

  

    

      

    

  




		

			CLAWS


			By Michael Tougias











			Copyright © 2021 by Michael Tougias


			Illustrations by Maria Leal


			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.


			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


			Printed in the United States of America


			Print ISBN: 978-1-953910-55-4


			eBook ISBN: 978-1-953910-56-1


			Library of Congress Control Number: 2021911889


			Published by DartFrog Blue, the traditional publishing imprint of DartFrog Books.


			Publisher Information:


			DartFrog Books


			4697 Main Street


			Manchester, VT 05255


			www.DartFrogBooks.com


			









To the McBee girls: Elisa, Laina and Willa. 
And, to world travelers Brian and Kristin.


			









PART I


			CHAPTER ONE


			Henry Downs eases his gray lobster boat from the dock. The rattle of the engine breaks the morning stillness off Shipwreck Island. Patches of fog dot the harbor, but already the first rays of the sun are burning through, making the sea sparkle. It feels to Henry as though there is nothing in his world but peace. Calm. Day after day of doing what he most loves in the place he most likes to be. Which just shows how wrong it’s possible to be.


			Lobstermen use buoys to remind them where they have dropped a steel trap onto the ocean floor. The trap is there to catch lobsters. Henry has painted all his buoys brown and yellow, making it easy to see which are his and which belong to other lobstermen. He motors to the first. In his grandfather’s day, the trap would have been hauled up by hand, and that could be very hard work, but today’s lobstermen use a small winch. Henry removes from the buoy the line attached to the steel trap and feeds it through the winch. Then he activates the motor. This is always an exciting moment—it doesn’t matter how many thousands of traps a lobsterman has hauled to the surface, there is still a little shiver as he wonders what’s in this one. 


			Sometimes, a trap contains no lobsters at all—and that’s the case with this one. When it clears the water’s surface and Henry swings it aboard, he sees there’s nothing there. Well, that’s how it is. A lobsterman without patience had better find another way to feed his family. He adds fresh mackerel as bait, reattaches the line to the buoy, and drops the trap back into the ocean. A lone seagull squawks, circling above the boat, hoping for a piece of fish.


			As the morning wears on and the sun rises high in the sky, Henry steers from one trap to the next. A small number are empty, but most yield one or two lobsters.


			So far, this has been a day like any other. It’s around noon when things change. The trap Henry is trying to raise to the surface simply refuses to move. His winch strains and its small engine begins to smoke. Henry peers over the side of the boat, his red hair hanging from the sides of his cap, but the trap is too deep for him to see. He stares into the deep; the ocean that has been his everyday companion suddenly seems very strange. What on earth is going on?


			Suddenly, the water is swirling around his boat, foaming and making a strange hissing sound. Shocked, Henry jumps back toward the center of the vessel. Not a man who frightens easily, he is gripped by fear of the unknown. Everyone who works on the water—deep sea trawlermen, inshore fishermen, those who carry the world’s goods in mighty freighters—knows a moment like this. A moment when they realize that the element they live with and from which they make their living is not, as it usually seems, a friendly place. The sea and the land are completely different from each other. Henry has never seen the water suddenly spin and churn like that. And just as odd is that it’s happening only around his boat. Right now, he wishes more than anything that he was back on dry land. Then the water goes still again.


			Henry decides to reposition the boat. He lets several feet of line out of the winch and backs the vessel up twenty feet. Then he starts the winch again. This time, the trap starts rising from the ocean’s floor. When he swings it onto the vessel, he gasps. There’s a lobster inside, and it is simply huge. It has to be two and a half feet long! He’s never seen a lobster that size, never even dreamed that one could exist. Oh, he’s heard Captain Gus’s stories, but those are tales to listen to and not to believe. But this . . . he has to believe this. How can he not? He’s looking at it.


			Henry carefully reaches inside the trap. He’s worried about the lobster’s claws, knowing they could take a man’s thumb off. As he lifts the lobster out, he’s careful to keep his fingers away from them. And now, the uncertainty on Henry’s face has been replaced by a smile that stretches from one ear to the other. This one lobster has got to be worth more money than he’s ever collected for a day’s work. He examines it from all sides. It must, surely, be a hundred years old to have grown so big. He wonders if there are any more down there like that.


			Still, a question lingers. Yes, the lobster is unusually large—but Henry can’t see that it’s big enough to have made the winch smoke. Did something else do that? And then he takes a closer look at the trap. It’s dented. Not from the inside, as if by the lobster trying to get out, but from the outside, as though something had tried to break in. But what? And that swirling water, and the hissing noise. What were they about?


			Afraid that its claws will crush the other lobsters, Henry fits rubber bands over them before dropping the lobster into the holding tank. Henry can’t know it, but keeping this unusual lobster instead of throwing it back into the sea will be the biggest mistake of his life. And the last.


			Henry is so thrilled with this big catch that he decides to head back to the harbor to show it off. He’ll check on the three traps he hasn’t yet visited tomorrow.


			Henry is certain this is the biggest lobster ever caught off Shipwreck Island. And it’s the island’s Summer Celebration this weekend, so Henry decides instead of selling it, he will donate the lobster to the picnic. Just this one lobster must be enough to feed at least ten people at the party.


			Just wait till Captain Gus sees this.


			











			









CHAPTER TWO


			As Henry makes his way back to the harbor, a lobster even bigger than the one he has just caught—bigger, even, than any Captain Gus has described in his wildest imaginings—watches him go. This lobster—let’s call her Claws—is seven feet long! Besides her enormous size, her brain is also more advanced than other lobsters, and she rules the seas off Shipwreck Island. Even the biggest sharks stay away from her. And the huge (by his standards) lobster that Henry is heading home with is her baby boy, born only two months earlier. And she is more furious than Henry can even imagine.


			She’d seen her baby caught in a trap. She’d done everything she could to crush the trap, but before she’d got it open and rescued her little one, it had been hauled upward. Unable to stop him, she’d watched as a man with red hair lifted the trap onto his boat. The same boat that was now leaving a wake on the surface of the ocean as it headed for the island. In her rage and frustration, Claws opens and closes her giant claws in rapid succession, and the water around her swirls and churns. Her babe is gone. Someone will pay for that.


			[image: ]


			Ten-year-old Kristin and her younger brother Brian are casting lures off the end of the pier, hoping to catch mackerel. When they see Henry easing his boat up to the pier, they put their rods down and run over, curious about what he caught that morning. Sometimes, after a really successful outing, Henry will give each child a lobster.


			“What did you catch today?” shouts Kristin.


			Henry reaches into the holding tank and pulls out the enormous lobster.


			“Wow!” Brian exclaims. “I had no idea they could grow that big!”


			“Well,” says Henry, “it’s the biggest lobster I’ve ever caught. I’ve heard rumors of giant lobsters, but this is the first I’ve actually seen.”


			A third child comes running down the dock. Easterly Wind is twelve years old, a full-time islander with jet black hair and piercing green eyes. Easterly has a small boat of her own and a few lobster traps. “Can I come aboard?” she asks Henry.


			Henry says she can, and she steps up for a closer look at the lobster. Henry says, “This is the lobster I’m going to donate for the party. It will feed a lot of people.”


			Easterly examines the lobster. “Really? I know it’s tradition for every lobsterman to donate a lobster for the party, but this one . . . this is worth a lot of money, Henry. Maybe you should sell this one and donate one of your others for the party.”


			“I thought of that,” says Henry. “But if I donate it, everyone will get a good look at it. I’ll be a legend on the island for many years to come. I’ll be better known than Bacon Benteen!”


			That thought pleases Easterly. She’s met Bacon Benteen, a lobsterman from a nearby island, and she finds him rude and arrogant. Maybe that comes from being the most successful lobster fisherman in all of Maine and seeming to know exactly where the biggest lobsters are. Maybe the rumor that he has developed a special bait that lures lobsters from far and wide is true. But that doesn’t mean that Easterly has to like him. She’d like to see the attention Henry will get for catching this big lobster. But she is curious about it. “Where did you catch him?”


			Henry hesitates, not sure he wants to tell.


			“Henry,” says Easterly. “You’ve known me since I was born. I promise not to tell any other lobsterman.”


			That satisfies Henry. “I caught it,” he says, “on the north side of the island. Just a lucky break, I guess.”


			Easterly nods, but already she is thinking about taking a look around the island’s north end.
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