On the Air
Geonn Cannon
Smashwords Edition
Supposed Crimes LLC, Falls Church, Virginia
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
All Rights Reserved Copyright 2007, 2013 Geonn Cannon
Published in the United States.
ISBN: 978-1-938108-18-1
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Chapter One
"KELF, the island's number one place for the hits."
Nadine leaned forward as soon as the station identification finished playing and smiled at the microphone. "Welcome back, my little ones." She turned her eyes towards the window set in the wall across from where she sat. She could see the crystal blue glare of the harbor and marina. Through the latticework of sailboat masts, she saw the large Washington State ferry easing its way through the calm waters. "I can see the 1:40 ferry, the first ferry of the afternoon, through my little window here. Hello, to everyone coming home after a journey, we're happy to have you back. And hello, to all you newcomers. Welcome to Squire's Isle. For those of you meeting me for the first time, my name is Nadine Butler, the Pixie of K-E-L-F AM 1220, and I am here with you for another three hours or so. We're taking requests right now, so if you're a tourist, give me a call at 232-KELF and I'll do my best to make your stay on our little island as memorable as possible. Coming up, we've got the Eagles, Jackson Browne and Fleetwood Mac. Stay tuned!"
Her booth was basically a glorified closet-type space, dominated by the semi-circular table that held the various odds and ends necessary for radio broadcasting. A stack of CDs and tapes towered to Nadine's left. Just over her right shoulder, a wide picture window overlooked the bullpen and the sea of cubicles KELF called its business offices. As Nadine finished her welcome message, she hit the button that would begin a pre-set block of commercials and turned her attention to the phone banks.
The phone was lit up with calls. Line Three had been flashing since the end of the last song, so she depressed it first. She spoke into the microphone and the voice of her caller was fed into her headphones. "Hi! This is Nadine Butler and you're on the air with the Pixie. Tourist or local?"
"Um... tourist," replied the uncertain male voice. "Is this really on the air?"
"Live on tape, honey," Nadine said. She rested her elbows on the table and leaned towards the microphone. It increased the volume of her voice and listeners had told her it sounded more intimate, like she was physically in the room with them. "What's your name?" Nadine asked.
"Robert."
"And what can the Pixie play for you, Robert? We're a classic rock station, so I should be able to pull off anything from the sixties or seventies."
"You got any Springsteen? Born to Run?"
She glanced at the stack and saw Bruce Springsteen's Greatest Hits CD within easy reach. Stretching her arm out, she plucked the CD off the rack and withdrew the disc as she spoke into the microphone. "Robert, that is one of my all-time favorite Springsteen tunes and I do happen to have it right here. I'm gonna play that for you the first chance I get. All right? Thanks for tuning in to the Elf! Have a great trip, okay?"
"All right."
Smiling, Nadine disconnected the call. She glanced at the clock to see how much time was left on the commercial before she moved her finger to the phone's next flashing light. "You're on with the Pixie," she told the caller. "Tourist or local?"
She answered the next three calls, got a request from each of them, and seeded the songs into her already-planned play list. Running her finger over the list of song titles, she frowned. With this list, plus the commercials she was obligated to play during this hour, she was still going to run a little short on air-time.
Nadine pulled the headphones from her ears and almost knocked her eyeglasses off. She adjusted the earpieces as she hurried to the door of the booth, opening it and sticking her head into the bullpen. She glanced around until she spotted an older black man pushing a mail cart between the desks. Billy - their resident 'mail boy', janitor and jack-of-all-trades - appeared to be in the middle of handing out that day's memos. She whistled, making him lift his rheumy eyes to hers.
"I need just under three minutes," Nadine said.
Billy leaned against his mail cart and drummed his long fingers on the handle. His eyes danced back and forth across the carpet as if reading something written on the hardwood underneath. Suddenly, he smiled, pointed at her and proudly said, "Gypsies, Tramps and Thieves, two minutes and thirty-six seconds."
"Cher?" Nadine said, wrinkling her nose in displeasure.
He shrugged and tightly gripped the mail cart's handle. He continued on his way, placing another memo at the next desk. "I like 'er," he said. "Nice voice."
Nadine held her hands out in surrender and said, "Then Cher it is. Thank you, Billy."
She returned to her seat in the booth just as the ad for Gail's Seafood Restaurant ended. She put the 'cans' back over her ears and depressed the broadcast button with her pinky finger. "Gail's Seafood Shack, man... talk about some good eatin'!" she said into the microphone. "If you haven't been there, it's just the greatest seafood you will ever eat. And to prove it to anyone out there who doubts their Pixie, I have a coupon awarding dinner for two to Gail's if you can answer one extremely easy trivia question. Trust me, with food this good, I'm all but giving this prize away. Here's the question, listen closely: who, in 1966, said his band was bigger than Jesus? Give me a call at 232-KELF with the right answer and you'll be eating very, very well tonight.
"Right now, though, I'm sending this one out to Robert, a newcomer to our fair shores. Robert, I hope you have a great time on Squire's Isle and that you don't feel the urge to run." She snickered and said, "Yeah, I know how bad that was. When he first performed this song, a rock critic claimed he had just heard the future of rock and roll and that future was named Bruce Springsteen. This is him, the Boss, from 1975 - it's Born to Run, on KELF."
As the song started, she saw that the phone lines had all lit up once more. It was a typical reaction when she ran a contest, especially an easy one, so she ran her fingers over the three lights and pressed one at random. "Hi, KELF. You're on with the Pixie."
"Hey, this is Tony. I just came over on the ferry and I wondered if I could request a song...?"
"Sure thing, Tony! What do you wanna hear?"
"Me and You and a Dog Named Boo, by Lobo, I think...?"
"Oh, I adore you for requesting that, Tony. I've loved that song since I was a little girl, so I'm going to give you a special prize," Nadine said. She loved being able to do this; randomly giving out prizes to people who weren't expecting to win was a bright spot in her day. "You're my tourist of the day! What that means is that you can come by the station - we're just south of the ferry lanes, just ask someone if you can't find us - and pick up a coupon for two free ice cream cones from Sandy's Dee-lights. Sound good?"
"That sounds great!"
"If you're happy, I'm happy, Tony. I'll get that song on for you ASAP, and be sure to come by and get your coupon before five."
"Okay! I'm making my way over to, uh, the, uh..."
"Sholeh Village for the whale-watching?"
"That's it!"
"Well, then, you're in for two treats today, Tony. I'll move your song up to make sure it plays on your way out there, all right?"
"All right!"
"Tony, I am going to send you away with good memories of Squire's Isle if it's the last thing I do. Keep it tuned to KELF and I'll get some 'bright red Georgia clay' on your shoes," she said, quoting a line from the song.
"Well, all right!"
She thanked him for calling and went on to Line Two. "KELF, you're talking to Nadine."
A woman meekly asked, "You have a winner for the trivia yet?"
"I don't! You wanna make a guess? Who said that his band was bigger than Jesus?"
"I think it was John Lennon..."
"That's right!" Nadine hit a button that caused a noisemaker to sound loudly. "Oh, no, there's confetti all over my booth!" She exclaimed. "What's your name?"
"Sara."
"Well, Sara, are you a local or a tourist?"
"Born and raised here on the island."
"Well, that is fantastic! So you've been to Gail's before, I assume."
"I have."
"Good! You know what you're in for. Get something really good and think of me when you're eating, all right?"
"Okay!"
Nadine chuckled. "Okay, I'm going to send you to the secretary now. She'll get some information from you and then you can pick up the coupons anytime before five this evening. Sound good?"
"Sounds great!"
"Glad to hear it. Sara, who is hooking you up with a free dinner?"
"The Pixie," Sara answered, a touch of laughter in her voice.
"That's right, your Pixie Godmother never lets her children go hungry. Keep listening to 1220 KELF and you have yourself a great dinner."
"All right."
"Bye-bye, Sara."
There were still two minutes left on the Boss' song, so Nadine decided to answer Line Three. "KELF, this is the Pixie."
A man asked, "You have a winner on that trivia yet?"
"Ooh, sorry, we just got one."
"Ahh, nuts." The caller sounded disappointed. "Thanks anyway!"
Nadine couldn't let one of her listeners go away empty handed. "Let me make it up to you. Is there a song you want to hear?"
"Uh... Norwegian Wood, by the Beatles."
"Oh, no, you're a real Beatles fan, huh? You probably knew the answer right off."
"Yeah, I did."
"Aw, well, better luck next time! I promise you at least one more easy Beatles trivia sometime this week, okay?"
"I'll train my dialing finger."
"Don't give me too much information, honey," Nadine laughed. "I'll get your song on for you as soon as I can, all right?"
"Okay!"
Nadine disconnected the call, saw all of the phone lights were dim at last, and rolled her chair around to face the stack of CDs next to her. She ran her fingers down the spines and pulled discs of the Beatles and Lobo. As she was searching for Cher, there was a tap on the glass behind her. She turned her head; through the picture window, she could see Miranda Powell, the station manager, standing in the bullpen. Nadine waved in acknowledgement and Miranda motioned for her to come out. There was not enough time before the end of the song for a conference, so Nadine pointed at the CD and held up two fingers to indicate two minutes. Miranda nodded and crossed her arms over her chest, clearly prepared to wait.
Nadine leaned forward, bracing her elbows on the table and wondering what Miranda wanted. She was the 'messenger' who usually passed down bad news from the station's owner, Thomas Dugan; she was mostly hands-off when it came to the talent, so it would have to be something of semi-importance to get her to interrupt a show. All Nadine could think of was there had been a complaint. "I said Jesus on the air," she muttered to herself. "The Satanists must be demanding equal time."
When the song ended, Nadine hit a switch to transfer the feed back to her mic. "Hey, everyone out there, be you tourist or native, whale-watcher or sight-seer, friend or foe - I'm Nadine Butler, the Pixie, and we have a winn-ah for the dinn-ah." She hit the replay button and the recorded call with Sara's voice began issuing from the tape deck.
She set the requested Lobo song to play as soon as the winning call ended and stood up. Hanging her headphones on the edge of the desk, she went to the door and stepped out of the booth.
Miranda had been station manager for five years, but Nadine was still impressed with her. Big-city broadcasting veteran, poached from a Manhattan station with an offer too good to be true, Miranda looked like she had just stepped out of a business magazine. Her blonde hair was kept short, her skirts always extended past the knee and there was never so much as a single coffee stain on her blazer. Nadine always felt like a slob in the sweatshirts and jeans she wore to work.
She pushed her hair out of her face and looked down at her sweater vest/t-shirt combo. Not so shabby today, but still miles away from Miranda's brown blazer and blue blouse. Nadine cleared her throat and nodded her head towards the broadcast machinery. "I've got three minutes and some change," she told Miranda. "What's up?"
"You're not in trouble," Miranda said immediately.
"Uh-oh," Nadine said. She could feel her bright mood in danger of fading. She braced herself for the worst as she slumped against the door and shook her head. "Now I'm really worried. What's wrong?"
Miranda reluctantly said, "Hoagie... he has a conflict this weekend. I'm sorry."
"Oh, God," Nadine groaned. "Can that man ever fulfill an obligation? What is it this ti--" She froze when she remembered the commercial the station had been playing endlessly that week. "Oh, no. Not the faire. Please, Miranda, do not do this to me. Please!"
To her credit, Miranda looked uneasy at making the request. She lifted her hand in a conciliatory gesture and said, "I'm sorry, Nadine, but Hoagie can't host it this year. You're the best option for replacing him. You're the most popular DJ we have and you... I'm sorry, but you are single."
Ah, Nadine thought, that old chestnut. Miranda thinks I'm single and, therefore, I have no life. She shrugged in resignation but asked anyway, "Can I can say 'no' without it affecting my job here?"
"Well, we won't fire you, if that's what you mean," Miranda replied, smiling broadly, "but you'd really be helping us out. Most of the people going to see Hoagie would prefer to see you, anyway. It wouldn't affect ticket sales; we'd probably get even more ticket sales because of the switch. You'd be saving the day, Dean."
Oh, not the nickname! Nadine thought. That's really playing dirty. She closed her eyes and reluctantly accepted that her weekend off was already a lost cause. She sighed and finally nodded. She muttered, "All right, yeah. Fine. But remember this the next time we talk about raises, all right?"
"You got it. Thank you, Nadine. You're the best." Miranda pulled a folded piece of paper from her pocket and thrust it at Nadine. "Since the faire is this weekend, I'm going to need you to announce the change as soon as possible."
"Make Hoagie do it during his show. Make him explain why he's backing out."
"Don't make Hoagie the bad guy, Dean."
"Stop calling me Dean," Nadine said. She wasn't really angry, just frustrated. She snapped the paper away from Miranda and said, "This is the last time this quarter, all right? The last time I host one of these stupid galas, the last concert, the last last minute switch. Deal? From now on, when I have a weekend off..."
"It will actually be a weekend off," Miranda said. "I got it. You're a dear for putting up with it this time."
Nadine sighed and waved her boss away. She went back into her booth, reading over the copy as she sat down and replaced the headphones. She flipped a switch and tried not to let out an annoyed sigh into the microphone. "That was Lobo with Me and You and a Dog Named Boo and those wheat fields of St. Paul. Ahh, gotta love that song! Just makes you want to hop in the car, pick a direction and keep on driving. Don't try it here, though; can't drive too far on an island unless you're going around in circles.
"Anyway, enough of my nonsense. Or maybe more of my nonsense because I just got handed a note," Nadine crinkled the paper between her fingers so the crisp sound would be heard over the mic, "that says I am going to be the hostess with the most-est at this year's Squire Days. That's right, this weekend's Renaissance Faire will be emceed by yours truly. I'll be out there, broadcasting live for most of the weekend, so why don't you come by and see me, okay? We'd love to see you all out there in your nice tight tights and big fluffy dresses! Coming up, we've still got the Eagles and a few more requests from those tourists, bless their pointy little heads. Keep listening to your favorite Pixie on 1220 KELF AM."
She pulled the headphones away and glanced at the phone lines. Sure enough, almost thirty seconds after she went to commercial, Line Three lit up. She glanced through the glass, saw that Miranda was gone and answered the call. "KELF, this is the Pixie."
"So it is you," a quiet female voice said. "Not some... I don't know, lying body-snatcher or anything?"
Nadine winced. This is going to be awkward, she thought. "Hi, Kate," she said, trying to make her voice sound apologetic. "Look, there was..."
"You're working this weekend? All weekend?"
"That's what it looks like," Nadine said. "Only a couple of hours each day, but... yeah, it might as well be all weekend. Ruins our plans, at any rate." She checked the countdown clock on the CD player. There was a minute and forty-five seconds left on the commercial. "I... I don't really have time to have this argument..."
"It's not an argument," Kate replied. Her reasonable tone made the back of Nadine's neck prickle in alarm. "I just want to make sure I have all the information so we can have a fully-informed fight when we get home," Kate continued. "So... you're working all weekend? And when you're not working, you'll probably be too tired to do anything else. That's the situation?"
"I know, I know," Nadine sighed. She pushed her hair out of her face and guessed Kate's next argument. "It was my idea, you cancelled a bunch of stuff to clear the weekend so we could go and now I'm reneging and..."
"Okay," Kate interrupted. "That's all I needed to know. Have a good rest of the show."
Kate hung up abruptly and Nadine resisted the urge to throttle her mic. She mimicked Miranda's voice, giving her a nasal quality the real woman did not actually possess. "You are single. You are the most popular DJ here. You are the biggest pushover on staff." Nadine knew she could tell Miranda and her coworkers that she was seeing someone and just leave it at that, ignore gender and the whole furor it would cause to know that her significant other was a woman. But she had been around long enough to know that her lover's identity would not stay secret for long. It was easier to just say she was single... in theory, at least.
She was torn. On the one hand, it would solve a lot of problems if she just said she was with someone. If she admitted she had plans over the weekend and couldn't fill in for Hoagie. The odds were that Miranda would back off without an interrogation. On the other hand, if Miranda pressed for information and Nadine was forced to out herself, that would cause a whole new can of worms to be opened. Her closet was the rock, her work was a hard place and she was wedged firmly between them.
Nadine sighed again, tucked a stray lock of hair out from behind her glasses and hit the broadcast button. "Welcome back," she said, her voice automatically switching back to its normal, cheerful tone. "You are still listening to KELF, I'm still Nadine Butler, and our songs still rock." She transferred directly to the next song in the play list and sat back in her chair. Looking at the clock on the wall, she groaned and sagged in her chair.
Three more hours on the air.
More than enough time to brace herself for a fight with her girlfriend.
#
At 4:58, Nadine switched off from commercial and said, "Well, folks, that's going to do it for my show today." She looked over her shoulder and saw Hoagie making his way through the bullpen. "Joe 'Hoagie' Hogan is making his way to the booth right this minute, so he'll be with y'all right after Jackson Browne. This is Nadine Butler, your KELF Pixie, saying good-bye for another day. Thanks for letting me spend the afternoon with you. And remember to tune in tomorrow; I'll be lonely if you don't."
She switched on Jackson Browne's The Load-Out and stood up. It was a nice, slow song, a perfect capper to her show. Plus, when partnered with the song Stay, as it usually was, the song was long enough to give her time to get out and let Hoagie into the booth for his show. She looped her scarf around her neck and put her play list into a desk drawer so it wouldn't get in Hoagie's way.
Hoagie was a full foot taller than Nadine and probably more than a foot thicker. He wore jeans and flannel shirts when he was on the air; his curly blonde hair hugged his head tightly as if afraid of the long fall if he went bald. The man shed his denim jacket and tossed it over the back of the chair Nadine had just vacated.
She rounded the table and let him take her place in the nerve center of the station. Bending over, she opened the fridge that was tucked beneath the desk. She found one last can of Pepsi near the back and straightened to face him. She leveled a glare at him and said coldly, "Joseph."
"'Joseph'? Geez, you sound like my mother when I'm about to get whupped. What'd I do?" the big man said. Nadine was amused to see he actually had the nerve to look aggrieved behind a day's worth of beard stubble.
Nadine was unmoved. "You cancelled the Renaissance Faire."
"Ooh," he said. He shrugged casually and said, "Yep, I did."
She resisted the urge to chuck her Pepsi at him only by reminding herself that it was the last one in the fridge. "Do you know what this does to my schedule?"
He scoffed. "What schedule? Come on, Nadine, we both know you're the most popular DJ here. I'm just giving the people what they want."
Nadine sighed and gave in, popping the top of her soda can. "Fine. But popular or not, you owe me."
"Yeah, yeah, I'll find some way to pay you back."
Nadine squinted at him suspiciously. "It worries me, the way you said that..."
He waved her out. As she slipped out of the booth, she heard him trim off the end of Stay. He said into the microphone, "Welcome, welcome, welcome, I am Joe Hogan, you can call me Hoagie. I'll be here with you until you're sick of me."
"Too late," Nadine muttered.
She walked to her desk and took a seat, remaining only long enough to finish her soda and look over the memos Billy had left for her. She managed to get the stack of incoming mail sorted and a handful of it read before she finished her drink. She crushed her soda can and slipped it into her coat pocket. She took her leather satchel off the back of her chair, looped it around her head and walked towards the narrow stairwell.
The building's design was staggered so that the second story looked down over the first. The receptionist was on the ground floor, separating the 'celebrities' of KELF Radio from the outside world by means of a huge circular desk. Nadine rounded the edge of this barricade, giving a friendly wag of her fingers to Sue, the secretary on duty.
"I loved your show today, Nadine," Sue said, exactly the same as every other day.
Nadine, used to it but still appreciative, said, "Thank you, Sue. I'll see you tomorrow."
As she stepped outside, a brisk wind blew off the harbor and hit her head-on. She paused, her body bent against the wind, and fumbled with the buttons on her coat. The lank dark hair that had been mashed by headphones all day was stirred by the chill wind and began lashing at her face, though her eyes were protected by her glasses. She turned and walked to her bicycle with her coat held shut by both hands.
By the time Nadine undid the lock and unwound the chain, the wind had died down. She threw her leg over the bicycle, settled onto the seat and pushed away from the bike rack. Riding towards Spring Street, she could see the line of cars in the ferry lanes, and wondered how many of the people waiting there had called in song requests to her show.
Even though it added a full five minutes to her ride home, she turned onto Spring Street despite the chill in the air. The fewer turns she had to make, the more time she had to think. The more time she had to think, the easier the upcoming fight with Kate would go. An added bonus was that her route took her past the newspaper offices where Kate worked. Speeding by, she straightened her back and peered through the front window. Kate's desk, near the back of the brightly-lit room, was already vacant.
Probably already at the apartment, stewing, picking her words carefully. Nadine sighed. She would just have to make Kate see that there was no way around what had happened. It wasn't like she was scrapping their plans because she'd changed her mind. It was work. She'd just have to make Kate understand that.
She had met Kate three years earlier when the reporter had been doing a fluff piece for the newspaper - Celebrities of Squire's Isle - and rather than interview the mayor, Nadine had been tapped. Coming from a raven-haired beauty like Kate, it had been a hard request to turn down. Their first interview had gone well and transformed into dinner; dinner had gone even better and transformed into a night of sex.
They had been together ever since, two relatively visible women in a small town, both still closeted and butting heads about it. Kate was firmly in the closet and willing to stay there as long as she could. Nadine was wishy-washy on the subject. On the one hand, she would love to be out, would love to tell people that she was in a relationship for a number of reasons, not the least of which was the fact she could finally tell Miranda that she could not do things like the Renaissance Faire because she had plans with her girlfriend.
Nadine rounded the corner to her apartment building and stopped her bike in the courtyard. The Blair Idyll Apartments was shaped like a U, three sections surrounding a small courtyard with a neatly-tended garden. Nadine tended the flowers herself in return for a break on her rent. As she walked her bike up the concrete walkway, she took a moment to look over the planting beds, which had been mulched over for winter.
She pushed her bike into the foyer. Her apartment was on the ground floor in the center section of the building, to the left of the entrance. She only had one neighbor who lived in the apartment directly across from her. A flight of stairs that started just outside her door led to the second floor, which had an identical floor plan and an open-air landing. Nadine remembered when she and Kate started sleeping together, they had been forced to sneak around as much as possible in order not to alert their respective neighbors.
When Nadine’s second-floor neighbor moved out, they had struck on the brilliant idea of Kate moving into the postage-stamp apartment above Nadine’s. That way, they effectively lived together without raising any eyebrows or having to use stealth tactics like they were secret agents.
After chaining her bike to the stair railing, Nadine went into her apartment. "Kate?" she called. She withdrew the crushed soda can from her pocket and dumped her scarf and coat on a convenient chair. Her apartment was not exactly messy, but it was small enough to look cluttered. A couch and two armchairs dominated the living room, facing the little television that stood on a small oak end table. One wall was filled with framed photographs, every one a cherished memory; whale-watching trips, Kate on the beach, her mother circa 1960 in a tremendously ugly hat.
Nadine took two steps, leaned into the kitchen door and dropped the crushed soda can into a recycling bin next to the fridge. She walked around the couch to the back of the apartment.
The living room and combination kitchen/dining room made up the front half of the apartment. A bedroom, bathroom and den made up the other half and were connected to one another by a narrow corridor that ran between these rooms and the living room. The bathroom and den were deserted. Her bedroom, bed-free since she moved in and more of a storage area where she stacked her excess junk, was also empty. After searching the entire tiny apartment, she knew Kate must be upstairs in her own apartment. Which meant Kate was too mad to even pick a fight right now.
Wonderful. She felt relieved that the fight had been postponed, giving her a little more peace before the explosions started going off, but she kind of wished Kate had been there. Just to get it over with.
Nadine dropped onto the couch, which doubled as her bed, and found the remote amidst the clutter on the coffee table. She turned the TV on to the news, lay the remote on her stomach and let the impossibly pretty anchors talk her to sleep.
#
Some time later, Nadine woke to the sensation of hands gently kneading the soles of her feet. She was momentarily disoriented, not remembering taking off her shoes or even laying down for that matter. However, the fingers working against her socks were so familiar that she kept her eyes closed for a few minutes and enjoyed the massage. Finally, she sighed and pushed the loose strands of black hair out of her face and realized her glasses had been taken off. She opened her eyes and struggled for a moment to focus.
Kate was sitting on the other end of the couch with Nadine's feet on her lap, absently massaging them as she watched the news. Nadine rubbed her eyes, looked at the TV and murmured, "What are you watching?"
"News. Late news," Kate said. "You've been asleep about an hour."
"Mmm," Nadine hummed noncommittally. She knew the fight was still coming, but if she chose her words carefully, there was a chance she'd be able to put it off some more. Forget getting it over with; she liked peace and quiet. She liked watching TV and getting her feet rubbed. She twisted to see the TV better, but kept her feet planted on Kate's lap. "Anything interesting in the world?"
"Fire in Seattle, fire department got it under control... nothing big."
Nadine nodded.
After a brief silence, Kate said, "Squire Days, huh?"
Nadine groaned. There it was.
"I thought Hoagie was going to do that," she asked.
Nadine searched Kate's face. Kate didn't look angry at all. There was no accusation in her voice. She looked tired, irritated, but resigned to the fact her weekend had been ruined. That, in a way, was even worse than anger. Nadine said, "He said he would, but he had to back out. Family commitments, I guess. I didn't really ask."
Kate moved her hand to one of Nadine's ankles and lightly squeezed it gently. "You had commitments, too, you know. It was your idea."
"I know, hon." Nadine grimaced. They had had plans to drive to the mainland, see a couple of shows in Seattle and have a real date for a change. To actually walk down the street and hold hands with each other... she had been looking forward to it for weeks, and so had Kate. "I'm sorry," she said contritely. "I know you had work, and I know you had to cancel just for this weekend. I'll make it up to you."
Kate's hands moved to Nadine's calf and gently probed the muscle through the denim. "Really?" Her voice was quiet, playful and coy.
Nadine smiled and lifted the foot Kate wasn't holding. She pressed her toes gently against Kate's chin. Kate laughed and tried to squirm away but managed only to lie down, her back against the sofa arm opposite Nadine's position. Nadine spread her legs apart, reached out and gripped Kate's wrists, pulling Kate forward and on top of her. Kate chuckled as they embraced and their mouths met in a slow, steady kiss. Kate moaned as Nadine fumbled with the buttons on her blouse.
"Just how do you plan to make it up to me?" Kate asked, undoing the button on Nadine's pants with practiced ease.
Nadine had to think about how to form words. All her lips wanted to do was get back to what they'd just been doing. Speaking was over-rated. She exhaled and said, "How... um, w-what do you want?"
"Will you dress up for the Faire? Will you dress up like a wench?"
"If it pleases milady," Nadine said with a smirk.
Kate's answering grin was wicked. She slipped her hand into Nadine's pants, her fingers gliding lower and making Nadine gasp and curl her toes.
Afterward, naked and wrapped in each others arms with an old quilt draped over their naked bodies, Nadine put her glasses back on and used the remote to turn off the TV. Kate's long dark hair was draped over her face like a veil. Nadine settled back down against the cushions and dragged her fingers through the loose strands as she stared at the window. The blinds were drawn, thankfully blocking what they had just done from the outside world. Kate brushed her hand down Nadine's arm and said, "What are you thinking about?"
Nadine shook her head, but answered anyway. "I was thinking maybe I should come out."
Kate did not register shock, nor did she blink her hazel eyes. Her gaze remained focused on the wall, her voice steady when she finally spoke. "You don't think it would affect the show?"
Nadine shrugged. It was their most-quoted reason for not coming out; Nadine worried about people refusing to listen to a gay disc-jockey while Kate's fear was that the newspaper's editor would suddenly start calling for the cancellation of her column. "I'd like to say no," Nadine finally said, "but truthfully? Hell... I mean, even if I only came out to Miranda as an excuse why I couldn't take these crappy assignments, it would be like dropping a pebble in the water. If she knows, it'll feel like it's out there. And before long, it'll snowball and..." She sighed and waved the thought away. It was too much to think about right now. She didn't want to ruin the happy afterglow they'd been cultivated, so it was best to just let it drop. She patted the arm Kate had looped around her waist. "Dinner?"
"I ate before I came downstairs." Kate curled closer and kissed the back of Nadine's neck. "Sleep upstairs with me tonight."
Nadine wanted to accept the invitation, but it wouldn't be prudent. "I have to get up early. I should stay down here," she said reluctantly
"You sure?" Kate asked. "A warm bed instead of a lumpy couch... a warm me..." She slipped her hand around Nadine's waist and cupped her breast.
"I'd love to, but no, honey."
Kate kissed Nadine's temple and shifted out from underneath her. Nadine watched as Kate dressed, keeping her gaze fixed on Kate's breasts until the shirt went on, then looking at her ass until the tight jeans were pulled up to cover it. She loved the sight of Kate's body and, despite their lovemaking earlier, felt another twinge of want. The lack of Kate's body made the apartment feel cold, so Nadine tightened the blanket around her shoulders and sat up.
Kate looked around and stuffed her underwear into the pockets of her jeans. She bent down over the couch and brushed her cheek across Nadine's. "Okay. See you tomorrow?"
"Mmm-hmm." Nadine stroked Kate's cheek with the backs of her fingers and went on, "This is our best fight ever."
Kate chuckled and touched Nadine's hair. "Sleep tight."
Nadine waited for Kate to leave before she got off the couch. As soon as Kate was gone, she felt cold and lonely. Before, her nudity had been an aftermath of lovemaking. Now it was just making her cold. She found a duffel bag next to the armchair and pulled one of Kate's baseball jerseys out. It was old and washed to a heavenly softness. She was petite enough and Kate lanky enough that the jersey reached to mid-thigh on her, leaving her decently covered. She buttoned it as she walked into the kitchen in search of sustenance. After scrounging around in the fridge for something to eat, she found her supplies were severely lacking.
She was about to call Kate and ask if her invitation was still open when there was a knock on the door. Nadine paused, aware of how naked she was under the jersey and equally aware that her underwear was draped over the top of the television set. She walked to the door and called, "Who is it?"
"It's Kate," came the muffled answer.
Nadine opened the door, letting Kate step into the apartment. She was carrying a covered dish. Holding it out, Kate explained, "Last night's meat loaf. I looked in your fridge before you woke up; you don't have anything to eat for dinner." She kissed Nadine's cheek and gave her the once-over. "You look really hot in my jersey." She touched the white-and-blue shirt's hem, bit her bottom lip and looked at Nadine through her eyelashes. "Sure you don't want to come up?"
"Less sure than I was," Nadine said with a smile. "But yeah. Sorry."
"Okay," Kate said. She didn't seem too put out by the refusal, but looked down again at Nadine's naked thighs. "I'll see you tomorrow. Don't stay up too late. Good night, sweetheart."
"Good night," Nadine said. She smiled and watched Kate leave the apartment and head toward the staircase before kicking the door shut and carrying her dinner into the kitchen. She uncovered the meat loaf, cut off a piece and put it on a plate to heat it in the microwave.
She loved Kate, and she loved that Kate was thoughtful enough to bring down some food because the cupboards were bare. It was obvious Kate cared about her, and that was a warming thought. Still... we've been together for three years. Nadine expected to feel something other than sweetness and the physical satisfaction of occasional - okay, pretty frequent - romps in the sack. If they eliminated the sex, what would they have? A good friendship. Leave the sex in, and we have a really great friendship.
Nadine snickered and popped open the microwave. As she carried her food to the dining room table, she pushed her worries out of her mind. So what if all they had was a good friendship and really great sex? Relationships had been built on less, right?
Besides, she thought bitterly as she dug into her reheated dinner, it's not like I have a ton of other prospects beating a path to my door...
Chapter Two
In the five years she had been managing KELF, Miranda Powell had never been out of the front door before eight o'clock at night. She always remained in her office until Leah Nettles, the night DJ, arrived before she allowed herself to leave. Leah was reliable and had so far never been late, but Miranda liked to be prepared for every eventuality. She did not want to leave Hoagie alone to deal with a no-show if something unexpected happened. Leah and Hoagie traded places in the booth at nine, and Leah usually showed up anywhere from ten to thirty minutes early.
When Leah arrived at 8:55, Miranda was still on the phone, scribbling on her blotter as the station owner, Thomas Dugan, barked directions at her. "Yes, sir," she said. She looked up when Leah appeared in the doorway, waved hello to the DJ and began gathering her things together. "Yes, Mr. Dugan," she said when he finally gave her an opening. "I wanted to talk about... yes, sir. No, I wanted to talk about..."
She leaned back in the chair and rubbed her temple with two fingers to try and stave off a killer migraine. "Yes, Mr. Dugan. Good-bye." She put the phone down and cursed. It was almost impossible to get a word in edgewise with that man. She had called him with a distinct purpose in mind, but somehow he had managed to shift the conversation to budget and advertising and the various little day-to-day things he liked to hear about. Miranda was sure it made him feel like a part of the business, but it ate a hole in the end of her day, every day.
She jotted down a phone number and pushed away from her desk. Grabbing her purse and coat, she headed out into the bullpen. Leah was leaning against one of the desks, watching Hoagie through the window. Tonight, Leah was wearing a torn denim skirt, fishnet stockings and a bright purple blouse that Miranda thought might actually look nice under the proper blazer.
"Is he having a good show," Miranda asked as she joined Leah at the window.
"I don't know," Leah said. "I just like watching him. It's like the zoo."
Miranda smiled and caught a glimpse of their reflections in the glass. Like one of those magic eye pictures, it was hard to ignore once she'd noticed it. Standing next to Leah, she looked like a modern high school principal - cool, well-polished and professional. She buttoned her coat around her floral-printed blouse and straightened her shoulder-length blonde hair where the phone had mussed it.
"I'm going to head out," Miranda said. "Have a good show."
"Okay, Miss Powell."
Miranda headed for the stairs and nearly made it before Hoagie called after her to wait up. She paused. He hurried to catch up, working his arm into the sleeve of his jacket as he moved.
"I'll walk you out," Hoagie said. He followed her downstairs, through the darkened and deserted lobby and out to the cold street. He waited while she tested the front doors to make sure they were locked behind her. Leah used the back exit to leave when her show was over, and no one would be able to get in until Miranda showed up in the morning to let Willa Lamb and Simon Clark, the morning disc-jockeys, in.
She turned and, as she suspected, Hoagie was still standing there, waiting for her. She forced a smile and rubbed her hands together. "Cold out here," she said.
Hoagie nodded. "Yep. You need a ride someplace, Miss Powell? My car is..."
"I'm fine, Hoagie. I'm... I'm waiting for my ride. Should be here any second."
"You want I should wait with ya? You never know what could happen."
"It's December Harbor, not New York," Miranda said gently, not wanting to hurt his feelings. She'd been born and raised in Manhattan. Squire's Isle was physically and metaphorically about as far from the Big Apple as she could get and still be in America. "I think I'll be okay. Thank you, though."
"No problem."
He stuffed his hands into his pockets and started to walk away, looking so dejected that she felt the need to offer the poor guy a little bit of consolation. "It was a great show tonight, Hoagie," she called after him.
He turned and smiled at her, a flash of teeth in the gloom. "It sure was. Good night, Miss Powell."
She waited until he had disappeared around the corner before she started walking in the opposite direction. Hoagie was sweet, but she'd have to do something to dispel the unfortunate crush he seemed to be developing on her. She slipped the Walkman from her coat pocket and slipped the earpieces in as she walked into the parking garage. The radio was, naturally, already turned to KELF. Even if she didn't work there, it was really the only station that got any reception on the island.
"Good evening, owls and owlettes. This is Leah," the overnight DJ's sensuous voice informed her. "I'll be with you from now until the wee dark hours. So settle in, get comfortable and get ready to feel the day melt away. Because I promise, I will not play anything that will make you jump out of your shoes. Your pants, on the other hand..."
Miranda smirked and made a mental note to officially chide Leah the next day. Sexual innuendo was fine, so long as it was kept to a minimum. Lately Leah had been treading just a little too close to that fine line. Miranda unlocked her car door and slid behind the wheel of her car.
As Mick Jagger began his plaintive call to Angie, Miranda pulled from the parking garage with Nadine Butler on her mind. So what if Nadine didn't have plans for the weekend? It wasn't fair to just saddle her with this responsibility two days before the faire started. The fact she was saddled with it just because she was single, and that Nadine knew that was the reason, could potentially be a problem. She could sue them for discrimination.
Nadine never would sue, of course. But it gave Miranda an idea. She drummed her hands on the steering wheel and began to script the call she would make to Dugan first thing in the morning. This time, she was sure their conversation would go a lot differently.
#
Nadine took a shower after dinner and crawled under the covers in her pajamas. She picked up her work bag and dug around until she found the notes Miranda had left there during her show. The first note - "Think of medieval-type songs to play during the faire" - wasn't very helpful. She scribbled down Scarborough Faire by Simon and Garfunkel in the margin, thought for a moment and then shook her head. She'd think of more, she was sure. If not, Billy could lend a hand.
The other notes were just there to let her know some of the acts that would be performing at the faire. It offered the names, pronunciations and a brief overview of what they did so Nadine could talk about them on the air. Jugglers, swordfighters, jousting tournaments, belly dancers... She raised an eyebrow at that last one; maybe this assignment wouldn't be so bad after all.
The last post-it was a note that stockades would be employed during the faire should any 'dastardly evil-doers' need to be contained. Nadine smiled and said, "Please let me put Hoagie in a stock. Oh, please, oh, please." A sweep of headlights across her wall broke her concentration and she glanced at her watch. Nearly ten o'clock. She put aside the notes and dropped her satchel to the floor as she slipped down on the couch cushions.
Despite the cancellation of their trip to the mainland, she was actually starting to look forward to the faire. Maybe she could get Kate to dress up as a fair lady. It had been a while since they had played dress-up...
She reached up and turned off the reading lamp that curved over her couch and threw an arm over her eyes to protect against any more headlights sweeping past the living room window and waking her. She was asleep inside three minutes.
#
The next morning, Friday morning, was the day before the Squire Days festival officially began. Nadine was up at eight and did a bit of research online. She managed to find only one more medieval-themed oldie - Knights in White Satin by the Moody Blues - and answered emails until ten. Two were from Kate - "I forgot to tell you twice, so I might as well email you while I'm thinking about it" sort of messages - and the rest were fan mail. She replied to as many as she could before it was time to go. She shut down the computer and headed upstairs to Kate's before she left. There was no answer to her knock, so she assumed Kate had already left for work.
She retrieved her bike and walked it to the street, getting a good start before she jumped onto the seat and headed across town. As she waited to cross Spring Street, a man walking on the opposite sidewalk called out, "Pixie!"
She waved to him and called back, "Thanks for listening!"
A few other people waved and she was just as friendly to each of them. She had been surprised the first time anyone had recognized her, had almost laughed out loud when she received her first autograph request, but now it was almost second nature to her. She rode her bike across the street when traffic thinned out and headed south, away from the radio station. She had left early to pass the city park and see the Squire Days festival grounds before she had to spend the entire day there.
She parked her bike on the sidewalk and looked out over the sea of colorful tents, the wooden fences being erected and the three horse trailers already on-site. She had a horrific imagine of the park suddenly festooned with little presents from the knight's rides and made a mental note to bring a change of shoes.
The park looked small as you approached it, but it spread out the farther you went in. The KELF booth was usually somewhere near the main entrance, but she couldn't see it anywhere. Satisfied, she climbed back onto her bike and rode the rest of the way to work. The roundabout trip had cost her almost a mile and her legs were burning. She was grateful for the burn, though; it was pretty much the only exercise she got, so she liked to do as much riding as possible.
She had to veer around a construction site at the corner next to KELF and waved her apology to the construction worker tearing up the sidewalk. He waved back and she made it the rest of the block without running into any concrete chunks. She chained her bike outside and went into the fantastic warmth of the station's lobby. "Whoo," she exhaled as she unwound her scarf. "I didn't notice how cold it was until I came in here! Morning, Sue."
Sue, the plump and perpetually smiling secretary, held up a sheaf of little yellow papers. "Morning, Miss Butler! Miss Powell wanted me to let you know about these memos. A bunch of people have been calling in about the renaissance faire. Turns out a lot of them decided to give it a chance just because you're going to be there. That must make you feel good, huh?"
Nadine took the memos and shrugged. "Kind of makes me feel bad for Hoagie," she admitted as she went through the memos.
"Oh. Oh, right," Sue said. Her smile faded and she said, "Boy, I hope he doesn't get offended..."
"Ah, screw him," Nadine said. She winked and said, "He left me in the lurch. I hope his feelings do get a little hurt."
Sue cackled and slapped her hands together. Nadine jumped at the sudden, sharp sound, but quickly recovered and laughed along with Sue. After a moment, Sue's laughs turned into coughs. Nadine moved to pat her on the back, but Sue waved her off. "No, no, you go on upstairs. You have to be famous!"
"Work, work, work," Nadine said. "See you in a couple of hours."
"Hear you before that," Sue said, pointing over her head with a giggle.
Nadine went upstairs and dumped her things on the desk. She made her way to the back of the bullpen to Miranda's office. Through the glass door, she could see Miranda was talking into an earpiece connected to her office phone. She was about to leave until the call was over when Miranda glanced up and waved her into the room. Nadine stayed where she was and waited patiently for the call to end.
Miranda Powell's office was the biggest and most personal in the building, but geography had denied it a window. She corrected this architectural faux pas by taking photographs of the town from the roof, having them professionally combined into a poster-sized panorama and hanging the picture behind her desk. In a lighted frame, the effect was surprisingly realistic.
The rest of the office was spartan to the extreme; a desk, two chairs for visitors and a couch next to the door. Someone had brought her a plastic plant as a 'welcome to the island' present, but Nadine swore the fake leaves were drooping and near-death despite their artifice. She waited by the door until Miranda finished her call and motioned at one of the seats. "Morning, Nadine."
"Hi, Miranda. What's up?"
"I talked to Thomas Dugan this morning."
Nadine tensed. "The station owner?"
"The very same," Nadine said. "I told him about the Squire Days situation; how Hoagie and I kind of left you in the lurch just because you were single."
"It wasn't entirely because of that, was it?" Nadine asked.
"No, the fact that you are our biggest celebrity did play a pretty big part in my asking you to fill in. But you and I both know that the only reason I gave in to Hoagie so quickly is because you're single and you probably wouldn't have plans."
"Really?"
Miranda shrugged and leaned forward. "The fact is, it could look like discrimination. You could sue us."
Nadine sighed. "I would never do that. I might grumble and--"
"No, you don't understand," Miranda said. "You could sue us. I pointed that out to Mr. Dugan, along with the fact you often get saddled with crappy assignments, and he finally agreed that it wasn't fair. So, in order to appease you, you'll be getting paid time and a half for the faire."
Nadine blinked. The Dugan family owned most of the town of December Harbor and half the rest of the island, but they were renowned for having some of the tightest pockets to go along with their wealth. Offering time and a half was unheard of. "Wow. Thanks, Miranda."
"I'm not done," Miranda said with a perfectly evil smile. "I pointed out this was an ongoing thing. We get a job no one else wants, it generally goes to you. I pointed out that you're definitely the voice of the station, if not the face of it. Once again, he eventually agreed that you deserve a raise."
"A raise?" Nadine said. She was smiling now, leaning forward slightly. "That's... that's wonderful."
"I don't have the exact numbers yet; we're still haggling on that part. But I thought you should know it was in the works."
"Yes, thank you. You didn't have to."
"Consider it a thank you for being our sacrificial lamb for everything we ask of you. And hey, if it makes you smile a little bit at the faire, all the better."
Nadine laughed. "You have my word."
She slipped out of the office and went back to her neglected desk. She took the memos Sue had given her and thumbed through them again. Looking forward to seeing you, I wasn't going to go but now I'm already buying the tickets, so on and so forth. She smiled, still amazed that, after all this time, she actually counted as a celebrity in this town. An idea sparked and she looked around until she found Billy.
He was emptying a trash can nearby and she crossed the bullpen to meet him halfway. "Hey, Billy, I might need your help a little more than usual today. Are you going to be sticking around?"
"Mm-hmm, yep."
Nadine patted his arm and thanked him as she headed to the booth. She loved Billy; he had been homeless when they hired him, living outside the station and asking for money for lunch. When Nadine saw him go into a restaurant and use the money for lunch - with a tall cold glass of milk instead of any of the various liquors the restaurant offered - she struck up a conversation.
He had recognized her voice immediately. He loved radio, and it wasn't long before he revealed his most shocking gift; he could give the exact time, to the second, of any song she asked him. After a few test runs, she decided to just take him at his word. She had convinced Miranda to hire him as the station's custodian on a freelance, day-to-day basis. He insisted they pay him only enough to buy himself dinner and lunch; he refused to get rich on a job he hadn't earned. As long as he was just working for food, he was more than happy. Besides, it was better than begging.
He'd been a constant at the station ever since, keeping the place tidy and helping the DJs arrange their schedule with the most amount of music without cutting off any commercials. Miranda had tried to give him a raise on several occasions, at least up to minimum wage, but he refused. One day Miranda had 'slipped up' and given him a fifty dollar bill instead of a five. Billy hadn't come into work for a week after that and refused to return until they took the money back.
So he remained, working for his lunch and dinner, a storehouse of knowledge when it came to classic rock time limits, and Nadine was happy to take the credit for discovering him.
In the booth, Simon Clark and Willa Lamb were finishing up their morning show. She could see the shoulder of someone sitting across from them, but didn't bother trying to see who it was. She waited patiently for them to play their farewell music, a medley of the word "Good-bye" from various songs, and opened the door.
As she stepped inside, she smiled to Willa and Simon and saw Kate rising from the interview seat. She tried to conceal her surprise but failed miserably. "Oh," Willa said as she looked from one woman to the other. "I was going to introduce you two, but... do you already know each other?"
"Uh-huh," Nadine said. She smiled and said, "Kate is, uh, is my neighbor. Who didn't mention she was doing the show this morning."
Kate shrugged and said, "It was kind of a last minute thing. They wanted to talk to me about that article I did on pollution and the orcas in the Strait." She shrugged and unwound herself from the wires they always draped their guests with. "While I have you here, are you free for dinner tonight?"
"Yeah, always," Nadine said. It was a battle to keep from looking at Willa and Scott for their reaction to the request. It only sounds like a date because I know it's a date. They probably think it's totally innocent...
"Okay. See you at home."
"See you at home," Nadine said. She watched Kate leave and walked around the table to exchange places with Willa. Simon pushed his own chair into the corner - they had no other two-person teams - and waved to her as he headed for the door.
"Have a good show," Willa said as she closed the door behind herself.
"Thanks," Nadine said. She took her seat, rearranged a few of the things on the desktop and glanced at the clock before she switched on the mic. "Happy mid-morning, almost afternoon to all you lovely people in December Harbor and everyone across Squire's Isle. I am Nadine Butler, the Pixie, and I will be here until five this afternoon. Seems so far away, doesn't it? But I am here to take a little bit of the sting away because I am doing something special today.
"When I walked into the station, the secretary showed me all of these calls from people who were going to the Squire Days festival just to see me. That really touches my heart, truly, so... I'm going to make you guys really happy." She picked up a random piece of paper and crumpled it next to the mic. "That was my play list for today and I am throwing it out. Because all day today, I am going to be taking your requests. Give me a call, 232-KELF, tell me what you want to hear because you are taking over the radio station."
She scanned the actual play list and said, "For now, I'm going to be playing some of my favorites while I'm gathering up your requests. We've got Stevie Nicks coming up, some Jim Croce and lots more that depends on you guys. Let me know what you want to hear." She switched over to the CD and pulled off her headphones. She knew without looking that Miranda was standing outside the window watching her.
She stood up without looking and opened the booth. Sure enough, Miranda was standing right there with arms crossed. "All requests?"
"Billy will help me make sure we have time for all the commercials. We'll be fine. You worry too much, Miranda."
Miranda huffed and glanced over her shoulder. "You have to do this to me right after I tease you about a raise."
"Teach you to tease a girl," Nadine grinned.
Miranda blushed and said, "All right, fine. All requests. Why not." She motioned at the booth and said, "Go! Take some requests. I'll accept all-request, but I won't allow dead air."
Nadine saluted, only half-mockingly, and went back to her seat. She hit Line One. "This is the Pixie on KELF, what can I play for you?"
#
Miranda paused and watched as Nadine resumed her post. She was immensely grateful for the fact that the DJ station was faced away from the window; she would hate to explain how often she'd found herself standing, staring at Nadine's back and just... staring. She just loved to watch the woman work, loved how she leaned into the mic to make her voice deeper and more intimate.
"Teach you to tease a girl," she muttered. "Sheesh. Like I don't have enough problems..."
#
Billy came into the booth two or three times before he finally accepted Nadine's invitation to sit across from her. As she took requests, she wrote the titles and artist on a piece of paper. When she had a nice, long list, she would hand it to Billy and he would write the play times in pen next to the artist name. His tongue poked from his mouth as he then re-listed them in blocks of eight to ten minutes and handed the paper back to Nadine.
She, meanwhile, kept taking requests and putting notations next to the song title to remember who had requested the song. She waited until Guitar Man ended and went back on the air. "This is KELF, I am the Pixie and the radio station is at your mercy this afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. That was Bread with Guitar Man for Erin. Hope you enjoyed that, Erin. For now, we're going to take a little pause for a commercial break and we'll be right back with more of your requests. Hang tight."
She sent it to commercial and said, "Billy, you've been a godsend today."
"I aim to please, Miss Butler," he said. He kept his eyes down and fiddled with the tip of his pen.
"I'm just telling you so you won't fight when Miranda tries to pay you tonight."
He shook his head. "I don't need nothing extra. Just..."
"Food money, right," she said. "You just want what's fair. Well, I wouldn't have been able to do this today without your help. You went above and beyond what you were hired for and we're going to pay you appropriately. It's only fair. All right?"
He finally nodded his head - a quick up-and-down bob - and she smiled. "Good. Now..." She was distracted by movement in the glass, just visible from her periphery. She turned and saw Kate standing in the bullpen, waving through the glass.
"She was here this morning," Billy said. "Willa and Simon interviewed her."
"Yep, they did," Nadine murmured. She checked the counter on the commercial break and went quickly to the door. "Hey, hon... Kate." She glanced around to see if anyone had heard her slip. "What's up?"
Kate held up a couple of bags. "Since I was in the neighborhood, I thought I'd drop in and see if you wanted to have lunch in your booth."
"It's kind of cramped in there, with Billy. And it's hectic today..."
Kate smiled. "I heard. All requests?"
Nadine shrugged and smiled. "Thank you for the offer, though. It was really sweet."
"I do what I can. Well, you might as well, take your sandwich." She handed the bag over and said, "So I'll see you tonight." Her eyebrow raised and she pursed her lips slightly.
Nadine had long ago figured out that look meant more than just food. She nodded and said, "Yeah." Kate nodded and Nadine watched her walk out of the station for the second time that day. She glanced towards Miranda's office and saw the manager watching her. Miranda nodded at Kate's back. "Our guests usually don't come back until at least a day has passed. Who was that?"
"Kate Price. She works at the Register."
"Right," Miranda nodded. She glanced at the booth and said, "I think your commercial is about to end."
Nadine gasped and ran back to her station. She looked out the window as she slipped her headphones back on. "Hey, welcome back. How were those commercials? You going to buy any of that stuff? Who knows, right?" She looked towards the window and saw the familiar green-and-white bulk sliding through the water. "Well, I can see the afternoon ferry coming in right now. All of you tourists need to know that K-E-L-F and the Pixie are having a very special show right now..."
#
"Okay, everyone, it's almost that time. My wrist is sore from keeping track of all your requests, so I think tomorrow we'll be going back to the old-fashioned way, if you don't mind. My thanks to my time-keeper, Billy, my thanks to everyone who called in to make sure we didn't have dead air and my thanks to everyone who listened today. Be sure to tune in tomorrow; I'll be lonesome if you don't. Good-bye, everybody."
She escorted Billy from the booth and stepped aside to let Hoagie in. "An all-request show?" he asked as he headed for the seat.
"It was to thank people for liking me better than you," she said.
He scoffed and said, "Sure, Pixie, sure."
She stuck her tongue out at him and went to her desk to retrieve her things. As she bundled up against the cold, she saw Miranda leave her office and hand Billy an envelope. She thanked him for his help, made sure he would actually take the money, and then went to Nadine's desk. "Were you planning to dress up for the faire?"
"Do I have to?"
"No."
"Then definitely not," Nadine said. "I might wear something fancier than my jeans and sweatshirt, but otherwise..."
"All right. Hoagie was going to go the full court jester route. Tights, jingle-bell hat, pointed shoes... the whole bit."
Nadine cringed. "Another reason to thank our lucky stars that I took over for him."
Miranda snickered and said, "I'll see you tomorrow."
"Tomorrow...?"
"I'll be at the faire. Unofficially."
"In costume?"
"You'll just have to wait and see!" She winked and went back to her office.
Nadine pictured Miranda wearing a wench costume and decided she would make a very nice wench, if she so desired. She chuckled and slipped the strap of her bag over her head. She looked around for Billy and saw that he was already back to work cleaning desks. "Thank you for your help today, Billy."
"Happy to lend a hand."
She headed out, said good-bye to Sue as she passed the desk, and walked out into the cold.
#
She expected it when she got home, she just didn't expect the ferocity of it.
As soon as she opened her front door, Kate was on her. She managed to kick the door shut and glanced at the windows to make sure the blinds were drawn as she was pushed towards the couch. She sat down heavily and Kate's hands went to the buttons of her blouse. Nadine leaned back and let herself be undressed. "How come you were at the station today?" she asked as her jeans were unbuttoned.
"Which time?" Kate sighed and bent down. She kissed Nadine's belly and sank lower down her body.
"At lunchtime," Nadine said.
"Oh. Wanted to see you," Kate said.
Nadine lifted her hips and Kate dragged her jeans down. She kicked them aside and closed her eyes as Kate's hands brushed her naked thighs. "Just to... spend time with me?"
"Yeah," Kate said. She occupied her tongue for a bit without speaking and after a moment said, "Why?"
"Hum?"
"Why'd you ask?"
"Oh." Nadine cleared her throat. "I was just wondering."
Well," Kate said. She turned her head and kissed the inside of Nadine's thigh. "To be honest, I kind of wanted to christen your booth."
Nadine laughed, a wild, warbling sound due to what Kate was doing between her legs. "I think... you're going to have to give up on that dream, babe."
"A girl needs fantasies," Kate said.
She didn't talk for a long time after that.
She did spell a few words with the tip of her tongue, however.
#
Nadine took a shower when they finished and came out to find Kate had left. She heard light footfalls in the apartment upstairs and put her glasses back on. "Guess the date is over," she muttered. She sat on the couch, wrapped in her towel, and turned on the TV. She pulled a notebook off the coffee table, found a pen that worked and began scribbling down notes for banter between songs in the morning.
"Fair days to all... a lot of 'thee' and 'thou' will probably be necessary..." She tapped her chin with the tip of her pencil, thought for a moment and went back to writing.
#
A few blocks away from Nadine's apartment, Miranda lived in the elite gated community of Sandpiper Condos. The condo was really a small living room ringed by all the other rooms, none of them very large. But the truth was, no one lived in Sandpiper for the accommodations. They came for the security of the six-foot stone wall around the property. Even though break-ins were relatively unheard of on Squire's Isle, she was still a product of another island called Manhattan; the stone wall had been the main selling point for her.
Miranda had arrived home and gone straight to the bedroom. She undressed for bed in the light of a single lamp and pulled a folded pair of pajamas from the dresser drawer. When she turned around, the outfit she planned to wear in the morning caught her eye. She hadn't had any problem with the idea of Hoagie seeing her in it - other than the jokes she was sure to have been subjected to - but something about Nadine seeing her gave her pause.
It was silly, she finally decided as she finished putting on her pajamas. If anything, Nadine would be even better than Hoagie. There wouldn't be any jokes or inappropriate comments... But still... it was awfully low-cut.
"Like she'll even be looking at your breasts," Miranda thought. She climbed under the covers and turned off the lamp. As she stared at the darkness of her bedroom ceiling, she thought back to that lovely dark-haired woman she'd seen Nadine talking to. The reporter from Willa and Simon's show, Kate... Prince? There was something about the way they had been standing together, their body language with one another.
She shook her head and tried to dispel the images brewing there. Nadine and the reporter were just friends, and that was all. Ever since she realized her attraction to women, she'd been seeing lesbian relationships everywhere. If half the women she suspected were actually gay, she'd be very concerned for the fate of humanity.
She pulled one of the pillows out from under her head and smothered her face with it. Nadine was straight, her reporter friend was straight, every damn woman on the island was straight.
She relaxed her grip on the pillow and reached down to the waistband of her pajama pants. Still, she thought. A little wishful thinking never hurt anyone... She bit her bottom lip and pushed her hand lower. She touched herself through her panties and, after a momentary debate about whether it was tacky to masturbate about someone who worked for you, turned off the lamp to sin in private.
Chapter Three
It took Nadine a moment to realize why her alarm was going off on Saturday. She stared blankly at the small clock at the edge of her coffee table, blankets piled around her face and mind still locked on sleeping. She stared at the pre-noon time displayed in undeniable red numbers for an entire minute before she remembered her promise about the renaissance faire.
She covered her face and groaned into her cupped palms before she kicked the blankets away. She sat up and silenced the tinny, bleating voice of the alarm clock. Her glasses were lying next to the clock, but she didn't bother picking them up. She just stared at the blurry wall until she completely woke up. She was naked from the waist down and felt completely used up.
After falling immediately to sleep, she had woken up a few hours later. The rest of the night was like that; asleep, waking up and staring at the wall, fall asleep, stare out the window as the sky turned violet and then red. She'd been exhausted, but apparently her mind was eager to turn over her relationship with Kate. Over and over. This weekend was supposed to have been a big step for them: going out, being together without sex entering the equation. She hadn't gotten a solution for her troubles, just the start of a migraine throbbing behind her left eye.
She finally stood up and shed her t-shirt as she stumbled to the bathroom. The shower was ice-cold, a common problem in the old apartment building. The neighbors used up most of the hot water before she was awake, so she more often than not found herself shivering herself awake. Not that she would complain; today the chill was exactly what she needed.
When she decided the shower was over, she dried off and wrapped the towel around herself to keep from shivering. She sidestepped the clutter in the bedroom and dug through all the casual work clothes in her closet for something vaguely appropriate to wear out in public. She hated these 'public display broadcasts.' How many other professions asked someone to climb up on a wooden crate and perform their job for the masses?
She finally chose a tweed suit that was just a little bit baggy on her. She put on a rumpled gray dress shirt and a tie that she looped loosely around her neck for an appearance of formality without all the choking. She dressed quickly and led her bike out of the apartment building without looking up at Kate's apartment.
As she walked outside, she was struck by how pleasant the day actually was. The sun appeared to be on a mission to disprove the 'end a drought by throwing an outdoor festival' rule. She left her bike leaning on the door frame and ran back into the apartment. She found a boonie hat a fan had sent her and put it on in the hopes it would offer a little protection from the heat.
Head protected, she climbed back onto her bike and checked her watch; she had a little over an hour to get to the park. She turned the bike in the opposite direction and instead rode into the heart of town.
She turned the corner and went past a row of restaurants she often advertised on her show. They were all family-owned and operated; no Mickey D's or Wendy's on this island. Diners seated at the windows waved as she passed and, knowing the familiarity such a small town brought, she waved back and wondered how many knew she was on the radio and how many were just being friendly.
Turning onto Front Street was like being transported to a completely different town. The family businesses gave way to kitschy little tourist traps with stuffed orcas and paintings by local artists hanging in the window. The tourists rarely ventured past this strip mall area, the false front to the real-life town where people lived and worked. Already this morning the sidewalks were full with people who had arrived on the morning ferry and were awaiting the next one to take them home.
She paused before crossing the ferry lanes towards KELF. Instead of parking at the station, she angled her bike across the street. She stopped in front of the building directly across from her place of work and stared at it for a long moment. It was nothing special, just a small, one-story yellow brick building. The sign hanging in the front window said simply 'Photos' over a neon yellow camera.
Knowing she either had to go in or head to the park, she leaned her bike against the wall next to the door and stepped inside. The bell over her head jangled as she brought one hand to the loose knot of her tie.
The wood-paneled public area of the store was tiny; a low counter ran parallel to the front door and offered little in the way of a waiting area. Nadine stood next to the cash register and stared at the door that led to the photo-processing area. After a few seconds, the door opened and an older woman stepped out with an armful of photo packets.
"Just a second, dear," she said. "I'm..." She looked up and froze when she saw Nadine. "Oh."
Nadine smiled weakly. "Hi, Momma."
"Your father..." The woman looked nervously towards the front door.
"I know. He's never here on Saturdays. Why do you think I came now?"
"No, honey, he's down the street. He's buying..."
The front door opened behind Nadine and a gruff voice said, "Someone else in this town has a damn bike just like..." He looked up and mimicked his wife's reaction. "Nadine's."
Nadine stayed put. Whether it was a conscious choice or forced by the fact that her father was blocking the sole exit, she wasn't sure. Her father was a block of a man; arms thin but coiled with muscle, a brush of white hair capping his head. He looked at the world with his eyebrows knit together, his jaw caught in a perpetual clench. He frankly seemed willing to fight any and everyone who crossed his path.
Nadine fiddled with her tie under the force of his stare and finally glanced over her shoulder at her mother. Tamara Butler put down the photo packets she'd been holding and rounded the edge of the counter. She went to her husband and forced a smile. "Nadine just stopped by to say hello."
Nathaniel Thomas Butler started to put his hands into his pockets, looked down at the bag of donuts as if it had simply appeared there by magic, and settled for leaving both arms by his sides. "I thought I made it clear." This was said to his wife, rather than the woman standing right in front of him.
"Sorry, Daddy," Nadine said. "I just wanted to make sure Momma was..."
He shoved the bag of donuts to Tamara and said, "I'll be in the back." He looked towards the back of the room, apparently just to avoid looking at Nadine, and added, "Call me if a customer comes in." He stormed around the counter and through the door Tamara had exited.
When they were alone again, Tamara put the bag down and gripped Nadine's arm. "Oh, honey, I'm sorry."
"What do you know," she murmured. "Still hurts."
Tamara bit her lip and looked down at Nadine's hands. "What did you want to tell me?"
"I'm broadcasting from Squire Days today and tomorrow. I thought you might want to come by and say hello. Maybe."
"I'd love to." She rose onto her tiptoes to kiss Nadine's cheek; her mother was the only person Nadine, at five-foot-four, could tower over. "I'll be there if I can."
Nadine smiled and hugged her mother. When they parted, Nadine glanced towards the door and quietly said, "Do you think he'll ever stop hating me?"
"He doesn't hate you," Tamara said. She straightened Nadine's rumpled blazer and tsked. "I don't know why you have to dress like a hobo all the time, Nadine. Honestly."
"It's fine," Nadine argued as she swept her mother's hands away. She smiled sadly and kissed the top of her head. "I have to go, Momma. I'll see you soon."
"Okay, honey. Be well." She tightened her grip on Nadine's hand before letting it drop.
Nadine took her bike by the handles and walked it to the corner, tears finally burning her eyes. She'd held on as long as she could and had thankfully managed to keep her calm in front of her mother. But now that she was alone... She wiped her eyes before she climbed onto her bike and pedaled towards the park.
Her father had officially banished her from Butler Photography when she broke the news to him. The hurt and pain in his face had been almost unbearable, like she was denying him along with everything he believed in. He couldn't comprehend her decision, that it was her life. But he'd been pig-headed and stubborn about it. "Fine!" he'd snapped as he tossed her booklet across the room. "Be a... disc jockey." He had imbued such venom into the job title that she might as well have told him she was becoming a prostitute.
He'd never forgiven her. She was his only child, the sole heir to Butler Photography. If the business was to live past him and his wife, she would have had to take over. Without her taking her rightful place as his successor, it would either close down and be forgotten or have to be handed over to a stranger. Neither idea appealed to him.
During her school years, he'd actively campaigned to have her return to the flock. Drop out, come home, and learn the ropes of photography and film developing while she was still young. The only reason her tuition got paid was because her mother was on her side. When she graduated, he made one last ditch effort to convert her. She was implacable and he'd literally turned his back on her. Since then, he hadn't spoken a word directly to her.
The fact that KELF and Butler Photography faced each other across a road wasn't mere coincidence or an instance of fate's cruelty. When Nadine was a little girl, she had gone straight from school to her parents' shop. She had been the dutiful daughter, giving people their Treasured Memories photo albums and learning how to count by giving them their change. She had been happy and her father had beamed with pride every time she said, "Thanks for trusting us with your memories" to the departing customers.
That all began to change when she realized the wonders that lay across the street. She owed her career, her entire adult life, to a package delivered to the wrong address. The mailman had left it outside the front door of Butler Photography, but it was addressed to KELF Radio.
It had been hours since their last customer, so eight-year-old Nadine had tucked it under her arm, told her parents she'd be right back and walked confidently across the street. And she had never turned back, not really, since that day.
KELF was magic. The radio people lived there! She started sneaking over whenever she could. The DJs and the station manager grew to know her and anticipate her arrivals. They let her into the booth, showed her the marvelous things that let them speak to everyone on the island. What eight-year-old wouldn't have been entranced?
As far as she was concerned, KELF was the be-all and end-all. Working in radio was like being God; a voice coming to people all over, in all moods. She could brighten their day just by being there. She could play music and make people dance. As soon as she knew what the word meant, she wanted to be a disc jockey.
It had cost her a father.
She wiped the tears from her eyes as she pedaled through the familiar streets of her home town. The worst part of it was that she would never come out to him. Her job choice had demoted her to a non-entity in his eyes. The fact that his little girl would never give him grandchildren? That she was a 'heathen'? She couldn't bear to think about how he would treat her in that case.
#
The faire preparations she'd seen the day before hadn't prepared her for the sheer extravagance of the final product. Even from a block away she could hear the sound of bagpipes. As she grew nearer, the music was joined by the bustle of the crowd and the sounds of several people singing. Her headache throbbed as if to say, 'Oh, I will love it here' and she groaned.
She secured her bike to a tree and joined the sea of people heading in through the front gates. When asked for a ticket, she showed her KELF Employee ID card and the ticket-taker waved her through. While most of the people she saw were in full costume, a handful of them were wearing regular clothes and there seemed to be a few people who had gone at least half-way with their outfits. A man wearing ratty slacks and a loose thermal shirt looked at least forty-percent authentic.
Vendors shouted for her to try their mead - "Best in the land," they proclaimed. A jester stepped into her path and thrilled her with his golf ball juggling. He smiled sheepishly and said, "If I try with bigger, they bounce off my head. I figure I'm better to be laughed at than dead."
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