine—quaint houses, many of them Victorian, like mine, and a busy harbor with two charter-boat stations offering, depending upon the season, fishing, island exploring, whale watching, sea kayaking, and scuba diving at a sunken wreck down the coast. Visitors usually made a beeline to the docks, or to one of our seaside restaurants, driving right past the downtown. For years, the merchants had been trying to convince the town fathers that something was needed to bring out-of-towners to Main Street, but their pleas had been, if not exactly ignored, tabled. Finally, they took matters into their own hands. The chamber of commerce prevailed upon the Cabot Cove Gazette to conduct a survey, soliciting suggestions for ways to draw tourists to the village center. The newspaper promised to publish the most interesting proposals in a weekly feature on the front page.

Submissions had poured in, and the mayor, with elections not far off, succumbed to the pressure and agreed to judge the proposals with an eye toward implementing the best ideas. One wag advocated a wet-T-shirt contest, which was rejected immediately, although just the thought caused consternation among the members of  the Ladies’ Auxiliary, who had in mind something less raucous, like a crafts fair.

After sifting through a pile of letters, the mayor’s office had decided against a permanent installation, turning down proposals for an amusement park, a petting zoo, and a maritime museum, and instead settled on a temporary event, one that could start off small and grow as success allowed. The final decision, outlined in a poster exhibit in the village library, gathered a number of the suggestions into the first annual Cabot Cove lobster festival, to be held in late August so as not to compete with the long-standing lobster festival in Rockland earlier in the month.

To start, plans called for a parade through the center of town; the crowning of a Miss Cabot Cove Lobsterfest, each candidate to be sponsored by a local business; a Ladies’ Auxiliary crafts fair; an arts competition among local schoolchildren for the best expression of “What Cabot Cove Means to Me,” the entries to be displayed in shops along Main Street; and all culminating in a community lobster dinner under a tent in the village center, the success of which relied heavily on Cabot Cove’s lobstermen supplying the centerpiece of the meal.

“How many can you seat inside, Mara?” asked Roger Cherry. He was a retired accountant and former president of the chamber, who’d volunteered to help the town with the event. Mayor Shevlin was relying on him to come up with foul-weather plans.

“Fifty-four at tables and in the booths. Eight at the counter,” Mara said, filling the men’s coffee cups. “If we let the awning down, and the wind’s not too bad,  we can probably fit another fifteen outside on the dock. If the weather’s fair, I can push that up to thirty.”

“Fair weather’s no problem,” Roger said. “We just want to make sure the tourists have places to go and things to do if it rains.”

“I’ll help put out the chairs, won’t I, Mara?” Barnaby called from his stool at the end of the counter. In his thirties, Barnaby was a slow learner who’d left school early and made his living doing odd jobs for the town merchants. Mara employed him every summer to work in her restaurant.

“How many people do you figure you’ll get?” she asked.

“No way to know,” Roger replied. “We could get anywhere from a couple hundred to several thousand over the festival’s three days, but, of course, a good portion of them will be local citizens.”

“Won’t hurt to remind them of what they can find in Cabot Cove. We’re not a mall, but we’ve got a lot to offer, all the same.” The speaker was David Ranieri, who, with his brother, Jim, owned Charles Department Store, which had been a mainstay of downtown commerce for decades. It was the first place I looked for anything I needed, from sewing notions to small appliances to shoes, and, remarkably, they always seemed to have it in stock.

Gwen opened her bag and pulled out an electronic organizer. She drew a slender stylus from its side and tapped the screen. “How am I ever going to get everything done in the next fourteen days?”

“What do you have to do?” I asked.

“Well, I’ve already sent press releases to every local  paper up and down the coast, and I’ve used an online service to send notices to travel editors across the country. I sent the local PBS stations a tape of the mayor talking about the festival. I’m hoping they’ll bite for an interview. If they don’t, we can run it ourselves on public access, but it doesn’t reach as wide an audience. The radio station will do a remote broadcast from the village square during the festival, and they’re doing a promotion starting next week, giving away tickets.”

“Sounds like you’re doing very well,” I said, impressed with her industry.

Gwen nodded and again tapped the screen. “It’s a start, but I still have to do the final schedule for the Web site, and write up a story on Cabot Cove lobstermen for the Gazette. And they’re not being terribly cooperative.”

“Who’s not being cooperative?”

“The lobstermen, not the Gazette. The paper’s been wonderful. Even so, I’m swamped.” She put down the organizer and counted off on her fingers. “I have to talk to the photographer about his schedule, and the shuttle-bus company about theirs. We don’t have enough street parking, so we’re going to run a bus from the high school parking lot to downtown. The barbershop quartet wants to go on at the same time as the Dixieland band, and the leaders are not talking to each other. I also have the children’s art exhibit to coordinate. All the drawings have to be mounted on boards and distributed to the merchants to hang in their windows. And we have to pick up the evening gowns from the rental place in Bangor, make sure they fit, and have rehearsals for the beauty pageant,  not to mention that I still have to round up the final judges to choose Miss Cabot Cove Lobsterfest.” Gwen stopped counting and looked up at me. “I don’t suppose you’d agree to be a judge, would you?”

“I’m sure you can find someone infinitely more qualified for that task than I,” I said, smiling to soften the refusal. “But perhaps I can help you with the Web site or with the article for the Gazette. I’m between book projects right now, and it won’t hurt to exercise my writing muscles a bit.”

“Oh, Mrs. Fletcher, if you would take the Gazette  article off my hands, I would be eternally grateful. I’ve been chasing Linc Williams for a week, but he won’t give me the time of day. I can’t decide if it’s because I’m a woman, or because I’m from away, but he just won’t talk to me.”

Lincoln Williams was the head of the local lobstermen’s association, a man of great importance, both in his own eyes and in those of his colleagues. He traced his family ties to Cabot Cove going back close to two centuries. All the men had been fishermen, but those in the last few generations had gone out for lobster, and each had led the association, passing the presidency down from father to son as if the position were a royal throne. None of the members of his association, I knew, would consent to an interview without Linc’s say-so. And getting to Linc, as Gwen had found out, was not easily accomplished, unless you were a lobsterman. I doubted Linc would condescend to talk to me, either, but I knew another way to reach him.

“What kind of story were you looking for?”

“It’s for the festival edition of the Gazette, the one that’ll be handed out for free the first day. The new  editor, Evelyn Phillips, wants kind of a ‘day in the life of a lobsterman’ story. She’s doing her own piece on the history of Cabot Cove and has someone else doing an article on how to eat a lobster.”

“Okay.”

“Do you think you can do it?”

“I’m pretty sure I can,” I said, hoping it was true. “Mary Carver is on the Friends of the Library committee with me. Her husband, Levi, is a lobsterman. I’ll ask Mary to ask Levi to ask Linc if I can trail along for a day on one of the boats.”

Gwen’s eyes shone. “That would be perfect, Mrs. Fletcher. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. I am in your debt forever.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” I said, smiling. “Now that I’ve volunteered, I hope I don’t let you down.”

“You could never let me down. You’ve done so much already. I don’t know where I’d be without the Friends of the Library and the Ladies’ Auxiliary. That old saying, ‘If you want something done, ask a busy woman,’ is absolutely true. The Cabot Cove Lobsterfest could never come off if it weren’t for the women in this town.”

“Well, we’re all excited about this event, and hope it will give the downtown economy the boost it deserves.”

“It will, if history is any guide,” she said. “The festival over in Rockland has raised a ton of money for community programs there. I’m sure the Cabot Cove version will be just as successful. You’ll see.”

“I’m sure it will, too,” I said. “Just look who we have working for us.”

She pumped her fist into the air. “Yeah, Gwendolyn Anissina, girl genius.”

“What was that?” Barnaby called over from the counter.

We laughed.

“Well, I’d better get going,” Gwen said. “No sense in sitting and complaining; that won’t get it done. Thank you again, Mrs. Fletcher.”

“Please, it’s Jessica.”

“Okay. It’s Jessica.” She gathered her windbreaker and handbag, paid Mara at the register, and, with a “ ’Bye, all,” made her exit, holding the door open for Seth Hazlitt, who was coming in, before she went out into the rain.

“Where’s she off to in this weather?” Seth asked, sliding onto the bench Gwen had just vacated, and dragging a plastic shopping bag in with him.

“More places than I can keep track of,” I said to Cabot Cove’s favorite physician, and my oldest and dearest friend.

“Mornin’, Doc,” Mara said, clearing away Gwen’s dishes. “Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

“Ayuh. You can.”

“Anything else?”

Seth looked over to the counter, where Mara had a cake plate piled with Danish and doughnuts under a plastic cover. “Happen to have any of that peach cobbler left over from yesterday?” he asked.

“Made some fresh this morning. I’ll bring it right over.”

“Gwen was just giving us a rundown of her schedule for the next two weeks,” I said. “She’s going to need some help.”

“You volunteerin’?” Seth asked.

“As a matter of fact I did,” I said. “I’m going to write an article for her for the paper.”

“That’s nice. You let me know if you need my assistance,” he said.

“There is something you could help her out with,” I said.

“What’s that?”

“She’s looking for judges for the Miss Cabot Cove Lobsterfest Contest.”

“The beauty pageant?”

“Now, don’t dismiss it out of hand.”

“You’d make a great judge, Doc,” Mara said, as she slid a cup of coffee and a dish of warm cobbler in front of Seth.

“I’m not going to ogle a bunch of girls walking around in bathing suits. It’s undignified,” he said, taking up a heaping forkful of the sweet dessert to which Mara had added a scoop of vanilla ice cream.

“That’s only a small part of it,” I said. “There’s a talent contest and current-events questions. You’d be good at judging that. Besides, it’s all in fun, and for the benefit of Cabot Cove.”

“Mmm-hmm,” he said around the mouthful of cobbler.

“I wouldn’t mind spendin’ time lookin’ at beautiful girls,” Barnaby put in, “but no one asked me.”

“And no one will,” Mara said. “You’d vote for the first one to flirt with you.”

“I would,” Barnaby agreed.

“Don’t you have something to do in the kitchen?” Mara asked him.

“Nope. I’m on my break,” he said, quickly turning back to his coffee.

“Think about it,” I said to Seth. “Gwen’s working so hard. We should all help her out.”

“That one’s a driver, all right,” Roger said. He turned to the mayor. “Where’d you find her?”

“Put an ad for a festival coordinator in the Bangor paper.”

“Not the Gazette?” Seth asked.

“Shh.” The mayor looked around to see who was nearby. “Don’t tell Matilda Watson, please; she’ll skin me alive. But I wanted someone with event-planning experience, and we don’t have anyone in town who fits that description.”

Matilda Watson was the longtime owner of the  Cabot Cove Gazette. She was not known for her patience, and had been through a succession of editors, firing them for minor infractions as fast as she hired them. She kept the publisher title for herself and was not above browbeating people in town into advertising in her paper. Some people thought she—and not the chamber of commerce—was behind the original idea of a survey to bring traffic to the downtown stores, using the project as a way to solicit more ads.

“What experience does Gwen have?” Mara asked. “She looks like she’s barely out of school.”

“That’s true,” Mayor Shevlin said. “She graduated in June from the New England School of Communications. She’s young but she’s full of energy and ideas. She volunteered at Rockland’s lobster festival for the past three years, and was even one of the contestants in their Sea Goddess pageant before that. Didn’t capture the crown but got a lot of experience. She knows how a good festival runs. We could do a lot worse than to emulate Rockland’s success. So I hired her.”

“Plus, she must work cheap,” Barnaby called from his stool, setting off a wave of laughter.

Mayor Shevlin’s cheeks turned pink. “Well, there is that,” he admitted.

I kept Seth company while he finished his breakfast, then gathered up my things. “You’ll have to excuse me,” I said. “Doesn’t look as if the weather’s improving, and I have errands to run.”

“Wait,” he said. “Got something for you.”

“What’s that?”

He reached into the shopping bag he’d placed on the seat beside him and pulled out a small green folding umbrella. “Patient dropped these off this morning,” he said. “Gave me two of them. Here, you take this one. I don’t need so many umbrellas. Just end up losin’ ’em anyway.”

“Thank you,” I said. “As it happens, I left my umbrella at home. Your timing is perfect.”

He grinned. “Glad to be of service.”

“I’ll call you later,” I said. “Think about being a judge. You’ll get to sit on the podium. It has the best view of the parade. And all the girls’ mothers will likely ply you with cakes and pies to try to gain your favor.”

I pulled on my slicker and went to pay for my coffee and English muffin.

“All taken care of,” Mara said when I approached the register. “Gwen treated you to breakfast.”

“That’s very nice,” I said, closing my wallet, “but don’t let her do it again.”

“Why not?”

“You heard the mayor. She’s not getting paid very much. I’d like to see her stay in town after the festival,  if she can find work here. It’s refreshing to meet someone of her energy and enthusiasm. How is she doing?”

“Gwen’s a nice girl, but you know how the old-timers are. They’re not very welcoming to newcomers. I never can understand that. It’s like if you’re not related to half the town and can’t point to your grandmother’s house, you’re still considered to be from away. They’re polite, just not really friendly. It’ll always be that way, too, unless she marries a local boy.”

I nodded. “It’s a shame. A town needs new blood and new ideas to prosper.”

I pulled up my hood, waved good-bye, and stepped out into the wet. Slipping my new umbrella out of its green sleeve, I pushed the button and it flew open. Immediately a gust of wind blew it inside out. I managed to get the umbrella right side out again, only to have it reverse itself once more. I struggled to close the umbrella and dropped it into my shoulder bag. Head bent against the blustery weather, I walked up the dock toward town. I had debated taking out my bicycle this morning, but decided to walk instead, on the theory that the bike was rustier than I. Of course, it had been a gentle rain when I’d left home. It was coming on a gale now.

I understood why the mayor was worried. If we had this kind of weather for the festival, we’d be hard-pressed to keep up a cheerful atmosphere, much less attract a big crowd. Money had been spent in expectation not only of making it back but of reaching a profit. The mayor’s reelection campaign was scheduled to kick off the day after the festival, and the lobstermen were going to build up the supply of lobsters by holding their catch out of the market to ensure  that there would be enough to serve all the attendees. If those visitors didn’t materialize, the lobstermen stood to lose a lot of money when they flooded the market with the crustaceans. There was a lot hinging on the success of this event. So much could go wrong.




 Chapter Two

Mary Carver was hanging wash on the line behind her house the next day when I walked around to the backyard.

“Good morning, Mary.”

“Hi, there, Jessica,” she said, reaching into her straw basket for a blue T-shirt, which she draped over the line. “Hope you don’t mind if I keep on workin’. Got to take advantage of the weather while I can. Sun’s been so stingy this summah, and my cellar’s damp enough to begin with. We haven’t worn dry clothes in over a month.”

“No need to stop on my account,” I said. “As I said on the phone, I can talk and you can listen just as easily with busy hands as idle ones.”

“Levi’s been urgin’ me to get another of those electric dryers ever since ours went on the fritz.” She paused in her task, propped her hands on her hips, and looked up at me. “But I’m stubborn, I guess. My mother always hung her wash outside, and I like the smell of clothes dried in the sun.” She resumed her chore. “Of course, the constant rain these past months has been givin’ me second thoughts.” She eyed the lowering clouds.

“I love the smell of clothes dried on the line, too,”  I said, “but I also love the convenience of a dryer, especially when I’m in a hurry, which I always seem to be.”

“If we get another week of this rain, I’ll be running to the appliance store,” she said. “Hand me some of those, would you please, Jessica?”

I pulled out a handful of clothespins from a bucket next to the basket and passed them to her two at a time as she pegged up the laundry. As Mary worked, I explained my predicament, having offered to write a story, but not sure how to approach the lobstermen’s association with the request to observe the work by riding along on one of the boats for a day.

“I was hoping you could advise me,” I said.

“You know, some of the men might be superstitious about havin’ a female on their boat,” Mary said, taking the clothespin I held out.

“One or two of the old-timers might,” I said, reaching into the bucket for another. “But I can’t believe they’d all feel that way.”

Mary laughed. “Even if they did, they wouldn’t dare say it.”

“Don’t some of the wives work on the boats with their husbands?”

“Some do, especially in the busy season. More often the ones starting out. I used to go out with Levi before the children came. Later on, when the kids were little, he’d take on a man every summah to help out as sternman.”

“Sternman?”

“The one who stands at the stern, pulls up the pots, empties them, throws them back. Levi used to do it all himself, pilot the boat and be his own sternman,  but as soon as we were able to put by a little extra money, he got himself a helper. Most of the men these days—leastwise the ones with bigger boats and hundreds of traps—have a helper. I have to warn you: It’s very busy on board. There wouldn’t be a lot of room. And you’d have to sign on for the whole day. It would cost them time and money if they had to come back to the dock to let you off.”

“I’d never ask that,” I said. “I’ll try to be as inconspicuous as possible, stay out of the way, observe, and ask questions only when they’re not in the middle of work.”

“You know, Jessica, if it were still Gwen asking, she might never get the chance to go.”

“Why not?”

“She’s way too young and pretty for any of the wives to trust their husbands to.”

I laughed. “Well, there’s no danger here,” I said.

Mary reddened. “I didn’t mean any offense, Jessica.”

“None taken, Mary. I’m long past the need to fish for compliments.”

Mary lifted the empty laundry basket and rested it on her hip. She started toward the house, and waved me to join her. “Come have some coffee. I’ve got a Bundt cake I baked this morning. Should be about cool by now.”

I followed Mary into her pretty yellow, black, and white kitchen. It had recently been renovated, and she was pleased with the gleaming granite countertop and elegant maple cabinets, inspired by a picture she’d found in a decorating magazine. Many a Friends of the Library meeting convened around her large oval  table, where details of the project of the moment could be argued without disturbing the peace of the library’s reading room.

“Don’t trip on Anna’s sneakers,” she said, pointing out a pair of red-and-white high-tops that had been left on the kitchen floor. “I purposely didn’t put them away because I want her to pick up after herself. That’s a lesson she’s havin’ a hard time learnin’.”

“Many youngsters are like that, I’m sure,” I said.

“Maybe so, but her father will give her what-for if he finds them when he gets home. I’m letting her take the consequences this time, if she doesn’t put them away.”

While Mary stowed her laundry basket and turned the cake out of its pan onto a plate, I walked to the wrought-iron baker’s rack against the wall where black-framed photographs of the Carver family were arrayed on a shelf. Images of Mary and Levi when they were young marrieds sat next to pictures of their three children through the years. The eldest, Ginny, was married now, with a child of her own on the way. I’d met her only once or twice. I was more familiar with her “baby sister,” twelve-year-old Anna, she of the offending sneakers. A whirligig of a girl, constantly on the move, she would fly in and out of the kitchen during our meetings, working her charm on her mother for privileges she’d never have gotten if the library’s Friends had not been in attendance. A school photograph showed an impish, grinning face under curly hair that hadn’t seen a brush that day.

Mary came up behind me. “That’s Evan,” she said, referring to a photo I had picked up to examine. It was of a young man on a boat.

“He must be about seventeen now,” I said, looking at the handsome teenager with his mother’s blue eyes and his father’s sturdy build. I replaced the photo on the shelf.

“Eighteen come January,” his mother replied. “He’s been helping out his father this summah. Keeps him busy, and he’s too tired at day’s end to go girlin’ with his friends.”

She pulled a teapot off another shelf. “I seem to remember you prefer tea,” she said.

“Only if it’s no bother.”

“It’s no bother at all,” she said. “I’ve got one of those instant hot spigots. Audrey Williams bragged about getting one in her new kitchen, and I figured if it’s good enough for her, it’s good enough for me.”

Audrey Williams, wife of Linc, was a proud woman; proud of her house, proud of her children, and proud of her husband, the president of the lobstermen’s association. She was on the Friends of the Library committee with us, but was not a favorite among the other wives, according to comments I’d heard passed from time to time at Loretta’s hair salon.

Mary fixed cups of Earl Grey tea and sliced two pieces of cake, which she set on the table.

“Evan’s got his eye on the Brown girl, Abigail. Know her?”

“Is she the one Charles Department Store is sponsoring in the beauty pageant?” I asked, pulling out a chair and sitting.

“That’s the one. She works there part-time.”

“I’ve seen her picture in the store window. Very pretty.”

“And smart, too,” Mary said, putting a pitcher of  milk on the table and joining me. “She was in Evan’s class. She’s goin’ away to Colby College this fall.”

Mary looked off into space. Her eyes were sad, as if she were wrestling with some difficulty. She broke off a piece of cake, chewed thoughtfully, and took a sip of tea. I wondered what was occupying her, when she said, “He’s had a crush on her since sixth grade.”

“Abigail Brown?”

“Yes.”

“It worries you?”

She sighed, staring into her cup. “Evan told me he wants to marry her.” She looked up at me. “He’s too young to make such a commitment. I want him to see a little of the world before he settles down. Levi and I got married so young. We were high school sweet-hearts. Ginny and Pete, too. I was hoping Evan wouldn’t follow quite so closely in our footsteps.”

“Does Abigail want to marry him? I thought you said she plans to go to college.”

“I’m not sure Abby knows how serious he is. They’ve been in the same group of friends a long time. She’s been teasing Evan lately, urging him to apply to Colby, too.”

“It doesn’t sound as if they’re about to elope,” I said, smiling.

“Gorry, Jess. I certainly hope not.”

“Don’t you like her?”

“It’s not a matter of liking or not liking, although I do like her. She’s a nice girl from a good family. My mother and her grandmother were second cousins. It’s just that Evan is so young, and he’s a stubborn son of a gun, just like his father.”

“And his mother, to hear you tell it.”

Mary laughed. “I guess I’m caught in my own words.”

“Anyway, young people often have a change of heart, don’t they?” I said. “I seem to remember when I was teaching, the students in my classes played musical chairs all year, according to who had a girlfriend—or boyfriend—at the time.”

“That’s true,” she admitted. “And if Abby wins the Miss Lobsterfest crown, she’s likely to attract a lot of potential beaus.” She stopped, a piece of cake halfway to her mouth. Shaking her head, she put it down. “That’s the mother’s dilemma. I don’t want him to be too serious about her, but I also don’t want her to reject him.”

I smiled. “How many young women entered the competition?”

“There are eight altogether. Rockland had twenty in the Sea Goddess pageant, but their winner represents the state’s lobster industry for the comin’ year. We can’t offer that, so we wanted to keep ours small. The winner holds the crown till next summer, but we’ll have to think up some events for her to participate in or we won’t get any girls willin’ to compete again.”

“You sound as if you don’t think we can do that.”

“I’ll tell you, Jessica, this project has really taxed my patience. Oh, I’m sure we’ll think of something—even if it’s only the launching of the back-to-school sales days. That’s the easy part, but there have been a lot of tough parts, too. And I’m really worried how it’s going to turn out.”

“An event as ambitious as this is going to go through growing pains before we get all the elements of it worked out,” I said. “We all knew that. But at  our last meeting, I got the impression that everything was under control. Isn’t it?”

Mary’s brows lifted and she studied the ceiling for a moment. “Not exactly. At least from what I hear.”

“What is it you’re hearing, Mary? And from whom?”

“It’s the guys; they’re grumbling a lot.”

“What guys?”

“The lobstermen.”

“What are they unhappy about?”

“Well, you know the men have been asked to hold off selling their catch to the market so we have enough in the pound to serve all the tourists during the festival.”

“The lobstermen’s association agreed to that when we first started planning the event. Are they changing their minds now?”

“It’s not that they’re changin’ their minds, but they feel they’re gettin’ . . . well, cheated.”

“Cheated! How?”

Mary looked uncomfortable. “I don’t know if I should say anything. It’s just stuff I hear.” She fiddled with the edge of her napkin, her lips pressed into a line. Finally she looked at me. “You’ve been working hard on this project, as much as the rest of us. You got a right to know.”

I nodded to encourage her. “If it’s something confidential—” I started to say.

“No, it’s nothin’ like that. It’s just that the price of lobster has been going up recently. All the rain and fog cut back on fishing days up and down the coast. Not just us. That, plus the catches are off last season’s mark. Don’t know where those critters go in the rain.  Seems to me it’s wet all the time for lobsters. But, fact is, if the supply goes down—and it has—the prices go up. Restaurants in Boston and New York still want their lobster.”

“That’s good for the lobstermen, isn’t it?”

“If they sell now, it would be. They could get top dollar. But if they hold their catch for the festival, which they promised they would, the prices could drop by then. If they do, the men stand to lose a lot of money. This is what we live on, Jessica. We don’t want to gamble with our income.”

“I thought the dealer had agreed to pay the going price for the lobsters we’re holding for the festival.”

“Henry Pettie? He’s a slippery one. He may have agreed in March when we were making plans. But now he sees a way to boost his profit. He’s offering thirty cents a pound less than what the market is going for now. The men are torn. They want to support the festival, but they don’t want Pettie to take advantage of their goodwill.”

“I don’t blame them. Has anyone spoken to him?”

“It’s complicated. Pettie holds the notes on a lot of the men’s boats.”

“You mean he lends them money and uses the boats as collateral?”

“Well, the banks won’t,” she said, sounding defensive.

“Why not?”

“They say the business is too precarious. The men never know how much they’re goin’ to make. And that’s true. You’re lucky if you have a house, but they won’t give a dime for a boat. Or for the equipment.  Those Fathometers and radios and satellite boxes, they cost a fortune. There’s not a lobsterman in town doesn’t owe Pettie money. And he makes ’em sign for it. Keeps a little black book in his back pocket. Threatens to collect whenever someone goes up against ’im.”

“Even so, there must be some recourse when he’s paying below the market rate.”

“Levi says their hands are tied. The festival committee negotiated with the dealer, and the association had a man on the committee, representin’ the lobstermen. He signed the contract.”

“Oh, dear. Didn’t he show it to others in the association first?”

Mary shook her head. “You can’t really blame him. No one thought Pettie would exploit the situation for his own gain. But Spencer’s an old man. Maybe he was the wrong one to put on the committee, but no else volunteered.”

“Spencer Durkee?”

“Yes. There are a bunch of Monday-morning quarterbacks now heapin’ abuse on him, carryin’ on about how they would never have signed that contract. There’s lots of resentment. The other morning Spencer went out and found his lines cut; he lost all his traps. Then, when he went into town to try to scare up new ones, someone poured a pile of rotten bait on the Done For’s deck.”

“How awful.”

“It was in the Gazette. I’m surprised you didn’t see it.”

“I get behind in my reading when I’m finishing up  a book,” I said. “I have a pile of magazines and newspapers at home to look through before I recycle them.”

“I can’t imagine why they put something like that in the paper. We were all embarrassed. Levi helped Spencer clean it up, and he came home stinkin’ worse than I’ve ever smelled him. And that’s saying something. Some of the men can be very mean when they’re provoked. But what’s the point of poundin’ up an old man? And who knows if one of these young highliners would’ve been any better at reading the contract? They didn’t raise their hands when asked to serve on the committee, so they’ve only themselves to blame.”

“Is there anything the committee can do now?” I asked.

“I think it’s too late. The lobstermen’s association is meeting tonight.”

“Oh, dear,” I said. “You don’t think they’d do anything to jeopardize the festival, do you?”

“I can’t promise you that.”

“Where are they meeting?”

“Down at Nudd’s Bait and Tackle, on the other end of the docks from Mara’s.”

“I know the place.”

“I wouldn’t get in the middle of this, Jessica.”

“No. No,” I said. “They should work it out themselves.”

“I’m sure they will,” she said, pouring me another cup of tea. “When Levi gets home, I’ll talk to him about your request. I’m sure he won’t mind passing it along to Linc. The lobstermen can use a positive story in the press. The paper covers our dirty laundry fast enough.”

I thought about what Mary had told me as I rode my bicycle home. The lobstermen were a community within a community. They were like a closed club, with their own rules and punishments for those who broke them. But they were quick to take care of their own when someone needed help. And they prided themselves on contributing to the wider community as well. Cabot Cove was counting on that. The lobstermen were represented on every charitable and civic organization in town. I hoped their goodwill would prevail when it came to the lobster festival. We would be sunk without them.
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