
Two hours later, Amy stretched out on the bed. She could hear Kelly in the bathroom, the sound of the faucet being turned on and then off, the squeak of the medicine cabinet door. When Kelly came into the room Amy said gently, “Come here.” She patted the bed. “Let me just hold you.”

Kelly turned off the light.

The bed moved ever so slightly as Kelly sat down on the edge. Amy pulled the sheet back and eased Kelly into the bed. “I missed you.”

“Me too,” Kelly said against her shoulder.

Amy rolled Kelly onto her back. She kissed her eyelids and then the tip of her nose. “I’ve missed kissing these lips,” she said as she felt Kelly’s mouth open. Her tongue found Kelly’s. She reached down and pulled up Kelly’s top. “I’ve missed kissing these,” she said as her tongue lingered first on one and then the other of Kelly’s nipples. She could hear Kelly’s breath quicken. “I missed kissing all of this.” Her tongue trailed along Kelly’s stomach. Kelly smelled of Palmolive soap.

Amy slipped between her legs. She parted her lips and she heard Kelly’s sharp gasp. It was always like this when they made love. She could taste Kelly’s excitement. She could feel her hips vibrate first gently and then rapidly as she reached higher and higher, finally peaking. And then the exhalation of air as Kelly floated over the top.

Amy rested her head against Kelly’s shoulder. “That was wonderful,” she said.
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Chapter One 
 

It was their last night together. The next day Kelly was off for a weeklong conference.

To celebrate they had gone to a restaurant where the lights were soft and the talk even softer. There was a candle on the white tablecloth. Romantic music played in the background. There was a tasteful gentleness and air of delicacy to the place.

Their waitress, Celeste, introduced herself. She was young and blond with staring seal-gray eyes.

They’d ordered wine. A fine Riesling, to go along with the extraordinary night. Celeste brought it along with a basket of bread wrapped in a white linen napkin. She set the basket on the table along with some whipped butter and a small dish of olive oil.

With her right hand she inserted the corkscrew, gave it one twist and the cork popped. She poured a glass for Amy, one for Kelly. They savored the fruity flavor, let it roll gently over their tongues.

Then they ordered grouper bathed in a special blend of spices and sauce and buried under fresh asparagus. Kelly was thinking about leaving and how much she was going to miss the woman she had loved for the past five years.

Kelly reached for the basket and uncovered the bread. She could smell the heat. She broke off a piece and handed the basket to Amy.

She spread whipped butter onto the bread.

She put the bread in her mouth and savored the spongy texture melded with the butter. It was delicious.

“You really lack class, you know,” Amy murmured.

The words at first confused Kelly. Then they scalded her like steaming water.

“I’m just kidding, Kelly.” Amy clearly noticed the reaction on her face, the distress and bewilderment. “We’ve got to whip you into shape, kid. When you’re served bread at a fine restaurant like this, you don’t butter it and pick it up and take a bite out of it. You break it in pieces and butter each piece and put it in your mouth. I don’t know where I learned class, but I did,” Amy said as she tugged at her bread, broke a piece off and dipped it in olive oil. “Better yet, you should dip it in olive oil.”

Obediently she broke the bread into pieces and dipped one piece in oil and put it in her mouth. The constant criticism had made her pliable; it was never predictable and always a shock. It was interspersed between days of fun and togetherness.

Most of the time Kelly would say nothing. She knew it was criticism born of Amy’s insecurities. Or so she had convinced herself. Other times she felt like Amy wanted to bite her ego like a coyote gnawing at the haunches of a deer.

Then Kelly had a major flashback. “Sit up straight. Don’t slouch. Eat slowly, not like a pig. You’re so lazy you could lie down next to dirt and sleep in it.” Her dad’s words clanged in her brain, like the distinctive sound of prison gates being slammed shut.

The verbal abuse that had been so much a part of her life with her father came back, only this time it was twice as biting because she had been so unprepared for the verbal assault. And the words came again from her lover.

Kelly looked across the table and wondered, did Amy love her? At that moment, five years became a specter of uncertainty.

 

“You’re sulking. I’m over it,” Amy said in the car, the restaurant just a diminishing image in Kelly’s side mirror. And she was.

In the past, her outbursts of anger or the sharp words that flowed from her tongue felt like a rapier cutting into Kelly’s heart. She thrust forward and then parried. She got over it quickly.

But Kelly found it more and more difficult to forget the prick of her words. So Amy had found a word for it. Sulking.

“I’m not sulking,” she answered obliquely.

“You are. I told you I was just kidding. Ya gotta toughen up, woman.”

Just kidding, she thought. Kidding to cover her truth. Kelly lay her head against the headrest and closed her eyes. Memories were like life’s bookmarks. Lately she didn’t like the pages they were marking. She was remembering more of the acerbic parts of their relationship; she found it harder to remember the bookmarks that had separated the loving parts of their journey together. She sighed inwardly, remembering only the pain of their relationship, not the pleasures. Is that where these memories were being stored? She wondered.



Chapter Two 
 

Amy could tell by the way Kelly hugged her when she was leaving for the conference the next morning that there was something wrong. Her hug was indifferent; Kelly had been quiet after they had returned home from the restaurant.

When they got home, Amy thought they might have a glass of wine and talk, but Kelly had gone upstairs, brushed her teeth and gone to bed. By the time Amy had followed, Kelly was turned away from her, her heavy breathing a sign she was asleep.

Now this morning, Kelly had gotten out of bed, taken her shower and dressed. Amy heard her go down the stairs and she was almost out the door by the time Amy had gotten to the kitchen. Amy had hugged her; Kelly had seemed distracted, unresponsive. Then she’d left with a curt good-bye.

Amy shrugged to no one in particular as she stared at herself in the bedroom mirror. She couldn’t figure out what had gone wrong. They had had dinner Sunday night at a wonderful restaurant. The food had been tasty, the service perfect, and they’d talked about everything from what Kelly hoped to learn at the nurses’ conference to what they planned to do for the following weekend.

Amy searched for her favorite blue slacks in their closet. She had selected her powder blue blouse and now she wanted her navy blue slacks. She loved the way the powder blue contrasted with the dark blue of the slacks. She even looked on Kelly’s side of the closet, although Kelly’s longer legs would not have fit into the slacks. Hmm, she thought, maybe they’re in the dryer.

She walked into the bathroom and picked up her brush and ran it through her brown hair, unconcerned that gray, was already poking through. Forty, she thought. By the time her mother was forty, her hair was completely gray for which she affectionately blamed Amy. Said when she wasn’t turning strands of hair gray, she was adding new wrinkles to her face. Amy smiled as she thought about her mother. Amy’s father had died when she was four years old. She remembered them not having a lot of money, but she never felt poor. Her mother went to work at Webster’s grocery store first as a checker, finally as the store manager. Amy was raised by her grandparents. She adored her grandmother and tried to put her grandfather out of her head. Mostly she remembered the yelling and the constant criticisms leveled at her mother and her. Amy could never do anything right.

She splashed on some perfume and looked at her face, noting she had fewer wrinkles than her mother did, but then again she didn’t have a kid to deal with. Only Jasper, the cat. She knew Kelly had fed him before she left because Jasper wasn’t bugging her to eat.

Amy clicked off the bathroom light, went downstairs to the laundry room and pulled her blue slacks out of the dryer.

Her thoughts turned back to Kelly. Definitely sullen, she thought. In the kitchen she poured herself a cup of coffee. She opened the refrigerator and took out a package of English muffins, selected one, cut it in half and put it in the toaster. Picking up the newspaper Kelly had left on the table she scanned the headlines, then turned to the local pages. She was more interested in what was happening on the island than in what George W. Bush had to say about Iraq, again.

When the toaster popped, she spread butter and jam on the muffin and bit into it as she carried the plate to the table. She set the plate down next to her coffee and resumed reading. The town selectmen had held a meeting the night before and judging from the lead paragraph, not much had happened. According to the police report, Jack Martin was arrested for operating a vehicle after suspension. He was always getting caught driving without a license. She doubted Jack ever held a license very long. He had been their neighbor while she was growing up. He must be in his seventies, she thought.

Amy rinsed her dish and cup and put them in the sink. She left the newspaper open on the table, where she’d read it when she got home. She smiled. When Kelly read the newspaper, she would put it back in the order she had found it, each section carefully tucked inside the other. Amy knew she drove Kelly crazy when she got to the newspaper first and left it strewn on the table. But that’s just who she was, she thought. Straightening newspapers was not her thing.

 

In the car, Amy again thought about what had changed Kelly’s mood. It couldn’t have been anything she’d said. She scowled at the road as she tried to remember all the things they’d talked about the night before, but everything seemed pretty innocuous.

Amy brightened. Maybe Kelly was just upset because she was leaving. Although they had been apart for several days before— either because Kelly was at a conference or Amy had to go on a buying trip for the store—maybe this time Kelly was sad about leaving. Amy turned right onto Stillson Street, just off the Bleu Island town square.

That makes sense, she thought. I’ll just have to cheer her up when she gets home, Amy decided as she parked in the driveway behind the store. Make it up with a nice dinner, some good wine and a backrub. Her concern about Kelly stopped as soon as she turned on the store lights. She could see the red light blinking on her message machine. She punched the button and began to listen to her messages. She picked up a piece of paper and pen and began to jot down names and numbers. Definitely going to be a busy day, she thought.



Chapter Three 
 

“Amy Day,” she said by way of introduction. “Welcome to my shop.”

“It’s lovely,” the woman enthused. Dressed in white slacks and a bright pink golf shirt, Amy knew she was a summer tourist who was there to just look and not buy.

“Thank you.” She turned back to the shelf she was straightening. When she had opened her gallery and frame shop ten years earlier, she was optimistic that those who entered would buy something. She featured well-known Down East artists and sculptors and carried everything from paintings that were as big as a wall to small postcards.

But as she became more seasoned, she would play a game with herself. When new customers entered the store, she sized them up and could guess if they would buy or not. Most of the time she guessed right. No point following this chicky around, she thought. No sale there.

Amy ignored the woman and sorted through the brochures that highlighted the area. Tourists would pick them up as they strolled from picture to picture.

A brochure on the Down East Heritage Museum Amy stacked in one pile. The museum had opened the year before and focused on the rich historical and cultural history of the area.

Next came a brochure on eco-tourism. Many of the brochures had pictures of the Atlantic Ocean, and more importantly the pristine Passamaquoddy Bay. A favorite picture usually captured some aspect of Maine’s bold coast, with its craggy slate cliffs and rugged stone and rock beaches. Her section of the bay was just a few feet from her shop.

One of her favorite brochures showed a picture of a threemasted schooner on the front. Her friend Jim Bows had refurbished the ship, and on most summer days she watched it sail past her store and out into the bay, the tourists packed in and eager to chase after whale tails or spend a romantic night on board with only the soft swish of wind through the sails.

Amy looked up as the door opened. “Hey, my friend.”

“Hey, yourself,” Elizabeth said as she closed the door behind her. “Oops, sorry, you’ve got a customer.”

“Come in, come in.” Amy waved her over to where she was sorting. “Just straightening some brochures.”

Elizabeth’s salt-and-pepper hair was cut short and tucked under a Boston Red Sox cap. She always looked slightly rumpled. Her white polo shirt hung loose on her and was sloppily tucked into khaki shorts. Aside from that, she looked like an old Irish matriarch. Her turquoise eyes sparkled and distracted from her short and slightly hooked nose and thin lips. She had an engaging face highlighted by hundreds of wrinkles that she called the “mementos” of her life. Amy smiled. Elizabeth was self-deprecating about her looks. She said her ancestors mixed in a tiny bit of British and she had bought into the stiff upper lip of her British ancestry, thus her “Brit lips.” She refused to answer to Liz or Lizzie. Introduced herself in a straightforward manner and told people her name was Elizabeth and she would not welcome any substitutes. She wasn’t as big as a minute. She used to tell everyone she had to stand on a rock to kick a duck in the ass. After Amy’s mother died, Elizabeth had become her mentor and best friend. They talked about everything, including loves lost. Lois, Elizabeth’s partner of fifty-one years, had died several years earlier.

“Kelly at the conference?”

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“She’s back Friday.”

Elizabeth smiled. “Great. Wanted to invite you two over Saturday for a lobster feed. Maggie Beth and Terry will be there and a few others. It’s just casual. I woke up this morning deciding I wanted to have a lobster feed.”

“Terrific.” Amy straightened the last of the brochures. “What can I bring?”

“Your great cucumber salad.”

Amy made a salad everybody liked that had cucumbers and red onion bathed in mayonnaise and sour cream. Amy knew her friends liked it because the salad contrasted nicely with the rich flavor of the lobster.

“I love it with lobster.” Elizabeth leaned against the counter. “Heard the scuttle?”

Amy turned her attention fully to Elizabeth. If there was gossip to be had on Bleu Island, Elizabeth knew it. She was the oldest town clerk in the state. “What’s going on?”

“Been a bunch of men in to see Gary.” Gary Crandall was the town manager. “He’s been tight as a clam. Last night they were back, had a meeting with the selectmen. They held it in executive session. Been hush-hush. Some kind of development deal, but I haven’t been able to find anything out. Gary’s been carrying everything around in his briefcase. I can’t even snoop his desk.”

Amy chuckled.

“I’m not ashamed of it.” Elizabeth stuck her chin out. “He knows I snoop his desk. He snoops mine. What’s the fun of working at the center of what’s happening in the town and not knowing what’s going on?”

“I haven’t heard a word— ’course, you know me, I’m usually the last to know what’s going on. If I didn’t have you, things would come and go and I wouldn’t know a thing about it.” Amy watched as the tourist made her way toward the door. “Thank you for coming in,” she said to the woman. “Come back again.”

“I will.” The woman waved as she closed the door behind her.

“You guess her right?”

“Oh, yeah.” Amy had told her friends about the guessing game she played in her head about her customers. “It’s okay, it’s June and it’s been a good year so far. Next month’s going to be a corker with the Fourth of July festivities. It’s always my biggest month.”

“I heard we’re going to get a bunch of new marching bands. Some coming from as far away as Moncton and Saint John.”

“I don’t know what we’d do without our Canadian neighbors— heck, they provide half the participants in our parade. But I love it. Brings lots of folks home and even more just to watch. Biggest parade Down East.”

“Gotta run. Have to get back to the town office. Maybe I’ll know more of what’s going on and can tell you later. Definitely some kind of development deal. Got a feeling it’s big ’cause Gary’s not usually this tight-lipped.”

“Wouldn’t that be a kick. We could use some kind of new industry down here.” After the sardine factories closed, she thought they were going to go under as a town. It didn’t impact her gallery business much, because she depended mostly on the tourists for that, but it had impacted her framing business for several years. “People aren’t paying to have their pictures framed when they can’t figure out how to put food on the table,” she said. “I know. Gary and the selectmen have been doing everything they can. He’s working closely with the state office of Economic and Community Development. Last time the governor was down here, Gary told him to send just one business prospect this way and he’d make certain they set up shop here. Maybe that’s what’s happened.”

“Better here than in the other Maine,” Amy said. She sported a bumper sticker on her car that said, “I live in the other Maine.” There were those who lived along the state’s northeast coast who felt that all state aid stopped at the Bangor city line.

Amy had grown up on Bleu Island. A ferry was the only link from the island to the mainland, also known as Port Bleu. Amateur historians speculated that the port and island got its name because of the huge Maine wild blueberry fields that in the fall made the countryside look like an extension of the ocean, only dark purpleblue. Those same historians acted like they had a head full of lice when it came to why blue was spelled the French way. A real mystery because Maine had been settled by the British. Elizabeth maintained that there was a closeted Frenchman in the mix who named the island. Or, some believed, one of the island ancestors just had a wicked good sense of humor.

When Amy’s parents were growing up there wasn’t any ferry and they had to get to and from the island by small boats. Sometimes, when the weather turned nasty, they’d be stuck on the island for weeks. Then the state introduced ferry service in the early ’70s and the island population exploded.

In the winter, the population shrank to about a thousand locals. Come Memorial Day, throw in a mix of summer folks and tourists and the tiny island’s population blossomed to around four thousand. At one time the town was a bevy of business activity. Amy remembered walking past one of two car dealerships on her way to school. There had been a movie theater and a bowling alley. She used to buy all of her clothes locally.

Then the sardine businesses began to fail. The federal and state regulations that put pressure on the industry to clean up its act and not pollute the ocean were partly to blame as was the change in the American diet. Sardines were the favorite fast food of the 1950s only to be replaced by McDonald’s. The movie theater burned and no one wanted to invest money in a dying town. The bowling alley closed and one of the owners of the car dealership got into trouble with some rebate deals that ended up in his pocket rather than that of the buyer.

Bleu Island had been struggling ever since.

Elizabeth said, “Gotta get back to the office. Give my love to Kelly. See ya Saturday.”

“Looking forward to it.”

 

On Friday, Amy closed the shop at the usual five o’clock and drove to the grocery store. She wanted to pick up some steaks. Kelly said she’d be home around suppertime and Amy wanted to cook something simple. Kelly had been gone a week and Amy could feel the stirring between her legs as she thought about what they would do after they’d eaten. She chuckled to herself. The first year they would have done the deed immediately and then eaten. Now, they settled for food first, love second. Maybe this time, she thought, they’d make love first.

She noticed the state liquor store up ahead and stopped. A bottle of wine would go well with the meal, she decided.

Good food, delicious wine and a night of lovemaking, she decided as she turned her 1992 black Saab into the driveway leading to their house. She never tired of looking at the 150-year-old white Cape. It sat high on a hill and sported a 360-degree view of the bay. She parked the car next to the house she had inherited from her grandparents. She and Kelly slept in the same room she had grown up in.

When she opened the door, Jasper greeted her. He purred as he wrapped himself around her legs. “Let me set this down, fella, and I’ll feed you,” she said as she put the packages on the counter. She picked him up. Jasper had been a present from Kelly. She had always wanted a six-toed cat and Jasper had not been a disappointment. He rubbed his head against her chin. She caressed his paw. “How was your day?” He was a ball of white fur with just one or two inky splashes on his coat. The paw she was holding had a tiny black spot on it. “Catch any dinner?” She set him down on the counter and reached for his dish. “How about tuna delight tonight?” she asked. Jasper rubbed against her arm as she opened the can. “In a hurry, huh?” Amy laughed. She poured the food into his dish and set him and the food on the floor. “Gotta shower. Mama number two is coming home,” she said to the now disinterested cat. Jasper had his head buried in the food.

A half-hour later, Amy opened the bathroom door, the steam from her shower following her down the hallway. Kelly’s bag sat on the floor next to the bed. “You’re home!” she yelled down the stairs.

“I’m in the kitchen.”

“I’ll be right down,” Amy said as she pulled on her running pants. She felt a slight twinge of disappointment. She had expected Kelly to come up and give her a hug. Probably tired from the drive, she thought. Boston was more than seven hours away.

“How was the trip?” Amy said as she entered the kitchen. She walked over and took Kelly in her arms.

“Tiring. The last few hours were hard, really, really hard,” Kelly said as she returned her embrace. “Steak for supper. Good.”

Amy stood back. “Everything okay?” She studied Kelly’s face, which was drawn, and her tired eyes. She and Kelly had met five years earlier, not long after Kelly had been hired at the Bleu Island Hospital. Elizabeth had introduced them at a party. Kelly was slender to Amy’s more solid build. Kelly’s hair was blond, her eyes cobalt. Amy’s hair was brown, her eyes chocolate. She had always loved the contrast in their appearance. Amy was forty, Kelly four years younger than her. They had clicked first as friends and then as lovers.

“Sure.” Kelly stepped back. “How about I start the grill,” she said as she picked the steaks up and headed out to the patio.

“So tell me about the conference,” Amy yelled through the screen. She pulled lettuce and tomato out of the refrigerator, thinking she’d make an oil and vinegar dressing.

“Not much to tell. Some good presenters, some not so good.” Amy could hear the grill cover being lifted followed by the clunk-clunk of the charcoal as it hit the metal bowl. “You were so looking forward to that one presenter. Something about ethics and nursing? Was that good?”

“Excellent,” Kelly said as she came back inside, brushing the charcoal off her hands.

“So tell me about it. Did you learn new stuff? Were the presenters interesting?”

“Not much to tell. Mostly longs days. We had some good group discussions after the presentations. I’m glad I went.”

“Your friend Laurie called while you were gone and left a message on the answer machine. Asked you to give her a call.” Kelly and Laurie had been in nursing school together. Although they were best friends, they’d seen little of each other after Kelly left Portland. Laurie had been in a relationship, and taking the time to even spend a weekend together had never worked out. One year turned into two and soon Laurie and Kelly weren’t doing much more than occasionally chatting on the telephone. Amy spooned dressing on the salad. “Elizabeth stopped today before I closed. She invited us to a lobster feed tomorrow after I close the shop. Maggie Beth and Terry will be there, and she didn’t say who else, but I expect it’ll be the usual group.”

“Good,” Kelly said as she picked up the tongs and went back outside. “Should be fun,” she called over her shoulder.

“Some things going on at the town office.”

“What kind of something?”

“She wasn’t sure. Said there’ve been several meetings between Gary and some strangers. Said they met with Gary and the selectmen. I just love Elizabeth.” Amy laughed. “Said she even snooped through Gary’s desk but couldn’t find a thing. Not even a hint of embarrassment, said she regularly snooped through his desk for information. Sounded like they kinda made a game of it.”

Kelly laughed. “That’s our pal. No sneaking around, just put it out there. This is what I do and this is who I am.” She carried the steaks into the kitchen and began to set the table. At the last, she grabbed two sheets off the paper towel roll and put them next to the plates.

Amy put the salad bowls on the table and sat down. The steak smelled delicious. “Could be good,” she said, thinking about the activities at the town office. “I’d love to see some kind of development that will get us back on our feet. Would help my business, not yours so much. You got a job whether you’re treating one sick person or twenty.”

“Don’t be too sure. Last hired, first fired. We lose any more businesses in this town and it could mean cuts at the hospital.”

Amy frowned. “I’d be surprised. We’ve been through tough times like this before. The hospital just keeps perking along.”

“Even so, I’d hate to see another business close,” Kelly said as she cut her steak and put a piece in her mouth.

“Me too,” Amy said, taking a bite of the rare steak. “Wow, these are good. Nice and tender.” She picked up the breadbasket and handed it to Kelly. “Bread?”

“No, thanks.” Kelly stared at her as she buttered a piece and then bit into it.

Amy put the bread down and studied her lover’s face. “Everything all right?”

“Sure, just tired. It really was a long drive from Boston. The first two hours seemed to just zip along, but the last three hours were a real bugger. I could feel my energy level dropping.”

“Well, a hot shower and a bit of a rest and you’ll feel terrific,” Amy said as she finished her steak. “I’ll do the dishes, you relax.”

Two hours later, Amy stretched out on the bed. She could hear Kelly in the bathroom, the sound of the faucet being turned on and then off, the squeak of the medicine cabinet door. When Kelly came into the room Amy said gently, “Come here.” She patted the bed. “Let me just hold you.”

Kelly turned off the light.

The bed moved ever so slightly as Kelly sat down on the edge. Amy pulled the sheet back and eased Kelly into the bed. “I missed you.”

“Me too,” Kelly said against her shoulder.

Amy rolled Kelly onto her back. She kissed her eyelids and then the tip of her nose. “I’ve missed kissing these lips,” she said as she felt Kelly’s mouth open. Her tongue found Kelly’s. She reached down and pulled up Kelly’s top. “I’ve missed kissing these,” she said as her tongue lingered first on one and then the other of Kelly’s nipples. She could hear Kelly’s breath quicken. “I missed kissing all of this.” Her tongue trailed along Kelly’s stomach. Kelly smelled of Palmolive soap.

Amy slipped between her legs. She parted her lips and she heard Kelly’s sharp gasp. It was always like this when they made love. She could taste Kelly’s excitement. She could feel her hips vibrate first gently and then rapidly as she reached higher and higher, finally peaking. And then the exhalation of air as Kelly floated over the top.

Amy rested her head against Kelly’s shoulder. “That was wonderful,” she said.

“It was,” Kelly murmured.

Kelly turned to Amy and kissed her gently. “Okay if I don’t make love to you? I am really tired.”

Amy could not keep the disappointment out of her voice. “It’s okay. You had a long drive.” She rolled onto her back. They lay in silence next to each other. Then she felt the bed move as Kelly turned toward her.

“That’s not fair of me,” Kelly said delicately. She kissed Amy’s lips. “Not fair of me at all,” she said as she kissed her way toward Amy’s nipples.



Chapter Four 
 

Kelly turned her white Ford SUV onto Shin Pond Road. She had rushed to leave, gulping her coffee and choking down her English muffin. She had not even sat down at the table like she ordinarily would, but rather stood at the sink. Amy was still in the shower when she yelled she was leaving.

She had gotten up at six. She knew Amy thought they would laze around in bed for a few hours, making love again. Amy had to open the store, but not until nine.

Her excuses sounded feeble even to her. Even though it was Saturday and she had the weekend off, she said she wanted to check her mail, check on some of her patients. She rubbed her eyes as she drove past Slater’s Autorama and the Dunkin’ Donuts.

She had lingered long after the conference was over talking with other people. Somehow going home seemed more like a duty, rather than a desire. She wondered how often she had lied to ignore the truth. She was tired because all she could think about while she was gone was the ache she had felt their last night together. She had ordered herself to get over it and had even tried to bury it in discussions and work. But it kept coming back to her like an evil spirit. Lately, she wished her life was more like her computer, just hit escape and the garbage disappeared. Now she was running as fast as she could to work. How strange, she thought, the first year they were together, making love had been like catching lightning in a bottle, fiery and intense. They used to linger for hours feasting on each other’s bodies. She believed that Amy’s body spoke to her when they made love and she understood Amy’s language and she responded to Amy’s unspoken sounds. Amy had told her she was the best lover she’d ever had. Kelly used to chuckle, but one night Amy had taken her face in her hands, looked her in the eyes and said, “Believe it.”

Last night, it had felt mechanical and programmed. She had gone through the motions, Amy fell asleep afterward and Kelly spent a sleepless night counting criticisms. She felt like she had hit shuffle on a CD player—she could hear Amy’s words, only in different sequences.

Five years of deflecting, ignoring or being hurt by all the things she had not done right. How many times would she have to listen to how she had failed to measure up? In all those years, Amy never once complimented her on what she wore when they dressed up to go out. She never mentioned the positive things Kelly did for her like drawing a hot bath for her after a long day at work because Amy loved to luxuriate in the bathtub. Instead, Amy complained because she didn’t like Kelly’s blouse, or her lipstick was too red or the bathwater was too hot or too cold. She recalled one time she’d sent Amy an animated e-mail card telling her how much she loved her. Amy never acknowledged the card and days later when Kelly had asked her if she’d gotten it, Amy had complained that the sound on her computer was not loud enough for her to hear it. She never acknowledged the sentiment of the card. After that Kelly had stopped sending I Love You cards. Not on purpose, but somehow it no longer seemed important.

Elizabeth had introduced them.

Kelly had gone into the town office soon after she had been hired at the hospital. Elizabeth had been at her desk. Kelly smiled as she thought about that day. Elizabeth had been intense, answering her questions, giving her advice about housing and the like. Kelly liked her immediately and she sensed it was mutual.

Elizabeth had invited her for coffee.

She had accepted the post at the hospital after years of working in a large facility in Portland. She had grown weary of the big-city hospital politics. She and Laurie, her best friend, had agreed to run away.

After months of talking and planning, they decided to abandon the big city and move to northern Maine where they could do some real nursing. Laurie had a friend in a nearby town who had convinced her to move Down East where people were really who they seemed to be

By the time Kelly handed in her notice, Laurie had fallen in love with a woman named Heather, whom she had met on the Internet. Kelly decided to stick with her plan to move to Bleu Island; Laurie moved in with the woman in Portland.

A week later, when she was ready to go, Laurie helped her pack. Days earlier she had helped Kelly move her furniture into storage. The next morning, she was to leave for Bleu Island. Laurie handed her a CD and quoted lines from the title song, “If I could give you something to keep your dreams in sight, I would illuminate this path you’re walking and hang another star across your night.” She remembered Laurie’s hug and her words. “I would do that for you, my friend. Listen to this CD and think of me.” The song was from Darthe Jennings’ album Lessons of the Heart. They had discovered the singer/songwriter through friends. When she got to the island, she played the CD a lot. She missed her best friend.

The first few weeks on the island were lonely. Days at the hospital went fast and she actually was glad she had made the move. She liked the community spirit of the small hospital. But nights were dismal and dreary. The apartment she was in was over a pizza restaurant across from the marina. After just two days of smelling cooked pizza, she decided she had lost her appetite for it. Housing on the island was impossible with few apartments to rent and even fewer houses. She was told she would have to wait for a house rental and that was what she was doing. She spent a lot of time talking long-distance with friends or feeling sorry for herself. She made a point of talking with her mom in Lewiston or her sister in California at least once a week. She spoke less often to her brother in Texas. It was hard talking with Laurie, because Heather had not warmed to her. She got the feeling that at times Heather had not given Laurie the message that she had called. So the days and weeks turned into months and after a time they rarely talked.

Then she’d met Elizabeth, Elizabeth with the dazzling eyes and the accelerated discourse. Even Elizabeth admitted she liked to talk, mostly about herself. Then Elizabeth had introduced her to Amy and three months later they had moved in together.

Kelly turned into the hospital’s parking lot. The building was small. Everything was confined to two floors. The emergency room was to her right. There was only one doctor there, compared with the half-dozen who worked on emergency patients brought in day and night in Portland. In her five years on Bleu Island, there had never been one gunshot victim.

Her office was in the main hospital where fifty beds, including the four ICU beds for the critically ill, took care of the needs of the island. Everything was a microcosm compared with where she had been. But she loved it.

Promotions came easily and before Sandra Belton, the aging director of nursing had retired, she’d recommended Kelly for the job. At first, she had refused to take it, fearing it would upset those who had been at the hospital a long time, but Sandra had convinced her that nobody else really wanted the job. She had been the director of nurses for exactly one month.

“Good morning,” Kelly said to Loraine. Loraine had been the hospital’s switchboard operator and receptionist for years.

“Kelly, welcome back. How was the conference?”

“Good.” Kelly paused. “No, better than good. It was excellent. Things quiet here?”

“Absolutely. No crises, just everyday stuff.”

“Good, that’s the way I like it.”

“Here let me get you your mail,” Loraine said as she got up and reached behind her to a number of wooden cubicles. “You’re going to be busy for a while.” She chuckled, handing two huge stacks over.

“Looks like it.” Kelly frowned. “Oh well, better now than trying to do it on Monday when I’m answering the telephone and dealing with hospital issues.”

“And here”—Loraine reached down to a stack of pink papers on her desk—“are your messages.”

“Thank you.” Kelly quickly shuffled through the papers. “How’s Frank?”

“Good,” Loraine said. “Thanks for asking. He got out of the hospital yesterday. The docs said it was only a mild heart attack, thank God.”

“That’s great, Loraine.” Kelly set the messages on top of her mail. Loraine’s husband had been brought in the day before she had left. While working construction with some other men he’d fallen off a ladder. No broken bones, but definitely suffering from chest pains. “I’ll be in my office.” She added, “Loraine, if anyone calls, just take a message.”

“Sure, Kelly.”

Kelly walked down the hall to her office. She stopped at the nurses’ station where Joyce Kilkie was on duty.

“Kelly, welcome back,” Joyce enthused.

“Good to be back.” Kelly smiled. “And before you ask, it was a great conference. I’m glad I went. How are things here?”

“Quiet, really quiet.”

“Good.”

“Did Loraine tell you? Frank got out yesterday. She was one happy woman.”

“I saw it in her eyes. Thank God he was in town when it happened. If he’d been out in the boonies . . .” Kelly paused. “Well, it might have been a different ending.”

“Agreed.”

“Who else is on duty?”

“Susan and Janet. They’re in with patients right now. Want me to get them?”

“No, just curious. I’ll be in my office,” Kelly said as she turned down a side hallway.

“Glad you’re back,” Joyce called.

“Me too.”

A few moments later, Kelly turned on her computer and let it jitterbug through its various screens. She separated her mail into piles—things she knew she would have to address immediately, notices from agencies, the state and federal governments and junk. The junk mail she dumped into the trash.

She sorted through her messages. There was one from Laurie. She picked up the telephone and dialed. She looked at the clock— eight thirty in the morning. Good, she thought. She hoped the call would get her out of bed.

Laurie answered on the first ring. “Good morning.”

“Darn, I was hoping I’d wake you up.”

“Rat that you are.” Laurie laughed. “Back from the conference, good.”

“How’d you know I was at a conference?”

“Your receptionist told me, no mystery.”

“And you called me earlier this week because?” Kelly glanced at the pink phone message.

“Because I wanted to talk with my best friend.”

“And?”

“What do you mean by and?” Laurie dragged out the last word. “You don’t usually call me at work.”

“Well.” There was hesitancy in Laurie’s voice.

“Everything okay with you and Heather?”

“No, we’ve sorta broken up. You could say she is now my ex.”

“Oh, Laurie, I’m so sorry.”

“Me too, I still love her—somewhat.”

Kelly grinned. Laurie, who had spent most of her adult life in love-’em-and-leave-’em situations, had settled in with Heather. Kelly thought this time it was going to work. But Laurie, after a breakup, had so many levels of love, depending how hard the separation, from somewhat to desperately. “Did it just happen?”

“No, it’s been a month. I didn’t call you because, I don’t know, I was probably more embarrassed than anything else. Plus we haven’t talked.” Kelly heard the unspoken message in Laurie’s words. They hadn’t talked because of Heather. “There were lots of tears, from both of us. But I hope we’re going to be friends,” she said lightly. “Actually, we will be friends. It’s going to just take a while.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is there—”

“Someone else? No. We just seemed to come apart.” Her voice broke and Kelly sensed she was fighting back tears. “I’m . . .” Laurie paused and cleared her throat. “Not going to cry. I promised myself I would tell you all this without crying.”

“You can cry, my friend.”

“I know.” Laurie hesitated. “But I spent a lot of time crying the last couple of weeks.”

“Maybe you can fix it.”

“No, actually this isn’t the first time we’ve broken up. We’ve essentially broken up at least once every year since we’ve been together. Then we’d decide we could make it work, so we’d get back together.” Kelly heard the weariness in her friend’s voice. “This time we agreed we wouldn’t even try. It just takes too much of an emotional investment and we decided we don’t want that. That’s why eventually I think we could be friends.” Laurie gave a short laugh. “Although Heather does kinda hate me right now because I ended it. But I’ll tell you one thing—”

“What’s that?”

“In the future I’m going to bed them and not wed them. It uses up too much of my heart to fall in love.”

Kelly smiled. “Well, that will keep you busy.”

“You bet. Anyway, let’s talk about you, not me. How’s Amy?”

“Great, busy at the store.” Kelly glanced at her watch. Amy was probably reading the newspaper.

“And you?”

“Fine, Laurie, but that’s not the reason you called me a few days ago. I don’t get the sense you’re up to chitchat.”

“I’m thinking of moving Down East.” Laurie rushed on, “I’m not really happy here at the hospital. I thought about all our talks and how much I really don’t want to be here in this big hospital, and I was wondering if you’re looking for any good nurses down there?”

“We’re always looking for good nurses down here. Do you know any?”

“Low blow, Kelly. Low blow.” Kelly could hear the relief in Laurie’s laugh.

Kelly chuckled. “So when do you plan to make the move?”

“Whenever. I would want to give at least a month’s notice here.

They’ve been good to me.”

Kelly frowned. “You realize that you’d be working for me. That’s different than when we worked side by side there.”

“I thought about that, but I can handle it. Unless, of course, you turned into Nurse Ratchet.”

Kelly laughed. “Only with you, my friend, only with you.” She turned serious. “Send a résumé. I’ll run it past the CEO, although he pretty much leaves the hiring of the nursing staff to me. I do like him to see the résumés.”

“Look in your mail, it should be there.”

“Pretty confidant.”

“I figured you’d hire me.”

“We can’t afford to pay what you’re getting down there.”

“I figured, but it also won’t cost me as much to live. And, if I’m lucky, they’ll make me some kind of muck-a-muck after five years like they did you.”

Kelly laughed. “You never know.”

“Kelly, thanks. I see this as a great move for me. We haven’t seen much of each other in the past couple of years. That’s my fault because I’ve just let life come between us. I don’t know, Kell, when we were in nursing school and the time we worked together afterward, we had such a bond. Now, instead of grabbing hold of what’s most important—our time together as friends—we’ve grown apart, and I’ve been kicking myself because time together is for building memories,” Kelly heard Laurie laugh uncomfortably. “Listen to me, I sound downright sappy. By the way, I went to another of Darthe’s concerts this year. I thought about all the concerts we went to together. It made me sad you weren’t there. I have one of her CDs for you.”

“I’d love it. I’ve just about worn her others out.” Kelly hesitated. “Getting back to that lost time, I’m just as responsible, my friend. I’ve been so preoccupied with my relationship with Amy and my job and I’ve been just as absent from your life. I’ve thought of you often and now . . .” Kelly paused. “Well, we can’t put Humpty Dumpty back together again. All we can do is promise we won’t let time and distance get between us again. So let’s see what I can do with this résumé.”

“By the way, I’m looking forward to getting to know Amy. You two sound like you’re just so connected, I doubt anything would break you up. Anyway, pal take care and get that résumé to your boss. I’d like to think I can start packing.”

“Start packing.” Kelly laughed. “It’ll be fun having you here. I

miss you.”

“I miss you, too. It’ll be like before, only you have a partner.”

“And so will you,” Kelly replied, thinking Laurie could meet someone on the island.

“No way. I’m not going to fall in love ever again. Sorry,” Laurie said soberly. “I don’t do that well.”

“You will.” Kelly said seriously. “Laurie, it hurts now but if it isn’t right then all you end up doing is putting in time on a relationship that isn’t working and that’s wrong. So Heather had to become a thing of the past.” Kelly paused. “Only, next time go slowly.”

“I will,” Laurie said. “You know what I missed most after you left? After a shift, it didn’t matter if it was day or night, we’d go have coffee and just talk. I missed that.”

“Me too. It’s going to be great having you here.”

They said good-bye and Kelly hung up. She rested her chin in her hand. She and Laurie had gone through nursing school together and were so excited when they had both been hired at Portland’s largest hospital. Over the years, they had helped each other through good relationships and, after the relationships shattered, broken hearts. In their first year of nursing school, Kelly’s partner at the time, Robin, had not been happy about her friendship with Laurie. She was jealous. Three years into their relationship, Robin had ended it, and Laurie was there to help her pick up her life. Kelly had done the same for Laurie, although it had become a joke between them because Laurie’s relationships rarely lasted longer than a year. The fact that Laurie and Heather had made it for more than five years was some kind of record—even Laurie had admitted that. So now the record was broken.

Kelly spent the next few hours looking through her mail and reading her e-mails. She’d found Laurie’s résumé and had put it on a side pile to show to Don. She crinkled her brow when her telephone buzzed. “Yes.”

“Sorry, Kelly, you said not to bother you but Amy called, said it was important. I told her you were out of your office, but I did take a message.”

“Thanks. How long ago did she call?”

“A few minutes. I debated whether or not to bother you.”

“It’s fine. Thank you.” Kelly hung up and dialed the store number. Amy picked up on the first ring. “Hi, you called?”

“Oh, glad you called back.”

Kelly hesitated. “And?”

“Just wanted to see when you’re coming home?” Amy said hurriedly.

Kelly looked at the clock. “You called to see what time I’d be home.” She tried to keep the impatience out of her voice. “You’re not going to close the store until five o’clock, so you can figure I’ll be home around that time.”

“Well, you don’t have to get testy.”

Kelly inhaled. “I’m not testy. I was just in the middle of some things.”

“I just thought if you got done early you might like to come over here. I’ve missed you,” Amy said softly.

“I’ll see.”

“I love you,” Amy purred.

Kelly stared at the square tiles on her ceiling. She closed her eyes. “That’s nice.” Put the restaurant thing behind you, she told herself as she hung up. There’s more to this relationship then just that night at the restaurant.



Chapter Five 
 

“Wow, look at the cars. Elizabeth isn’t having a lobster get-together. It looks like five o’clock at the local seafood house.” Amy parked the Saab behind a large SUV.

“Elizabeth does love a party,” Kelly said as she opened the door. Spike greeted them with tiny yips and lots of jumps. He reminded her of a bouncing ball. “Hey, Spike.” She picked him up, scratched his belly and rubbed his head. When she put him down he kept jumping at her leg.

“Here.” Amy handed her the cucumber salad. “Let her think you made it.”

“Fat chance,” Kelly said as she took the plate. “Come on, Spike, let’s go find your mama.” She could see Elizabeth smiling at them from the porch. Her hair was standing at weird angles, evidence of the number of times she had run her hands through it.

“Spike, settle down,” she yelled at the dog. “Hey, you two.” Elizabeth walked across the yard and hugged first Kelly and then Amy. “Don’t you just love a party. I just started inviting people and look what happened.” Her arm swept through the air as if she was embracing all of the people there.

“How many did you invite?” Amy asked.

“Well, with you two, I think we topped twenty. Thank God lobster is cheap here. If we were in the city I would have had to have given the lobster dealer my firstborn.” She linked her arms through Amy’s and Kelly’s. “Not that I have a firstborn.” They walked into the house. “Some folks are in the house, others are in the backyard. I think you know everyone here.”

Amy stopped before they joined the first group. “You learn any more about that project?”

“Nada,” Elizabeth said. “I tried. I cajoled, begged and pleaded with Gary. I threatened him, told him I would tell all his secrets.” She shrugged. “Course he don’t have any worth telling, but it sounded good. He was as numb as a pounded thumb. Couldn’t get a word out of him,” she said. “All he’d say was ‘When it’s right you’ll know.’ I told that chicken hawk now was right, but he wouldn’t bite.”

“I’m just hoping,” Amy said. “If we’re talking some major venture, it could mean this town would come back to life. We need something. It would improve business for everyone.”

“Agreed. I keep persevering, but right now all I want to do is eat lobster, drink some beer and tell outlandish stories. How are you, Kelly?” Elizabeth squeezed her arm. “Good conference?”

“A great conference.”

“Find me a date?”

Kelly laughed. “I didn’t know I was supposed to.”

“Course you’re supposed to. I need a deep and abiding commitment to a woman.” Elizabeth smirked. “Course, a little lust rush wouldn’t be so bad either.”

Amy gently slapped Elizabeth’s arm. “Stop, you. We find you a woman and you’d be like one of those hermit crabs, pull your shell over your head and hide.”

Elizabeth pretended to bristle. “Not true. In the matters of the initiation of the heart, I am cautious.”

Kelly laughed. “As far as I’m concerned”—she hugged Elizabeth—“in the affairs of the heart, you’re perfect.”

“Ayuh,” Elizabeth said, hugging her back.

Kelly loved the banter that flowed between the three of them and she knew even though it had been four years since Elizabeth’s partner, Lois, died, Elizabeth’s chatter about finding another woman was just that—all talk.

“Come on,” Elizabeth said. “Just roll into the middle of all that. I know we’re parked in here like a bunch of schooling sardines, but everyone seems to be having fun. And those that aren’t will say they did anyway. So don’t matter.”

Kelly saw Maggie Beth and Terry and hugged them. She had met them through Amy and had felt an instant connection with them.

Terry was tall and blond, with an athlete’s body. Maggie was smaller, her dark hair interwoven with strands of gray. They had been together for twenty-five years and Kelly admired their closeness. Being around them gave her the same comfort as slipping on a warm overcoat on a cold wintry day. They had both been realestate agents and knew a lot about the area. The first chance, she thought, she would ask them about housing for Laurie.

“Welcome back,” Maggie said. “How was the conference?” Kelly smiled. “Are there no secrets on this island?”

Terry laughed. “No, and what we don’t know, we make up.”

Kelly watched as Amy also hugged their friends.

“Well, there is one secret,” Elizabeth said, alluding to her current obsession. “Something’s going on at the town office and I don’t have a clue. I tell ya, I feel like a one-armed swimmer going against a mighty current. I just keep going ’round and ’round. You two hear anything?”

They laughed. Then Maggie said, “We don’t hear a thing unless you tell us. You’re the one with the information. You’re like the party telephone lines you folks used to have here on the island. Remember, Terry?”

“Who wouldn’t.” Terry rolled her eyes.

Maggie turned back to the group. “Here we are, these two women, just moved from the big city. We were here probably a month, and one night we were having dinner and across the bay from our picture window we could see a fire on the wharf over at Port Bleu. I called my neighbor because she’d lived here most of her life. I was concerned it might be someone’s house or something. She didn’t know, and from where her house was on the bay, she couldn’t see the fire. All of a sudden some woman interrupted our telephone conversation and said that the old cat food plant was on fire. She hung up. I was dumbfounded. We didn’t have anything like that in the city. I thought there’d been some kind of screwup in the telephone lines. My neighbor just howled with laughter. I asked her who the heck that was and she said that was her neighbor Mary Lou. Everyone was used to Mary Lou listening in and she didn’t care who knew. Apparently she’d regularly jump right in when it suited her.” Maggie laughed. “After that we watched what we said on the telephone. It was the darndest thing to get used to, thinking that some stranger might be listening in.”

Elizabeth smirked. “We’d do that all the time as kids—heck, not just as kids, sometimes even as adults. I knew Mary Lou. She didn’t just have her ear to the ground, it usually was right in someone else’s business. When I was a kid, I got real adept at lifting the receiver off the cradle so there wouldn’t be any clicking sound, like a telephone being picked up. Course never did it as an adult, wasn’t right.” She arched her eyebrow. “When they introduced the single-party line some of us grieved big-time, but not me,” she added with a chuckle.

“I don’t believe it. Knowing you, you were right in the middle of it,” Amy said to her.

“No confession here. Listening in on my neighbors’ telephone conversations as an adult? Well, I never.” Elizabeth feigned hurt.

“Ya old salt, you probably did that and more,” Maggie shot back.

“I tried to listen in but my grandmother was always chasing me away from the telephone. Told me to mind my own business and of course that made it more fun to try and sneak a listen,” Amy said.

As Kelly watched the exchange, she could see Elizabeth was clearly enjoying it.

“Well, anyway”—Elizabeth surveyed the crowd of people—“I

can’t listen in on a party line this time.”

“Driving you crazy, hon?” Maggie asked.

“Could say crazier than a poophouse rat, but since I passed crazy a week ago, now it’s more like demented. I remember one time hearing this joke . . .” Elizabeth paused. “I feel like a mushroom that’s been kept in the dark and fed only fertilizer. I’ve never seen so many tight-lipped people in that town office. They don’t even let it slip when they walk out of a meeting. And believe me, I’ve tried to get them to talk. And I’ll tell ya, their mouths move, but there ain’t a thing that matters coming out.”

“I expect when they’re ready to talk they will,” Maggie said matter-of-factly.

“What’s the fun of that?” Elizabeth asked. “If you can’t get the poop ahead of time, there’s just nothing to the scramble. Anyway, I want you to say hi to everyone.” She steered them toward a group of women.

“Hey, we’re fine,” Maggie Beth said. “You go do what you need to do and we’ll make our way around the room.”

“Thanks. I want to see how things are going in the kitchen.” Elizabeth gave Maggie a quick hug. “And”—she paused dramatically—“I have a big announcement to make after we eat.”

Maggie Beth frowned. “What kind of an announcement?”

“The good kind.” Elizabeth winked and left.

“Wonder what that’s all about?” Amy asked. It was Kelly’s thought exactly.

“Can’t imagine,” Maggie said.

“She running for a new office or something?” Terry asked.

“I don’t think so.” Amy paused. “She usually can’t keep that stuff a secret. Would call everyone up if she was doing that.”

“Agreed.” Maggie nodded reflectively. “Although that may be a possibility. But knowing Elizabeth, whatever we guess, it won’t be right. So we may as well wait for the big announcement.”

“I hate waiting,” Amy groused. “I wish she hadn’t told us. Now I’m going to want to wolf down my food and get everyone else to do the same so she’ll tell us.” They all looked toward the kitchen where Elizabeth had disappeared.

“How about something to drink?” Terry said, glancing at each of them.

“I could do with a beer, hon,” Maggie answered.

“I’d like a wine,” Kelly said, thinking about what Elizabeth had hinted at.

Amy said, “Me to. I’ll go with you. Maybe we can squeeze something out of Elizabeth in the kitchen.” She and Terry
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