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Gertrude sat in her recliner with Hail curled up in her lap. She would never tell the others, of course, but Hail was her favorite cat. They were watching  Antiques Roadshow, but Gertrude had seen the episode multiple times. She was growing bored and restless, but she didn’t want to get up because she didn’t want to disturb Hail. He was riveted by the 1923 New York Yankees-signed baseball on the screen. 

Gertrude started fiddling with her phone. When she opened Facebook, she saw something that ejected her right out of her chair, sending Hail flying. She headed for the door, grabbing her walker almost as an afterthought as she fled.

Mere seconds later, she was pounding on Calvin’s door. She opened it just as he said, “Come in.” 

“You won’t believe it!” Gertrude said, breathless.

“What?” Calvin said without looking up from the television.

“That rascal Alec won the slam!” She fell onto Calvin’s couch and immediately plunked her feet on the coffee table. Her legs were so short, they barely reached.

Calvin finally looked at her. “What? What slam?”

“The finals! He won the final slam! He gets to go to nationals!”

“Oh.” Calvin paused. Then he said, “So?” and returned his attention to the screen.

“So?” Gertrude screeched. “So that’s embarrassing!”

“To whom?” 

“To me! To the entire state of Maine! That’s who we’re sending to represent us?”

“Oh Gert, he’s not that bad. Besides, all the other poets are either dead or locked up in jail—what did you expect?”

Gertrude folded her short arms across her chest. “I should’ve stuck with it. I could’ve beaten Alec.” She spoke his name as if it tasted bad on her tongue.

Calvin shook his head slightly, still looking at the television. “I’ll admit, you were better at that poetry slamming than I thought you’d be, but I don’t think you could’ve beaten Alec. And you need to let that go.”

“Let what go?”

“Your dislike for that kid. You didn’t like his hair, so you assumed he was a murderer. But he was just a kid with bad hair.”

“I don’t judge people based on their hair, Calvin. I judged him because he was a bad apple. A nasty, nasty, rotten apple.” She took a deep breath and looked around Calvin’s trailer. “We need a case. I’m bored.”

“Don’t you have any collections to alphabetize?” 

“No. I’m all caught up. Do you want to go lawnsaleing?”

“On a Tuesday? No one has lawnsales on Tuesdays, except those criminals who keep their junk on their lawns every day.”

“Why are those people criminals?”

“Because they’re trying to run a business from their yard, without buying a business license. Then we have to stare at their junk every time we drive by. Having to stare at the occasional junk sale is bad enough, but every single day? Enough already! If you want to run a junk store, open a store like a real businessman.”

“You need a license to run a junk store?”

“You need a license for everything. Haven’t we learned that?” Calvin was referring to Gertrude’s recent arrest for investigating a crime without a license. He had hired a lawyer who had struck a deal with his buddy the DA. 

This silenced Gertrude for a second. But then she said, “We could go to Goodwill? I need some new umbrellas.”

“Speaking of that,” Calvin said, ignoring her suggestion, “have you looked into what you need to do to get your PI license?”

Gertrude groaned. “Not yet. I’d rather go to Goodwill. Take me to Goodwill, and then I’ll do my research when we get back.”

“No deal. When do you start your community service?” 

“I’m supposed to start Thursday.” There was no enthusiasm in her voice. 

“Well, you may not be excited, but be grateful. It could be worse. Community service is a lot more fun than jail time.”

“I am grateful, Calvin. I really am.”

Calvin looked at her, his eyes wide. 

“I appreciate you hiring Stan to defend me, and I’m not even too shook up about community service—”

Calvin’s phone rang. He struggled to climb out of his chair.

“Are your hips bothering you?” 

He ignored her. “Hullo?” he said into the landline phone. Then, “Oh, hello!”

Whoever that is, Calvin is sure excited to hear from them, Gertrude thought, with more than a little jealousy.
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“What was that all about?” Gertrude asked when Calvin had finally hung up the phone. 

“Don’t act like you don’t know. You were hanging on every word.”

“Every other word. Only hearing your end of the conversation made no sense. There’s a haunted lake? Who haunts a lake? Who was that?”

“Melissa.”

“Melissa haunts a lake? Or Melissa was the one on the phone?”

Calvin took a deep breath. “It was Melissa on the phone.”

“Melissa calls you?” Last Gertrude had heard, Calvin and his daughter were estranged. 

“Not very often.” Calvin returned to his chair and sat down carefully. “Only when she needs money.”

“I didn’t hear her mention money.”

“She didn’t. Not directly. She probably would if she got desperate enough, but I won’t make her come right out and ask. She was just telling me that she lost one of her cleaning jobs, so now I know she’s in need.” He reclined his chair with a wince.

“Calvin, what is wrong with your hips?”

He didn’t look at her. “Just a little stiff is all. She was cleaning some joint on Clearwater Lake. The Happy Trout or some foolish thing. Now the guy’s going to sell, and so he let her go.”

“Can’t she clean for the new owners?”

“I don’t know, Gertrude.”

“So what was all that business about a ghost?”

Calvin rolled his eyes. “Melissa has always had a wild imagination.”

Gertrude waited for him to say more. He didn’t. “Well, what did Melissa’s wild imagination say about a ghost?”

“She said she wasn’t too upset about losing the job because the lake is haunted.” He barked a derisive laugh.

“How can a lake be haunted?”

“How should I know?”

Gertrude chewed on her lip, thinking. “We should go investigate.”

He laughed again. “There’s nothing to investigate, Gertrude. It’s just an old story.”

“Old story? I’ve never heard it.”

“Yeah, well, you don’t get out much.”

“That’s not true!” She was genuinely offended.

He looked at her, his eyes softening. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I suppose you do get out quite a bit these days. But we still don’t need to go investigate a lake.”

“Let’s just go pay a visit to The Happy Shark place.”

Calvin laughed. “Happy Trout. She said it’s a combination store, inn, and marina. Not sure what we’d do there. Unless you want to rent a boat.”

Gertrude pulled herself off the couch. “If you don’t take me, I’ll find someone who will.”

Calvin looked at her, seeming to weigh his options. Finally, he reached for his remote and turned the television off. “Just let me get my feet dressed.”

“I’ll wait outside.” She headed out to the truck, but when she pulled on the door handle, nothing happened. So Calvin found her still standing beside the truck. “Why do you lock your vehicle in Mattawooptock?”

“I never used to until I started hanging around you,” Calvin said. “I’m afraid you might attract a criminal element.” He pressed a button on his fob, and the door clicked. Gertrude stowed her walker in the backseat and then climbed into the front. 

“Not true. If anything, I repel the criminal element. I’d like to think they know to stay away from me by now.”

Calvin laughed, and it made him sound younger. “Maybe.”

As soon as Calvin started the truck, Gertrude reached down and turned on the seat warmer, even though it was eighty degrees out.

Calvin rolled his eyes. “I’ll never understand how you can stand that.”

“Feels good on my fanny,” she said and rolled her window down.

He used the controls on his door to roll it back up. “Don’t need the window down. We have air conditioning.”

She pressed the button again. Her window started to descend, but he overrode it from his side. “I like fresh air!” she said.

“And I like to not throw gas money out the window!”

“Fine,” she said, crossing her arms with a harrumph. “So how far away is this Silly Shark?”

“Happy Trout. And probably about forty minutes. I don’t know for sure. I don’t go that way very often. It’s sort of out in the middle of nowhere, and on the way to nowhere. Not really close to any town. Probably how they stay afloat, selling milk to summer folk suckers for eight dollars a gallon.” 

“So what do we know about this haunting?”

“Only what Melissa told me, which wasn’t much. Apparently there’s this local legend that the lake is haunted by the ghost of some girl who died there years ago, and apparently recently some of the summer folk have heard some screaming at night or some foolishness. I’m not putting much stock in it.”

“What do you have against summer folk?”

“They’re not real Mainers. They just come up in the summer and clog our roads and crowd our beaches. It’s one thing to do this in Old Orchard Beach, but they’ve spread inland too. I don’t know where they all come from, honestly. Massachusetts, I guess ...”

Gertrude only partially heard these last few words. She was asleep. 
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The Happy Trout didn’t look very happy. It was an enormous, sprawling building sandwiched between the road and the lake, making Gertrude wonder why they’d ever built a road so close to the water. Calvin couldn’t find a place to park and started grumbling about summer folk again.  

A monstrous three-dimensional wooden trout hung over the doorway to The Happy Trout. It had probably once been colorful, but the sun had faded its yellow speckles to a dull beige, and part of its tail had been chipped off. The building itself looked worn and weathered, but it was still a lively place. As Calvin and Gertrude approached, a group of barefoot children spilled out the front door with ice cream cones. 

“They’re going to get plantar warts,” Calvin grumbled. 

As they passed under the wooden trout, Gertrude gazed up at it nervously. “That thing is going to fall on someone and crush their noggin.”

Gertrude blinked rapidly as her eyes adjusted to the dim indoor lighting. They were looking at what appeared to be a small country store, with mostly bare shelves. A woman was scurrying behind a counter, over which hung a fairly extensive menu that stretched from fried clams to banana splits.

Calvin stepped up as though he’d been there a thousand times.

“Be right with you!” the woman said cheerily.

“No hurry,” Calvin said with equal cheer.

“Why the sudden mood swing?” Gertrude asked, stepping up beside him.

“Because they have dynamites.”

“What?”

“You know … dynamites! It’s on special.” He pointed to a paper plate that hung on the wall. Someone had written on it in black marker: Homemade Dynamites $5.99.

“What’s a dynamite?”

He looked at her. “You can’t be serious.”

The woman stepped up to the counter. “What can I get for ya today?” 

“What’s your name?” Gertrude asked.

“Isabel.” 

“Hi, Isabel,” Gertrude said. “Tell us about this haunting—”

“Never mind that,” Calvin snapped. He looked at Isabel. “Sorry about my friend. She’s a nut. We’d like two dynamite specials, please.”

“I don’t want a dynamite!” 

“Yes, you do,” Calvin said, handing a twenty over the counter to Isabel. 

“If you’d like to pick a drink out of the cooler—” Isabel said.

“We’ll just have tap water,” Calvin said.

“I don’t want tap water!” 

“Then you can buy your own drink.” Calvin pushed his twenty closer to Isabel. 

She took it, her eyes flitting between the two faces before her. 

A yellow lab came around the counter and sat, curling her tail around her legs. She looked up at Calvin. 

“You have a dog in here?” Calvin cried.

“That’s Molly. She’s a local celebrity.” Isabel handed him his change with a smile. “That’ll be right up for you.”

Calvin glared at the dog. “That’s so unsanitary,” he mumbled, wandering toward a display of baked goods.

“Can you please explain to me why I want a dynamite?”

“Because no self-respecting Mainer should go her whole life without a dynamite. That’s why. Think of it as another attempt on my part to civilize you.”

Gertrude curled her upper lip. “You’re a cranky old man.”

“Who just bought you lunch.”

Gertrude couldn’t think of a retort for that. So she stared longingly at the drink cooler, where a whole row of Yoo-hoos were calling to her. She knew she could dig through her walker pouch for some spare change, but she didn’t think she had enough and didn’t want to get her hopes up. 

“Dynamites!” Isabel called enthusiastically, and Calvin and Gertrude headed back to the counter. 

“Thank you,” Calvin said, taking one of the cardboard dishes from the counter.

“Forks and napkins are right there,” Isabel said, pointing. Then she looked at Gertrude. “Why were you asking about the curse?”

“The curse?”

“Yeah. You said the haunting.”

“Oh, I didn’t know it was a curse.”

Calvin set his lunch back down on the counter.

Isabel leaned over the counter. “Yeah, the story goes that Tallia Bachman cursed the lake when she was drowning in it.” She leaned even closer and lowered her voice. “She was the owner’s daughter.”

Gertrude leaned closer to Isabel and whispered loudly, “Someone owns the lake?”

Isabel stood up quickly, reestablishing the buffer between customer and customer service. “No, The Happy Trout. The owner of this place.”

“Oh,” Gertrude said, a little disappointed. “Where is this Happy Shark owner anyway?”

Isabel furrowed her brow in confusion, but then apparently decided not to bother with a correction, and looked toward the back, where a set of large double doors opened onto an expansive deck. “Last I knew, he was out with the boats, but I’m not sure if he still is. I wouldn’t say anything to him about it, though.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t,” Gertrude lied. “So, this ghost—anybody seen her lately?”

“Seen? No. But we’ve heard her. Scared the heck out of me the other night. Screaming, but it sounded far away, like it was coming from the middle of the lake. Others have heard her too. Two of the cottages beside us have sold their properties in the last month. Those people say it was just a coincidence, that their sales have nothing to do with the curse, but no one believes them.”

“What two cottages?” Calvin asked.

She pointed to the wall to her right. “The one right next to us. That was owned by some rich people from Massachusetts”—Calvin grunted self-righteously—“and then the next one is still owned by a local. Carlotta’s been there for a hundred years—”

“Carlotta?” Calvin interrupted, his voice a higher pitch than usual.

“Yes, Carlotta, and then the next cottage, also owned by people from away, they sold too. So it’s just us and Carlotta left here in this piece along the road, but now we’re going to sell too.” She didn’t sound too upset about this impending job loss.

“What’s Carlotta’s last name?” Calvin asked.

“I don’t know,” Isabel said.

“Why do we care?” Gertrude asked.

“I knew a Carlotta once,” Calvin said whimsically. 

Gertrude scowled at him. Then she looked at Isabel. “So who’s buying all these properties?”

“Some outfit from out of state. Vacationland Development.”
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