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A CHEBEAGUE MYSTERY

By Dawnie Logston

It was a hot July on Chebeague Island.  More humid than usual as well.  Since the “season” is considered by many to be only two months, having half of it be uncomfortable was making some folks a bit peevish.  Hopefully August would as usual bring cooling northwest breezes, chilly nights, and good sleeping weather.

Little did Chebeague’s residents know that before August was to arrive the weather would be the last thing they’d be thinking about.

The Inn was having its best summer ever.  A number of folks from places like Philadelphia, Boston, and New York had taken rooms for the entire month, which was most unusual.  The Inn had placed an advertisement in “The Detective”, a trade journal for writers of mystery novels, and something about a holiday on an island off the coast of Maine had appealed to a number of subscribers. 

In a way it didn’t seem to matter whether these folks were on Chebeague Island or not, for instead of involving themselves in the usual tourist pursuits, they seemed to spend morning, noon, and night on the Inn’s front porch, typing away on their laptop computers, lost in the writing of their next mysteries.

There was Judge Smudge, from the Philadelphia Main Line, a courtly gentleman with a meticulously groomed white goatee.  From Wellesley came the Sigafoos sisters, Darlene and Charlene.  Their friend Stanislaus Dancer, from nearby Newton, had driven up in his twenty-five year old Bentley, and finding the Inn to his liking, had decided to stay for the month.

Darlene, Charlene, and “Stan” were quite a trio.  Darlene was thin as a rail, wore no makeup, and had hair falling straight to her shoulders.  Charlene, on the other hand, was as outrageous in appearance and comportment as Darlene was austere.  A robust woman, she wore flaming red lipstick and over-abundant make-up, complete with long fake eyelashes, plus she sometimes sported an orangeish-red curly wig while at other times adorned herself in a wavy, brunette coiffure.

 Stanislaus, polite to a fault, seemed as much valet as friend, always at their sides bowing and scraping, ready to respond to their every whim.  He was forever reminding people that, no, he was not Stanley Dancer, the famous harness racing driver.  In fact, he was too busy writing mystery books to ever engage in much else.

New York had two emissaries to this bizarre, unscheduled gathering of mystery buffs.  Pennington Smarm, from the Upper East Side, scion of the prominent Smarm family, was the fashion plate of the group.  Since he never descended to the porch from his second floor room before late morning, the group was forever wondering what in the world “Penny” Smarm, as he was known, did all morning.  Stan Dancer, himself a stylish dresser, speculated that Smarm probably spent the early morning hours pressing his trousers and club blazer and polishing his ankle-length black shoes, preparing for his ceremonial joining later on with the others on the Inn’s porch.  

From Brooklyn came Oliver Cannoli, bumptious and loud, as unkempt as Penny was fastidious.  “Ollie” Cannoli’s faded, holy blue jeans were kept belted tightly below his protruding pot belly, which his soiled Yale sweatshirt scarcely covered.  Despite his slovenly appearance and crude manner, Cannoli seemed to rule the roost.

Let’s eavesdrop on one of their initial conversations:

Judge Smudge allowed as how “I am looking forward to my time in this quiet place.  For years I’ve been trying to write the great American crime novel, but have been too distracted by my responsibilities as a senior judge of the Pennsylvania Supreme Court.  Here, in this tranquil spot, I intend to call on my vast judicial experience and my Hahvaad education and write a story that will win me the Pulitzer Prize for crime writing.”

Darlene responded, “Oh Judge, with all due respect to your credentials and all, there’s nothing like a woman’s intuition, and Charlene and I both have it in spades, if you don’t mind my saying so.  Calling on this, we have both been able to write prize-winning crime novels again and again. Part of our secret is that, in case you haven’t noticed, we’re very different, and when we proof read each other’s scripts, our different points of view really come in handy.”

Charlene chimed in, “Oh, fol de rol and la de da.  Blah, blah, blah.  I get so tired hearing you two and your high falutin’ talk.  I didn’t go to no Hahvaad and in fact I didn’t learn a gol dern thing in high school either – just found it boring.  But I I’ll tell you this – I could write the pants off either one of you any time of day!”

Stanislaus commented, “ Now girls, girls, take it easy on the judge here and each other while you’re at it.  We’re all here to relax and enjoy ourselves, and I’d bet my bottom dollar we’ll all write some good fiction.”

Penny added, haughtily, “It sounds like you’re all going to work pretty hard on your writing.  Well, I’ll tell you what.  I consider myself a gentleman of the first water, and never having had to work for a living, I don’t intend to start overexerting myself now.  In fact, don’t expect to see me much before noon each day.  I never like to start my day too early.  By the way, have you seen a waiter?  I want to make sure my special order single malt arrived for my personal use – I can’t stand seeing the sun go over the yard arm each afternoon without a wee dram of my favorite whisky.”

Ollie, scratching his belly, said in anger,  “You guys are all full of it.  I happened to go to a better joint than Harvard – notice I say the Rs, the way the place is spelled – but I don’t go around reminding everyone about it.  And as for you, Smarm, with your social credentials and your trust fund, you could use a good dose of the mean streets.  If you should lower yourself to coming down to my favorite bar in Flatbush, don’t bring along that single malt stuff you seem so addicted to.  Beer’s the drink of choice where I hang out.  Now, let’s cut the you-know-what and get down to business.  I hereby nominate myself in charge of this motley crew for the duration of our stay here, just in case no nonsense leadership should be called for.  I say aye, and since the eyes are above the nose, I consider myself duly elected.”

Under Ollie’s leadership, the first thing the group decided was to rent a vehicle for their use during the month, in case any of them tired of sitting around the Inn every day writing mysteries.  Since some of them planned to site their next crime novel on Chebeague, they wanted to familiarize themselves with all the nooks and crannies of the island.  “Hammie” Hamilton, who lived nearby, agreed to provide them the use of his beat up old Ford truck in return for a stipend of $10 a day and a full tank of gas at the end of their stay.   Hammie suggested they wear ratty clothes when using the truck as it hadn’t been cleaned in ages.  In parting, Hammie’s only admonition was “Watch out for them summer complaints.  Half of ‘em don’t even know which side of the rud to drive on”.

Early in July, a crime without precedent in Chebeague history occurred.  On the first Sunday of the month “Teeny” Trowbridge, the adorable fifteen year old daughter of the Cottage Road Trowbridges, left very early for her regular morning swim across Chandler’s Cove and jog back to her family’s historic shingle-style cottage down toward the Hook.

Teeny had not returned by 9:45 when her parents, Tammy and Tommy, left for church.  They casually figured that the athletic Teeny had decided to extend her short run back from the cove to a lengthier circuit along the South Road then back home by way of one of the island’s crossroads and the North Road.

Returning home at noon, after picking up the paper and catching up on the latest scuttlebutt at Doughty’s Market, the Trowbridges found no sign of Teeny.  She always showered after her morning exercise ritual, but the outside shower showed no sign of use and her room appeared to be just as she had left it.  Although this was somewhat unusual, they complacently assumed that Teeny, the most gregarious member of the family, had stopped at a neighbor’s cottage for a bit of socializing.  Like many Chebeaguers, Teeny did have a penchant for losing track of time once engaged in friendly conversation.

Tommy mentioned, almost casually, to Tammy “I wish Teeny would spend more time with us.  With our busy social life at this time of year we haven’t been seeing much of her”.  Tammy, her face in the Society Section, mused, “We’ve got to give her space, m’dear.   She deserves some freedom after having to follow all the rules and regulations at her prep school, having to wear her uniform just so all the time, her hair just right, etc.”

After lunch, Tammy and Tommy immersed themselves contentedly in the Sunday Times, but by mid-afternoon they grew concerned.  “Where is that girl?” said Tommy, adding “We’ve told her we always like to have Sunday meals together, as is our long family tradition.”  Tammy stuttered, as she tended to do when nervous “I-I h-hope she’s not b-been in an accident or s-something.”

Upon reflection, Teeny had for some reason not seemed herself lately, and they began to wonder if perhaps this somehow had something to do with her disappearance.  Teeny had been seeking more attention, and had frequently complained about not seeing more of her socially active parents.  Her words of the previous day echoed in Tammy’s ears “I wish you and Daddy weren’t out having cocktails with your friends night after night all summer long; it can get pretty lonely around here you know.”

Soon Tammy began calling everyone along Teeny’s presumed route and Tommy set off in the family Jeep, stopping to ask all he passed if they had seen Teeny. 

No one had.

 At four, Tommy, now extremely agitated, called the new 911 line (it is 2005, when Chebeague was still a part of the mainland Town of Cumberland).  “This is Mr. Thomas Hetherington Trowbridge on Chebeague.  Where are you people?  We pay you insane taxes year after year and rarely even see a police officer.  Our daughter has been missing all day and you are supposed to have a man out here on weekends just in case something like this happens.  I insist you get someone out here fast!”

The police immediately called the island fire department, and soon volunteer firemen were spreading out across the island, starting at the west end and stopping at each of Chebeague’s several hundred houses to inquire of Teeny’s whereabouts.

None other than Police Chief Joe Sharone arrived at the Trowbridge residence at 6PM.  With their permission he set up a command center in Tommy’s office.  The family was told that two other officers were searching every driveway and side road on the island, searching for clues and interviewing everyone they ran into.  Chief Sharone instructed the Trowbridges to avoid phone conversations or emails with anyone; if this turned out to be a kidnapping he would tell them exactly what to say if the kidnappers should call.  Noticing their upset at the mention of a possible kidnapping, Sharone said,  “Now Mr. and Mrs. Trowbridge, I have to ask you to calm down.  I have a daughter myself so I know how you must feel.  But your constant complaining about what you see as the Town of Cumberland’s shoddy police department is not helping.  We’ll get your daughter back to you unharmed if you’ll just do what I say.  One of us will be answering your phone.  I want you to know that we have had lots of training in handling missing persons situations.”

 By now the entire island knew of Teeny’s disappearance, and a number of informal search parties had been organized in various neighborhoods.  No sign of Teeny could be found.  Not one person reported seeing her that day.  

She seemed to have disappeared into thin air.

Nothing like this had ever happened on Chebeague.  Talk of the popular Teeny’s mysterious disappearance was on the tip of every tongue.  Concern hung heavy in the air.

The police took the late boat back to the mainland, promising to return early the next day.

Early Monday, after a sleepless night, the Trowbridges received a call from Edmund Doughty at the store, reporting that a sealed envelope addressed to the Trowbridges had been surreptitiously tacked onto his bulletin board during the night.  He would bring it right over.  Edmund excitedly reported, “I’ve got good news for you folks.  I’ve received what appears to be a ransom note.  The word has somehow spread, and we’ve got so many anxious people milling around here at the store that we’ve run out of doughnuts.  I’ll bring it right over.”

Five minutes later Edmund was knocking on the door of the Trowbridge cottage, his brow furrowed anxiously.  Grabbing the envelope from Edmund’s hand and tearing it open, Tommy found this ransom note:

“Teeny is safe and sound but eager to return home.  She will be returned promptly as soon as we hear from Mrs. Trowbridge that she is prepared to exchange her diamond engagement ring for her daughter.  Notify us by email at kidnap@yahoo.net.

As soon as Chief Sharone arrived and learned of this breakthrough, Tammy said she would gladly exchange her ring for Teeny, and pleaded with the Chief to authorize the suggested email.

The Chief, while sympathetic, said that he would need to obtain clearance from the Portland office of the FBI, since if interstate communications were to be used, the FBI would automatically assume responsibility for the case.  He reached the agent-in-charge at 9:00AM, and the email was authorized with the explanation that the FBI had standing arrangements with all internet service providers to facilitate the safe return of kidnapping victims.  

But it wasn’t easy.   “Hello, this is Cumberland Police Chief Sharone.  We’ve got a kidnapping situation out here on Chebeague Island and need your help.  What?  Where’s Chebeague Island?  It’s part of the Town of Cumberland, agent, you should know that.  How can an island be part of a mainland town?  Look agent, that’s a long story, and I don’t have time for that now.  Trust me, Chebeague Island is part of the Town of Cumberland even though the islanders are not always happy about it, and I’m out here trying to solve a kidnapping.  Where is Chebeague?  I wish you’d stop asking that.  Out in the middle of Casco Bay, that’s where.  How the hell are you supposed to get out here?  That’s not why I’m calling.  Look agent, I am the officer in charge of investigating a serious crime out here, and as such I outrank you, at least with regard to this case, so I am ordering you to just listen to why I’m calling.  Whew!”

The reply was received promptly by email, saying “Teeny will be back with you soon.  Await instructions regarding the ring.  If you do not turn it over when instructed the consequences will be most unpleasant”.  

By noon Teeny was back at the Trowbridge home, safe and sound.  “Oh Teeny”, Tammy exclaimed, hugging her. “We’ve been so worried about you.  Are you all right?  Your father and I have been beside ourselves!”  Tommy just held Teeny in his arms, sobbing uncontrollably.  

It had been a long time since Teeny had felt so loved.

She reported having been taken blindfolded to Hamilton Beach, and left there with dire warnings to not remove the blindfold for ten minutes.  After counting slowly to 600 she removed the blindfold and walked to the nearby Martindale cottage, where Fred greeted her warmly and immediately drove her home.

For the next two weeks a team of FBI agents spent every day on the island.  Lie detector tests were administered to a number of individuals including Tommy and Tammy Trowbridge, since a high percentage of kidnappings involve family members, but nothing suspicious showed up.  Tammy found the test quite uncomfortable, though.  “Mrs. Trowbridge, have you ever had a lie detector test before?  No?  Well here’s an idea of what it’ll be like.  First we ask you some seemingly irrelevant questions, just to get a base line on your readings, then we’ll get down to business.  Here we go.”

“Where do you live?”

“Boston in the winter, our estate in Hamilton, Bermuda in the spring and fall, and Chebeague Island, Maine in the summer.  We also travel extensively.”

“Please keep your answers brief.  What are your hobbies?”

“ Sailing, poetry, tennis.  I’m actually club champion.  I’m active in the D.A.R.; I chair the Cotillion Committee in Boston – Tammy will be coming out in a few years, you know.”

“Please keep your answers brief.  Do you use drugs or alcohol?”

“That’s an impertinent question.” 

“Please answer the question.”

“Mr. Trowbridge and I do enjoy the occasional martini.”

“How often?

“Often enough, officer.”

“Please answer the question. How often?”

“Every afternoon, if you must know.”

“Just one martini?”

As many as we feel like, agent, in case it’s any of your business!”

“Please answer the questions.  Did you kidnap your daughter?”

“How dare you ask that question?  Trowbridges don’t engage in criminal activity.”

“Please answer the question, yes or no.”

“I object to the question but if you must know the answer is no.”

“Thank you.  The test is over.”

From what the agents told the Trowbridges, who still awaited instructions regarding the ring, this was as close to a perfect crime as they had ever encountered.  No clues, no promising suspects, no nothing.  At the end of two weeks, just before leaving, one of the FBI agents jokingly said that the case might as well be turned over to the mystery writers staying at the Inn, for all the good the FBI and the local authorities had been able to do.  He then added, on a serious note, “Most of them are prize-winning crime experts so maybe they will prove helpful.  Here at the FBI we are interested in the facts – nothing but the facts.  What we call hard information.  Crime writers, take Sir Arthur Conan Doyle for instance, are experts at deductive reasoning whereas we at the FBI practice inductive reasoning.  Crime writers imbed soft information as clues in their novels – no one bit of information solves the crime but stringing together a mosaic of observations can lead the astute reader to the answer”.

The Trowbridges were disappointed and concerned.  Naturally they did not want to relinquish Tammy’s diamond ring.  And how could they be sure there would not be a recurrence?  Remembering the agent’s remarks, they decided no harm could be done by asking the visiting mystery writers for help.  As soon as they dropped the departing agents at the boat they went directly up to the Inn.  There on the porch sat Ollie Cannoli and his retinue, each rocking and writing away on their laptop computers.

Not only were they pleased to be of service, but they were able to solve the crime in a matter of minutes, besting the federal and local authorities at their own business.  Soon the mystery writers would be heading back to their respective homes, thrilled with having the most exciting and challenging holiday any could remember.

***************************************************************

Whodunnit?

Actors playing the roles of the mystery writers will present a short one act play at the Island Hall at 7:30 PM on Saturday, July 27, and will reveal how they solved the crime.  Anyone interested can submit their Whodunnit before the curtain rises.  Index cards will be provided.  Simply provide the name of the kidnapper and a brief sentence describing your logic.

Following the play the audience will vote on who should receive the grand prize for the best solution to the crime.


