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	A STORM APPROACHES

	 

	CAYLEY DREES was nervous. She hadn’t heard from her confidential source for two days and she was supposed to meet him tonight. The timing could not be worse. A storm had made land the past six hours, covering Maine in thickening sheets of rain. She’d not had far to drive, just from Wathingham, where she lived and worked, to the outskirts of Lonesome Pointe, but the driving had been slow and treacherous. Drivers, including herself, had pulled off the highway at intervals to let the rain slow enough for them to see again. Visibility for parts of the 90 minute trip (now closing in on two and a half hours with weather delays) was approximately zero. She was relieved and curious to finally see the fading billboard announcing the Cliff’s Edge Motel just two miles up the road. At the rate she was going it would be a long two miles, but she was comforted to know her destination was in sight. 

	At twenty-three Cayley was already among those young achievers who made names for themselves on “30 Under 30” lists and nods to up-and-comers that appeared annually, praising the next generation’s best and brightest. She was going places, and like others of her type, she was the first to declare it. A natural journalist, Cayley had ignored the probability of an internship at the Boston Globe or the Philadelphia Inquirer, choosing instead to learn her reporting chops at little Wathingham, Maine’s, All Pointes Bulletin. But she had her reasons: she was a small pond girl at heart, and she intended to be the biggest fish in it. Had she gone with the Globe or the Enquirer she would be covering news that mattered to much of the world, but she would be the fourth journalist down on the left, in a cubicle listening to a hundred other journalists talk to sources and crank out stories with bylines nobody noticed. The ladder they climbed was steeper, and much more crowded. This way she could move back to Wathingham where her family lived and be a star. It would take time to reach the top, but not as much time. The All Pointes had a staff of only seven, including the part-time receptionist. It was a fiefdom she could find herself running in just a few years. 

	She wasn’t happy being assigned the obits, but it was part of the game she had to play. Everyone had to start somewhere, and it was the kind of assignment a new reporter was expected to do. The paper’s publisher and editor, a no-nonsense woman named Lucille Proctor, had taken a liking to Cayley when she’d known her casually as a high school student in town and Cayley’s journalism class had spent the day shadowing All Pointes reporters. Lucille accepted her internship application the day after it arrived. She could have said yes that same afternoon, but why seem too eager? Few young people as talented and determined as Cayley ever returned, and certainly showed no interest in internships at the All Pointes when they could cover celebrity drug overdoses for the L.A. Times, where it also happened to be warm most of the year. 

	Cayley had been reporting on dead people for almost a year now. She covered other things, too: local festivals, some interviews, and an occasional movie review for which she was reimbursed the cost of one ticket, a soda and a small popcorn. It was the opposite of glamorous. There was a time during the summer when Cayley questioned her decision to return to Wathingham. She’d posted a dozen death notices, contacted a few next of kin when something they’d submitted was questionably written or, in one case, to determine if the deceased was truly dead, since she swore she’d seen the man in the pharmacy the day before. 

	And then it happened: the call from her source. He sounded nervous—in fact, he sounded nervous every time she subsequently spoke to him, as if someone might hear them. They never emailed. He insisted all emails were read by the government, or at least by the employers of everyone sending them. He wanted nothing in writing, he said, he just wanted her to know what happened. But first, about that obituary you ran for Russell Drover …

	“Russell Drover?” she’d said, trying to remember which one it was and when it was published.  She had been sitting at her desk rewriting copy when the call came in, the last of the day to be transferred by Rudy, the part-time office guy. (Rudy was sweet, distracted and more interested in finding a girlfriend than furthering his career, which was why he was a part-time receptionist at twenty-six.)

	“The old guy who owned the Cliff’s Edge outside of Lonesome Pointe,” the voice said, sounding as if he’d cupped his hand over the phone.

	“The Cliff’s Edge …”

	“Are you a reporter or a parrot?”

	She’d almost hung up on him then. She’d been pranked a few times, always by kids who thought annoying strangers on the phone was hysterical. But something in his tone, his nervousness, made her take a deep breath and refrain from snapping.

	“I’m a reporter, Mr …?”

	“Never mind that,” he’d said. “I just called to tell you that you got it wrong.”

	“Wrong?” she’d said, immediately regretting repeating him again.

	“Yes, wrong.”

	“How’s that?” 

	She was sitting up now. She’d taken a pencil from an All Pointes coffee cup she used for them and poised it over a thin white reporter’s notebook. Something told her this was different, this had substance.

	“He didn’t shoot himself like they said.”

	“We didn’t say that either, Sir. Suicide never reads well in an obituary.” 

	“You think I’m playing with you, is that what you think?”

	His sharpness startled her. She sensed she had to be careful if she wanted him to keep talking.

	“Are you telling me he was killed by someone else?” she asked, still not recalling the obituary in question but certain it had said nothing about suicide. Families preferred to say “a sudden illness.” It didn’t matter now. She was being offered something she knew was bigger than the obituary beat, something people would talk about.

	“He was murdered, yes,” the man said. This time his tone was flat, almost sad.

	She waited a moment, letting him breathe while she decided how best to proceed. “Is there more, Sir? Is there something you’d like to tell me, like … who you believe killed Mr. Drover?”

	“Oh, I know who killed him.”

	Cayley felt the chill through the phone. Yes, she thought, yes, I’m sure you do know, but will you tell me? Pretty please? Or will this be difficult …

	“And I know why,” he said. “It was because of what happened.”

	“What happened?”

	“Yeah, what happened.”

	Very carefully now: “When?”

	“A long time ago.”

	He’d hung up on her then. She was remembering it, complete with the sense of frustration it had caused her, as she pulled into the parking lot of the Cliff’s Edge. Most of the parking spots were taken and she wondered if the place was not quite the dive she’d read about. It wasn’t much to look at, even with rain obscuring her vision through the windshield. One-story, with a long, beige stucco front revealing fewer than a dozen rooms, their windows looking out on the storm, half of them blocked by dark, thick drapes. A child’s toy fire truck sat outside one room, and Cayley wondered if it would be rusted by all the water. She flipped up her umbrella, slammed her car door shut and made a dash for the motel’s front door. 

	She glanced briefly at the motel’s orange neon “Vacancy” sign, glad now they still had a room or two left. She had not made a reservation. No one knew about the story she was covering or the explosion it would cause once it was published. Her source had insisted on secrecy and anonymity, until tonight. He would reveal himself to her—who he was, what he looked like, and what he’d done. It had all been kept in a blackout, with only the two of them knowing they’d made contact and what he had been telling her. Tonight was a turning point. Tonight her life would change. Until then, nobody knew what she was doing or where she was.

	She opened the glass door to the Cliff’s Edge office and hurried inside.

	 

	* * *

	 

	She did not like the way the man at the front desk was looking at her. She’d even considered going somewhere else, but she was supposed to meet her source here in just a few hours, and where would she go, anyway? The storm was only getting worse, and the options for spending the night were few. She would not drive back at this point, not without speaking to her source or confirming he’d gotten cold feet and was not coming. 

	The desk man—for what else would she call him?—had reacted strangely to her arrival, as if he’d been expecting her. For one thing, when she asked if they had a room available, she could swear he’d said, “Sure thing, we’ve got your room.”

	“My room?” she’d said. 

	“A room,” he said. “I said ‘a’ room, Miss . . . ?”

	“Drees. Cayley Drees.”

	“That’s a pretty name,” said the man, who had given his name as Lenny. He smiled at her, a flat, forced expression that did not extend beyond the corners of his mouth. His hair was tied back in a dirty-blond ponytail that looked either gelled or filthy, and his forearms were scarred by dark, overly detailed tattoos she would have to stare at to decipher; she was not about to stare.

	“Has anyone called for me?” she asked.

	His smile vanished. “Why would they call me?” 

	“I don’t mean you personally. I mean has anyone called the Cliff’s Edge looking for me.”

	“No, no calls for you. Hardly anybody calls here even on a busy day, and we don’t have many of those. But maybe with the storm coming we’ll get filled up. Kinda looks that way.”

	“Maybe,” Cayley said. She was perplexed that her source had not made contact or called the motel. He’d gone silent the past twenty-four hours and that was troubling. She’d even considered calling off the trip—driving in yet another “storm of the century” was not her idea of enjoyable travel—but this story was important and she wasn’t about to let a fading hurricane get in the way. This was the kind of investigative piece Cayley had imagined herself writing all those years she studied journalism. The sort of shocking exposé that would get her boss’s notice and, once she had that, the notice of people well outside the little Maine enclaves who read the All Pointes Bulletin. She was too level-headed to fantasize a Pulitzer, but this could be a step on her way to one, something she could look back on as the beginning of big things.

	“Is there any place to eat around here?” Cayley asked. “I didn’t see anything driving in, and I’ve never been to Lonesome Pointe before. What kind of name is that, anyway?”

	Lenny stared at her a moment. “I’m guessing you’re not here to make friends. It was named ‘cause it has only one lighthouse, which someone at some point in time thought was lonesome out there all by itself. Get it? It’s also three miles north. This is unincorporated territory you’re in right now. Not a lighthouse in sight.”

	“Thanks for letting me know, Mister …”

	“Winfrow. But you can call me Lenny. No reason not to.”

	“Lenny. I appreciate the information. It’s always good to know when you’re in unincorporated territory. Now, is there some place to eat? I’d love to grab something before the storm keeps us in completely.”

	“There’s a diner two miles back, I’m surprised you didn’t see it.”

	“I may have. I was a little distracted.”

	“That’s dangerous.”

	“Pardon?”

	“Distracted driving,” said Lenny.

	“Right, totally. I drove past the only place to eat and I never saw it!”

	Lenny smiled and said, “It’s not exactly the only place to eat. I could make you something. Got a nice little room in the back, kitchenette and everything.”

	Using his thumb, he pointed toward a door behind him, left ajar just enough to see that it led into a back room.

	“Old Man Drover—that’s who owned this place until his tragic death a few months back—he had it built for himself, so he wouldn’t take up one of the motel rooms. Need ‘em for pretty ladies like you.” 

	He grinned, sending a shiver through Cayley. She thought he looked like a lizard when he smiled. She expected his tongue to dart across the front desk and lick her cheek. She stepped back. 

	“Thanks so much for the offer, Lenny, but I couldn’t put you out.”

	“No trouble at all.” He seemed to be enjoying her discomfort.

	“I’ll be back in an hour, I’d guess. If anyone calls …”

	“I’ll be sure to take a message,” he said, leaning back on his stool. 

	Lenny put his arms over his head, exposing sweat stains in October. It was an unattractive sight, which Cayley was sure he knew. The front desk clerk at the Cliff’s Edge was someone she wished she’d never met and hoped it was a one-time encounter. 

	“Well, bye, then,” Cayley said, dropping the room key in her purse and turning for the door.

	“Bye, then,” Lenny said. He watched her hurry outside into the growing darkness, then reached for his cell phone. The package had arrived. 
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	TWO FOR THE ROAD

	 

	LINDA SIKORSKY wasn’t looking forward to the drive to Maine but she would not tell Kirsten. It would take at least six hours, much of that in a storm the weather service had been warning about for the past week. She’d thought of suggesting they postpone the trip, but she knew the price for it would be days of sulking by Kirsten, delivered with a large side order of disappointment. Her wife had been planning this trip for two months, convinced it would be just what she needed to finish her first mystery, whose central character was transparently modeled after Linda. “The Rox Harmony Mysteries” had become Kirsten McClellan’s obsession. Linda was so relieved Kirsten had found a calling in retirement, even if writing was an avocation Linda thought put food on very few tables, that she withheld her reservations about a fictional lesbian detective based on her. Nor did she speak to Kirsten of the ego deflation that surely lay ahead in mixed reviews, unpredictable book sales and that small matter of finding a publisher. None of these things were worth causing Kirsten to fret more than she normally did. For Linda, just driving to Maine in terrible weather, after an unexpected delay caused by her mother’s emergency in Philadelphia, provided stress enough.

	The women lived in a small house in Kingwood Township, New Jersey, that Linda had inherited from her Aunt Celeste. Her mother’s only sibling, Celeste had died on the back porch the spring before last, watering the flowers she’d kept for years in plastic beds hung from a wrought-iron railing surrounding the small space. There was just enough room on the porch for a table and four chairs. Linda had spent many Sunday mornings having coffee with her aunt after driving from New Hope, Pennsylvania, across the river into Jersey. She usually visited her mother the day before, making those weekends a sort of twofer: visit Mom one day, Aunt Celeste the next, and promise to be back in two weeks, three tops if something came up to delay her. 

	That “something” was sometimes homicide. Linda was then on the New Hope Police Force as its only female detective. She’d put in nearly twenty years, the last six in homicide, when Celeste died and left her the perfect place to retire: five acres of wooded land, a mile’s drive on 651 from the Delaware River. Timing, as Linda knew, was everything. She’d met Kirsten McClellan that January, inherited the house in September, and married Kirsten the following March. Now they were living very rural lives and slowly but surely adjusting to them.

	 

	* * *

	 

	At first Kirsten had tried to talk Linda into keeping the house as a second home and moving into Kirsten’s New Hope condo instead. Linda had maintained apartments all her adult life and had no particular emotional attachment to any of them. She did, however, have a strong emotional attachment to her aunt’s little house in the woods, and she resisted Kirsten’s offer to move in with her as lovingly but firmly as possible. They weren’t yet married when Linda inherited the house, and she’d worried for a short while if living there would be a deal breaker for Kirsten. There was none of the city glamour (as far as New Hope can be called a city), none of the bustle and glitz out there among the trees and creatures. But Linda loved it. It was that love that swayed Kirsten more than anything. She knew Linda was not the high-end condo type. She also knew they had both reached new chapters in their lives, and that meeting each other was as great a catalyst for change as either would likely ever experience.

	Linda left the police force and opened her “vintage everything” store in New Hope just two months later, selling clothes, knick-knacks, prized 1960s TV show lunch boxes, even buttons from political conventions spanning a century. For Pete’s Sake was named after her father, who’d been killed when Linda was just eight years old and the family lived in Cincinnati. Pete Sikorsky was a cop. He was also the love of Linda’s life, which provided her with a decades-long excuse not to love anyone, not to risk the pain and grief of loss, and to essentially stay closeted. (While she believed she had never kept a secret of her sexuality, let alone a dark secret, she had recently admitted to herself that a great need for privacy and a fear of intimacy were not the only reasons she’d never come out; self-doubt, uncertainty about the reactions of others, including her mother, and not a tiny bit of internalized homophobia also played their parts.)

	Pete Sikorsky went to the local grocery store one Saturday morning to get Linda’s favorite cereal and a carton of milk. They’d run out of both, and while Linda was not the sort of daughter to demand it, her father said it was no problem, he’d go down to the store and be back in ten minutes. He never came home. A police officer for twelve years at the time, a man who’d served as Military Police in Vietnam, a cautious adult and doting father of his only child, Pete did not take his service pistol with him that morning. Would it have mattered? Linda asked herself that for the next forty years, even as she now prized her father’s Colt revolver, the one she’d shot so many times at ranges. Would it have mattered if they’d not run out of cereal? Or was life, no matter how much we want to believe otherwise, predetermined to such a fine point that nothing at all could have stopped what happened or changed the course of their lives? 

	Pete left their small house expecting to return within a half hour. He arrived at the market just as two robbers were fleeing, having stolen forty-three dollars from the store owner at gunpoint. A police cruiser came screeching around the corner. Shots flew. Pete was hit in the neck and bled to death, right there in front of the store. He never got the cereal, and an eight-year-old Linda never got her father back.

	She became a cop because of him. She named her business and her store after him. She idealized him, knew it, and had no regrets about it. She liked remembering her father from a child’s perspective, with a child’s adoration. It suited her just fine.

	She left the police force after putting in her time and securing her pension. In quick order she opened her store, hired Mitchell Parsons to assist her (a godsend), moved to the woods of New Jersey, and hoped Kirsten would come along.

	Kirsten, meanwhile, had watched Linda make her life changes and decided it was time to create new challenges for herself as well. She could see her fiftieth birthday rushing at her and was determined to make the coming decade her best. She’d founded and run McClellan and Powers Real Estate in New Hope for twenty-five years. Her business partner, Madeline Powers, was ten years her senior and had always wanted to buy her out—at least after their first decade building the agency into a local powerhouse. She proved eager to purchase Kirsten’s half and remove her name from the awning, changing it overnight to Powers Real Estate LLC. There were no hard feelings between the women. They’d enjoyed an extraordinary run together and the trappings of success that came with it. But they’d never really meshed. They didn’t have to; they were operating a business together, not a marriage. Madeline was delighted Kirsten had met someone new (even if she didn’t think it would last). She liked Linda well enough, although the tall, direct-speaking detective was one of the few people she had ever met who intimidated her. She’d attended their very small wedding, and within a week she and Kirsten finalized the sale of the business. Then, to Linda’s great surprise and relief, Kirsten she wanted to live in the woods, too.

	Next came the issue of what to do in the woods. Linda had her store. Kirsten had a lot of money and no particular interests. Real estate was out. The sales had brought her many adrenaline rushes, but she was through with that. She tried working part time for Linda, but wasn’t really into waiting on people. Besides, Mitchell was outstanding at his job, as she would expect from a fussy, single man in his forties who considered retail his life’s purpose. She’d floundered for awhile, and had started wondering if a rural life was really best for her, when she came upon several old spiral notebooks in her boxes of belongings. She hadn’t opened this particular box in years, keeping it in one of her closets, and she’d forgotten what was in the notebooks. She was alone at the house, organizing the garage where she’d put many of her things while she figured out what would fit in the house and what should be given away, possibly to For Pete’s Sake. She took two of the notebooks out and went into the kitchen with them, settling in with a cup of coffee to take a look.

	Stories. Poems. Attempts at journal entries that lasted a few days (she was never successful at journaling, but tried a few times because she had read that’s what serious people do). It hit her then: these were her attempts at writing. Fiction writing. Storytelling. Word-craft. She had wanted to be a writer thirty years ago! It was a desire and a fantasy she’d completely buried in her storehouse of misplaced memories. They were beyond reach, but not far. And now, one Tuesday afternoon while rain fell outside the kitchen window on Lockatong Road, Kirsten McClellan knew what she wanted to do. 

	She’d been unsure how to proceed. Where does someone who hasn’t written in years turn to when the muse suddenly shows up at the door asking to speak to the person at home? And what sort of writing should she do now, three decades after her last attempt? Within an afternoon she’d read through those few spiral notebooks, cringing at the bad poetry, but impressed with two short stories. One was a romance ending badly and written about the same time her own heart had been broken by a girl named Cecile. She’d long since forgotten Cecile, and reading the story now made her smile. Love as foolish as it had been young. She decided to tell Linda about the notebooks, about her desire to see what creative spark was left in her, and if it could still light a fire.

	Two weeks later she and Linda were having breakfast at the Star Diner in New Hope. As they were leaving, Kirsten noticed a flyer in the entryway on a small wooden stand by the door. Local merchants and people with services to offer left their business cards and flyers there. Kirsten almost walked past it, then stopped suddenly.

	“Wait,” she’d said. “It’s a writers’ group.”

	Linda let the door closed and stepped back in, reading the brief flyer along with Kirsten:

	Have a story to tell? Waited long enough? The time is always write! New writers’ group forming in New Hope, all are welcome. Give Melanie a call or an email and let’s get started. Size is limited to twelve. Writing samples appreciated.

	A telephone and email were listed. Kirsten took a piece of paper from her purse and fumbled around for a pen.

	“Here,” Linda said, handing her a ballpoint from her jacket pocket. She still carried a small notebook and pen, a habit she’d had all those years on the police force that still came in handy.

	Kirsten called Melanie, whose last name was Johansen, the following morning. She wasn’t too late, and she joined the fledgling group as its ninth original member. That was eight months ago. She’d since written three short stories and nearly completed the first draft of a novel. A Rox Harmony mystery, whose protagonist (never to be called Roxanne) appeared to be a mirror image of Linda Sikorsky, even to the point of being a registered Republican and having a father who’d died under suspicious circumstances when Rox was only ten.

	Linda got used to Kirsten being gone on Tuesday evenings when she went to her writers’ group. She also got used to Kirsten running plotlines and character ideas by her, even though Kirsten usually ignored her input. 

	“‘Death Ahoy’?” Linda said when Kirsten told her the working title of the first book. “It sounds kind of …”

	“Cartoonish?” Kirsten replied. Her tone indicated that a “yes” response would have them sleeping in separate rooms for the night.

	“Pulp-ish,” Linda said carefully “Is that a word? ‘Pulp-y.’”

	“It’s a working title,” Kirsten sniffed. “It’s not meant to be final. I know it has an element of caricature. I just needed a title, a handle for now. Of course I’m not calling it ‘Death Ahoy.’”

	Of course you were, Linda thought, until now.

	And that’s how it went for the six months Kirsten had been writing Death Ahoy, the working-title-only story of Rox Harmony, Private Investigator, taking her first cruise with a ship of lesbians, at least one of whom was a hired assassin with three kills under her belt before they hit international waters. Rox was named Roxanne at birth but forbid anyone calling her that. She was out to stop the killing and find out who was behind the brutally efficient murders. 

	Kirsten was in the home stretch now, down to the last few chapters and an epilogue. She’d heard from the group, who had christened themselves the Tuesday Scribes, about a retreat of sorts in Maine. Upon researching Serenity House, Kirsten learned it was really a glorified bed and breakfast in the coastal town of Cape Haven, catering to authors who wanted peace, quiet and a dependable internet connection. Melanie herself had spent a month there the previous summer finishing her collection of first-person essays about growing up in Pennsylvania. She vouched for the place as somewhere a writer can focus, if they could keep from being seduced by the Maine landscape—or perhaps because of it.

	By August Kirsten was telling Linda they had to go to Serenity House (a name Linda said sounded like a last stop for alcoholics). By September the reservations were made. And by Friday morning, October 23rd, the women were packed and ready to make the six hour drive from their home in New Jersey to the Maine shore, checking into the B & B for four days of draft writing for Kirsten and sightseeing for Linda. 

	A serious storm had been forecast. Linda was slightly worried about driving in rain and wind that could get bad, but she was more worried about the blow to Kirsten’s fragile confidence if the trip was postponed. She convinced herself they would make it without any problems. They could get an early start and be there before the worst of the weather. 

	Then her mother called from Philadelphia. Someone had broken into her apartment while she slept. Her jewelry was gone. The jewelry she kept in her bedroom. The thief had been there, alone in the dark with her, probably watching her sleep. She could have been killed, or something just as bad …

	Linda did not postpone their trip to Maine. She got in her car and drove the hour to her mother’s home in Philly, setting them a good half-day behind schedule. It was a setback that changed everything.
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