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Love Songs Say So Much…

Is This Love?
By Brandi Broughton

“Hey, Grandpa. Wait!” Sharla slammed her own car door and
crossed the lawn toward the old sedan, which had seen its better years
about a decade before she’d been born. Her grandpa called it a reliable
classic, but Sharla had her doubts.
He was just closing the trunk when his weathered face turned to
hers with a smile that faded the instant he saw the damp sheen on her
cheeks.
“Sharla, you okay, sweetie?”
“Sure. Where are you— I mean…” Can I come with you? I don’t want
to be alone. “Care for some company?” she finished with a forced smile,
trying not to tremble in the chilled air.
“I’d like that,” he said, making his way around to the driver’s side.
Once seated, she stared out at the wintry landscape while he drove
to wherever he was headed. The trip didn’t take long, their destination
only ten miles down the road. The entire way, they spoke not a word. He
always seemed to understand she’d open up when she was ready.
The engine stopped, but he didn’t get out. Silence filled the interior
of the car.
“Jon and I had a fight,” she muttered, the reason for her tears
causing a new burn behind her eyelids. Married for three years, she’d
foolishly thought the honeymoon would never end, but lately they
couldn’t seem to see eye-to-eye on anything. The poor economy and her
growing fears over their future hadn’t helped. They’d begun the day—
today of all days—with an argument over the color of paint to use in a
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bedroom. Paint. Stupid paint, but the dispute had escalated from there
until she’d sought refuge from the emotional turbulence by driving
around, which had led straight to her grandpa. “I don’t know what to do.
Sometimes I don’t even know if…” She choked on the words. “…if he still
loves me.” Fresh tears tracked down her cheeks.
Her grandpa gently covered her hand, his palm big and rough,
calloused like Jon’s, and that just seemed to make her crying jag worse.
“Did I ever tell you about the winter storm that hit five years after I
married your grandma?”
Sharla shook her head, unsure why something so long ago would
have any bearing on her current problems.
“You know I’m retired now, but back then I was a farmer, and me
and my pretty bride started out with a respectable tract of land, an old
farmstead, and a big red barn. I planted crops, and we had a few dairy
cows, a plow horse, and a henhouse full of chickens.” He smiled. “Your
grandma sure did hate those chickens. Anyway, times were hard, and we
were struggling, but we still had each other. Although, I feared that winter
would be the end of us. We faced one of the longest, worst blizzards to hit
the area in decades, and we hadn’t prepared well enough in advance. We
were both going a little stir-crazy cooped up in that old farmhouse.
Tempers were short, the food supplies in the pantry were dwindling, and
your pa was due to arrive any day.”
Like the rattle of dead bones, a bare tree branch drummed against side of
the house as the latest wave of winter’s fury made its presence known.
“I can’t stand that noise!”
William put another log on the fire and poked the pile to get the blaze
going before he turned to frown at his very pregnant wife. She looked like a teepee
in that house robe, her rounded belly as conspicuous as the lines that marred her
brow. He knew she was scared, had been scared for days now, but irritation made
his voice sharp.
“Then don’t listen to it.”
“Oh, well, there’s a great idea! And how am I supposed to ignore the
house being battered to smithereens?”
“The house is fine, Cora Belle.” He needed to go the barn again and check
on the farm animals. That recent temperature drop worried him, and he needed to
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see if the makeshift chicken coop he’d erected in one corner was holding up.
“It won’t be fine for long if that tree smashes through the wall.”
“It’s just a branch. It’ll stop when the wind dies down.” Maybe he should
try to cut the branch off, but the drifts on that side of the house made getting to
the wooden irritant near impossible. Besides, with visibility at an all time low, he
didn’t dare risk wandering far from the rope he’d tied between the barn and the
house to guide his way. He hoped the roots of that damn oak ran deep. He didn’t
know what they would do if they lost their shelter from the storm.
His wife huffed and turned to waddle into their tiny kitchen, but she made
sure he hadn’t gotten the last word in their latest spat. “It’s been blowin’ forever.
Why would it stop now? And this ain’t the first time it’s knocked on the walls. I
told you about it last June right after that thunderstorm.” Her voice faded a little,
but he could still hear her moving things around in the pantry. “We’re almost out
of flour, and there’s only one can of beans left.”
He sighed, grabbed his heavy coat, gloves, and a fur-lined hat, and then
stomped out into the snow, more ready to face an angry mother nature than his
waspish wife. Frigid air and sharp flakes slapped his face, but he managed to yank
the door shut with a bang.
A couple of hours later, the animals were fed and bedded down in the barn,
and he fought his way along the rope through thigh-deep snow. By the time he
made it back to the porch, he was shuddering with cold and exhausted.
A scream from inside froze all the blood in his body the storm hadn’t
affected. He raced inside to see his wife hunched over in labor.
“Oh, God. I’m not ready for this!” she screamed, her expression contorted
with pain. She kept one arm supporting her belly, a pool of water stained the
carpet at her feet, and her knuckles were white as she gripped the back of the
couch.
The pail of milk and sack of eggs he’d retrieved on the trip to the barn
slipped from his lax fingers.
“William!”
“I’m here, love.” He leaped into action, shut the door against the frigid air,
and tossed his cold outerwear en route to help his wife make her way around the
couch to lie down. The fireplace kept the living room warmer than the rest of the
home, but his pause at the door had left a chill in the air, so he stoked the blaze and
spoke to her in tones that showed none of his own nerves. “You’ll be all right.
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Everything is going to be okay. Just relax.”
“The baby’s coming.”
“I know, love.” All of the aggravation and anger over the raging blizzard,
their precarious situation, the tree that continued to bang against the house
incessantly… Everything evaporated in light of what was happening now. Worry
stabbed his heart. There was no way to get her to a hospital, and he was no doctor.
“What did you do?” Sharla asked, caught up in her grandpa’s
story.
He eyed her for a long moment. “I did what any man in love would
do in that situation. I held her hand, wiped her brow, and soothed her
fears. I stayed right there with her every minute.”
Sharla knew both baby and mother made it through that storm,
because the child grew into her father, a man she remembered now only
from pictures and faded childhood memories. Her widowed mother still
remarked about how handsome he’d been in uniform when he went off to
war.
Sharla caressed her rounded tummy and wondered what the future
held for her and her own baby.
When her grandpa chuckled, she glanced up at him. “And let me
tell you something else. That pa of yours got his lungs from your
grandma, sure as I’m sitting here!”
She smiled, appreciating his attempt at lightening the mood, but
the curl to her lips was short-lived. “Your story makes my problems seem
petty,” she muttered as they each got out of the car into a cold but
sunshiny day. What snow lay on the ground was more picturesque than
life threatening.
He opened the trunk and pulled out a colorful bouquet of realistic
roses, the plastic stems giving away their manmade origins. “Every couple
weathers their own kinds of storms. One doesn’t make another’s impact
on the heart any less important.” He cast a glance at her. “You scared?”
With a lump in her throat, she nodded, her heart aching at the
lonely smile he bestowed upon her. He knew the signs because his own
wife had been scared…not of a stupid snow storm, but of birth, of being a
mother and having someone so little and vulnerable depending on her.
“It’s a funny thing about snowstorms.” He met her gaze and then
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glanced over her shoulder off toward the horizon. “The winds die down,
the snow melts…and the flowers sure are pretty when they bloom come
spring.”
He walked away with his fake bouquet when she heard gravel
crunch at the short skid of braking tires. Spinning around, she spotted Jon
getting out of his pickup, his whiskered face full of relief and concern. He
approached her with the caution of a bear who’d been stung one too many
times by honeybees. Both hands were behind his back, his head slightly
bowed.
“Jon, I—”
“You left without breakfast,” he said.
What a stupid thing to say. She frowned, wondering whether he
was going to continue their fight with more accusations.
“How’d you find me?” she wanted to know.
He glanced at her grandpa before meeting her gaze. “Your car’s at
his house, but y’all weren’t there.” He shrugged. “And it’s Valentine’s
Day. Where else would he be if not here?”
She closed her eyes a moment and took a deep breath. When she
opened them, she’d turned to look at her grandpa who was politely giving
them some space while he put his bouquet in the vase on her
grandmother’s headstone.
Jon was right. Where else would grandpa be today of all days?
Jon cleared his throat, drawing her attention from the man at the
gravesite. In his hand was a fistful of flowers, wrapped in green floral
paper.
“I’d hid those in the fridge, figuring they’d be a surprise when you
went to make breakfast, but… Sharla, I wish you hadn’t run off like that.
The roads are bad, you were upset, and—”
And he’d been worried about her. He hadn’t forgotten Valentine’s
Day as she’d assumed, and she was a stupid, stupid woman with
whacked out hormones. She cut him off by hugging him as best her big
belly would allow.
“I’m sorry,” she said, letting loose with a fresh set of tears.
“No, I’m sorry, honey,” he said hugging her close. “We can paint
the baby’s room whatever color you want…I’ll paint pink polka dots if
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that’s what you want.”
His remark turned her sniffles into chuckles, and her happy tears
continued to flow.
He pulled away to look at her face. “God, please don’t cry
anymore. It kills me when you cry.”
She swiped at her cheeks. “I’m an emotional wreck.”
“I’m sorry.”
She shook her head, flashing a self-deprecating smile. “No. It’s not
your fault. I love you, Jon.”
“I love you, too, sweetheart.” He held out the bouquet again, and
this time she took the flowers.
“I’ve just been nervous about the baby and all. I’m sorry for taking
it out on you.”
He pulled her back into his arms as footsteps on gravel announced
her grandpa’s approach. “Aw, honey,” Jon murmured in her ear. “We’ll
get through this. I’ll be there with you every minute.”
The End
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Love Will Lead You Back
By Shonna Brannon

Sierra Saunders drew a deep breath and tried to still her erratic
nerves as she stared at the town she’d thought she’d left behind years ago.
She never dreamed she’d step foot back in Thompson, Missouri, but her
grandmother’s estate demanded her attention. She’d put off settling it
long enough, and as much as she wanted to just let it take care of itself,
she knew it wouldn’t until she decided what to do with her belongings
and property. Her mom had left it all to her, but in all honesty she didn’t
want it. There were too many memories here, too much pain. It was the
reason she’d stayed away.
Paying the taxi driver, she gathered her few things and headed
toward the house she never thought she’d step foot in again. Sierra’s hand
shook as she slid the key into the door and unlocked it before stepping
inside. The deluge of painful memories choked her as the door clicked
shut behind her, leaving her in the darkened interior of her very own
house of horrors. Tears stung her eyes as the wounds she’d thought
healed burst open with the memory of Justin and how he’d ripped her
heart to shreds in this very living room. She’d never understand how he
could’ve done what he did. It didn’t make any sense.
Sierra swiped the back of her hand across her eyes and dragged her
suitcase into what used to be her old room. Nothing had changed except
for the thick layer of dust coating everything. The mustiness of the closedup house finally got to her, and she sneezed and coughed in response.
First order was to raise all the windows and let in some fresh air. Next
would be to call the lawyer. And third was to avoid the past while she
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took care of the present so she could get on with her future. A future that
didn’t include staying here.
~*~
Justin Gamble eased his black SUV down a road he didn’t really
want to travel down but couldn’t seem to stop himself. It was more than
just a route to go home. More than just another street. It was Memory
Lane incarnate, and he hated traveling down it. The pain in his chest was
almost unbearable when he’d pass by the old Saunders house. Letting go
of Sierra had been one of the toughest things he’d ever done, but he’d
done it for her own good. She’d needed to get out of this small town and
do something with her life, and he was just holding her back. He didn’t
want to be the reason for any regrets she may have had later on. He
guessed secretly he’d hoped she would decide that the big city wasn’t for
her and come back to him, but evidently that wasn’t the case. And now
that her grandmother was gone there was no reason for her to come back
at all.
The Saunders house came into view, and he couldn’t stop himself
from slowing down and looking. A light gave a warm glow from the front
windows, making him stop dead. Who the hell could be here at this hour?
Most likely someone up to no good saw that the house was now vacant
and decided to steal anything that wasn’t nailed down. Grabbing his
service revolver from the passenger seat, he called in the disturbance over
the radio and crept from his vehicle to the front door. Justin drew in a
deep breath and turned the knob, gun pointed forward and in the face of
his past.
Cold fear shivered through Sierra’s core as she stared down the
barrel of the gun until her gaze landed on the blue eyes of Justin. “What in
the world do you think you are doing? Are you a complete idiot?”
For a second she thought she’d seen pleasant surprise cross his
face, but she must’ve been mistaken because the cold mask she
remembered from the last time they’d seen each other was firmly in place.
“What in the world are you doing here, Sierra?” He lowered his
gun and glared at her. “You said you’d never be back.”
As if she owed him an explanation. He’d been more than happy to
see her leave. Had practically dragged her to the edge of town and shoved
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her out. Why would he care anyway? “Someone had to come back and
settle Gran’s estate, and since I’m all the family she had...” She found
herself explaining despite not wanting to give him anything.
He at least had the courtesy to wince. “I’m sorry about your
grandmother. She was a great woman, and I hated to hear about her
passing.” He holstered his gun but made no move to leave.
Despite how much he’d hurt her, she still couldn’t help the little
flutter her heart gave at the sight of his broad shoulders framed in the
doorway. She remembered all too well how his arms felt around her. How
his hands had made her feel... She shook the thoughts from her head. The
last thing she needed to be remembering was that.
“Thank you, but now that you know I’m not an intruder could you
please leave so I can get some rest?” She shoved her fingers through her
hair. “It’s been a long day, and tomorrow is going to be longer.”
He knitted his brow. “What do you mean?”
“Someone has to go through Gran’s stuff,” she said as she waved
her arm to encompass the living room. “And the sooner I do it, the sooner
I can get back home.”
His eyes darkened with something she wasn’t sure she wanted to
identify. Pain maybe? She wasn’t sure, but she forced the twinge of her
own pain aside and motioned to the open door. I trust you can see
yourself to your car. He crossed the threshold.
His mouth opened as though he wanted to say something further,
but she didn’t give him the chance, just waved and let the door slowly
close on its own. Whatever held her up during their confrontation gave
way, and she crumbled to the floor. Tears she didn’t know she’d shed
tracked down her cheeks as she buried her face in her hands and gave in
to the grief she’d so long suppressed.
~*~
Justin slammed the door behind him as he walked into his small
apartment. Damn, she still had the same effect on him. The minute he’d
laid eyes on her his body had returned to life. He’d thought his desire for
anyone was long dead, but no, only his desire for anyone but her. No way
was he going to let her push him away so easily. She thought she was
going to be able to go through her grandmother’s estate without having to
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deal with him. He almost laughed to himself. She had another think
coming. He’d be there in the morning with bells on. Besides, he didn’t
really think she needed to go through that alone. He remembered how
close they had been before she left. Her grandmother had been like a
mother to her after she’d lost her own mother.
No, she hadn’t seen the last of him. He smiled as he made his way
down the hall to his bed. He couldn’t wait to see her again and see just
how much of that cold exterior she’d tried so hard to keep up was real or
just an act.
~*~
Sierra awoke with a start and glanced at the clock, groaning as the
numbers glared an angry red at her. It was only 6:30. Crap, she hadn’t
slept well at all, and now she had a long day of clearing out her
grandmother’s things. She’d dreaded this all night, but that was not what
had kept her awake most of the night. It had been the brief moment of
pain she’d glimpsed in Justin’s eyes that had haunted her dreams. The
only other time she’d seen pain like that was when she looked at herself in
the mirror and allowed herself to remember the day she’d left. She shook
her head and tried to dislodge the memory she didn’t want to recall.
Sighing, she rolled out of bed and set her feet on the cold wood
flooring. Better to go ahead and get started. The quicker she got going, the
quicker she’d be finished. Not bothering with a robe, she dragged her bare
feet downstairs wearing nothing but her t-shirt and boxer shorts. Just as
she entered the kitchen to turn on the coffee pot, a knock sounded at the
front door.
Dang it! She could only think of one person who had the gall to
stop by at this awful hour of the morning, not to mention he was the only
person who knew she was in town, aside from her grandmother’s
attorney. She didn’t think it was the lawyer. Walking back into the living
room, she opened the door.
“Justin, what a surprise.” She hoped the sarcasm dripping off her
tongue wasn’t lost on him, but the smile on his face said he was ignoring
it.
Instead he held out his left hand. “Coffee?”
The instant smell of the hot, vanilla blend coffee that she always
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used to drink was just too tempting to pass up. She grabbed the cup,
muttered a thank you, and proceeded to close the door in his face, but he
laughed and grabbed the outer knob and pushed forward.
“You aren’t going to get rid of me that easily, sweetheart.” He
stepped inside and shut the door behind him, much to her dismay. “I
came to help you go through your grandmother’s things so you wouldn’t
be alone.”
Yeah right. More like so he could rush her out of town like he had
before.
“In a hurry to get rid of me again, I see.” She stepped away from
him. “Fine, come on in and help.”
His gaze roamed up and down her body and there was no
mistaking the desire darkening his eyes. Justin quickly looked away, but
not before she saw the longing on his face. “Let’s get started then.”
She refused to give in to insecurities and shyness by changing into
normal clothing. Let him be the one who was uncomfortable and see what
he missed out on. Why should she care? She took a sip of her coffee and
started in on all the papers her grandmother had scattered on her desk.
An hour later she still found she had trouble focusing on what she was
supposed to be doing knowing he was only a few feet away boxing up
knick knacks to be sold.
He must’ve noticed her glancing at him because he turned his full
attention on her. With a loud sigh, he turned to sit cross-legged on the
floor and face her fully. “We need to talk.”
“The hell we do.” She made a show of turning her attention back to
the items on the desk, although she had no idea what she was really
looking at because all she could see was the longing she’d seen in his eyes
earlier. “You said enough when you practically escorted me out of town
five years ago.”
He at least had the decency to grimace. “Yeah, about that... I
wanted to apologize for the way I treated you and the things I said that
day.” He folded his hands in his lap, something he’d always done when
he felt nervous. “I know now I went about things the wrong way. The
thing is, I knew you had big dreams for yourself and what you wanted to
do with your life. Things that couldn’t be accomplished in this small

15

Love Songs Say So Much…

town.”
She opened her mouth to interrupt, but he threw his hand up to
silence her. “Please, let me finish. I figured that one word from me and
you would’ve stayed rather than follow your dreams to the city.” He
glanced down at hands and said, “I talked to your grandmother before
you left. She agreed that you should follow your heart and get out of
town. I pushed you away so you’d do that for yourself. I’m just sorry I
hurt you.”
Her heart went out to him despite her trying her best to not let the
ice surrounding it melt. Before she realized what she was doing, she was
out of the chair and sitting on the floor beside him. The smell of his
aftershave surrounded her and drew her in as it always had. Placing her
hand on his to stop his fiddling, she said, “Justin, I know you may have
good intentions, but it was my decision to make. Not yours, and not my
grandmother’s. Mine.”
He nodded and looked up into her eyes. The pain she saw there
was nearly her total undoing. “I still love you, Sierra. That never
changed.” He reached into his front pocket and pulled out a small box.
“Here. You left this behind when you left. Your Gran gave it to me for
safekeeping. And I think since it’s Valentine’s Day, it is only fitting that
you get it back.”
With shaky hands, she took the black box and opened it. She
gasped. Inside, it still glistened as it did when he’d given it to her
Valentine’s Day five years ago. “You kept my heart.”
He smiled and caressed her face. “I’ll always keep your heart safe,
sweetheart.” Her eyes dropped close as he leaned in and pressed his lips
to hers in the most tender of kisses. God how she’d missed him and
missed this. She’d thought it was lost to her forever. When their lips
parted, she wrapped one arm around him and rested her head on his
shoulder.
“You know your Gran was right.” She heard more than saw the
smile in his voice.
“What do you mean?” she asked as she closed her eyes and listened
to his heart beating.
“She always said love would lead you back.”
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She smiled into his shirt and said, “Back to your arms where I
belong.”
The End
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I Owe You a Love Song
By Lisa DiDio

“Ten minutes, Kelsey.”
Giving Stevie a thumbs up, I swivel the chair back toward the
mirror, prop my yellow hightops on the counter and take a swig of beer.
I’ve heard those words hundreds of times. They still get my attention, but
they’ve lost their edge. Thank god, because the storm they used to trigger
in my stomach had nothing to do with butterflies. It was more like a
swarm of angry hornets.
Once upon a time, that announcement would have sent me into a
spiral of frantic action. I’d have been gargling lemon water, adjusting my
makeup and checking – and rechecking - the tuning on my guitar. My
look is a lot simpler these days, a lot more real.
A lot more me.
So’s my music. I don’t worry about playing it anymore, about how
it’ll be received and whether or not I’ll screw up. My music is the one
thing I can always count on; I just have to trust it – and trust myself –
enough to get the hell out of its way and let it come. Too bad it took me so
long to learn this particular lesson. I’d have saved myself a lot of stress
and heartbreak.
I could blame my mistakes on my youth and inexperience, but the
truth is? I knew better. Even when I still believed my manager and the
record company had my best interests at heart, I knew deep down that
trying to turn me – a tomboy singer-songwriter with serious existential
leanings - into a techno-pop princess was like bleeding a stone.
And, in the end, it was beside the point.
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It wasn’t what my fans wanted. My real fans – the ones who knew
me from the beginning and the ones who stumbled across the old videos
Stevie snuck onto YouTube - they wanted me unplugged, raw and right
there beside them, our denim-covered asses dangling over the dark and
slippery edge, cackling like maniacs while we tried to reinvent ourselves.
Because the American Dream had morphed into a nightmare, and all
those college kids racing toward their futures found their tires slashed and
their gas tanks empty. They got a little lost, got a little jaded, had more
than a little angst and anger bottled up inside. And when they came
looking for someone to give it voice, they found me.
I can hear them out there now, laughing and talking, drinking beer
and cheap tequila and getting pumped for the show. My shows always
sell out these days, but tickets for this one went faster than usual, because
there weren’t many to sell. My former manager, Jordan, would never have
let me play here, not now. He’d say coming back to Tully’s after a threemonth run near the top of the charts was a backslide.
It’s a trip being here in the club where I started out playing open
mic before I was old enough to order a drink. Jon Tully liked my attitude
and my voice, so I ended up opening for weekend acts. That’s how I
caught Jordan’s eye. He’d come into town to check out All Dark Now, an
Omaha-based group that was causing quite a ruckus on local radio. He
hadn’t ended up signing them, but he did walk away from the night with
a new client.
I hear the guys from ADN are pissed at me for stealing their
thunder. Nearly five years later, they’re still packing their equipment from
one seedy bar to another in the back of their beat-up black van while I’m
packing campus concert halls. Everyone thinks I have Jordan Markham to
thank for that, and I suppose it’s true.
This business is as much about connections as it is talent, and the
mighty Mr. Markham knows everyone there is to know. I’d never have
been able to do what I’ve done since I fired him if I hadn’t been trailing in
his wide wake for so long. Break free of the big company I’d been with,
pull together a new back-up band and put an entire album of my own
songs out on the hottest indie label around. An album that surprised
everyone, including me, by stealing the heart of college radio and indie
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station DJs across America, and scrabbling its way up the chart.
They call Jordan Markham a star maker, and he is. But I never set
out to be a star, so it figures one of us would end up disappointed.
Tonight’s gig isn’t about Jordan though, and it isn’t about returning to my
roots the way the guy at the radio station spun it.
It’s all about Lincoln. Not Lincoln, Nebraska, though Tully’s lurks
on one of her side streets in the shadow of UNL.
Tonight’s about Lincoln Adams Jefferson Washington.
I remember staring at Link’s shiny new driver’s license on the
afternoon of his sixteenth birthday. For years, I’d thought he was teasing
about his name, but there it was, in legal black and white.
“Who the hell names their kid after four dead presidents?” I
blurted.
Link rolled his eyes at me – eyes so dark I swore I could see the
stars reflected in them. “You know my mother. You still need to ask?”
His mother, Arlene, was just two steps short of crazy. She fancied
herself a liberal and a patriot, devoted most of her time and their sad little
income to the cause of the week, and she took in strays. Cats, dogs, kids.
Men.
So many men, I lost count by fourth grade.
Like the mangy alley cats and the yapping mutts, they came and
went as they pleased, and Arlene didn’t seem to mind in the least.
Link did. He hated the way the neighbors looked at his mother, but
he hated the way they looked at him more. He didn’t want to be pitied.
He just wanted out, and there was only one way to make that
happen.
So while the other kids were playing sports or partying on the
weekends, Link worked at his uncle’s garage. By the time we were
seniors, he’d added a night gig bussing tables and doing some after-hours
cleaning at one of the downtown hotels. He was there to mop up our
prom king’s puke when Nick the Dick lost his fruit-punch flavored vodka
all over the ballroom floor, and he was still there three years later, steam
cleaning the carpet of the second-floor hallway on the night Jordan
Markham offered me representation.
God, I was so excited – and so nervous – waiting for Link to get
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home from work. I lit every candle in our tiny apartment over his uncle’s
garage and opened up the bottle of bubbly Tully gave me when he heard
the news. And I waited, pacing around in circles because side-to-side
wasn’t much territory to cover, until Link came through the door at three
a.m.
Then I jumped on him, babbling and crying, my words tripping
over each other as they tried to get out.
He looked wiped out from working a double shift and a bit startled
by the attack, but when he set me down, stepped back and smiled, he
knocked the breath right out of me. Who knew that my chicken-legged,
freckle-faced neighbor with the tangled blonde hair and the overbite
would turn out to be such a catch?
I did. I’d never doubted it for a minute.
Because what Link has under all that pretty is even better than the
façade. Lucky for me, by the time the rest of the girls in town realized just
how amazing he is, it was too late. If you take Link at his word, you’ll
believe kindergarten was too late. He claims he learned to walk so he
could cross the boundaries between our two yards and meet the pretty
redhead in the polka-dot bloomers.
When he looked at me that night, with pride and love and a healthy
dose of I told you so mixed in, I almost believed it.
Except I can’t imagine me ever wearing polka dots, even at that
age.
I knew Link would be happy about my big news, but I also knew
exactly what he’d say. And sure enough, after the deluge of kisses and
whoops and more kisses, I got the words I expected.
“Don’t sell out, baby. Never sell out. Your songs are your soul, and
it’s too beautiful to lose.” He gave me another kiss, a long, slow, sweet one
that ran through me like fire. Then he said, “And don’t forget. You owe
me a love song.”
It was a running joke between us because, like polka dots, hearts
and flowers aren’t my thing. Growing up in a house full of rage and
bruises makes it hard to imagine happily ever after, let alone write songs
about it. But Link swore I could do it if I ever decided to try.
As it turns out, he was right.
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Stevie pokes her head back in. “You’re on in three. Better get down
there. Need a hand with anything?”
“No,” I say. “I’ve got it.”
Her dark eyebrows wing up when I walk past the shiny guitar
waiting on a stand nearby and open the tattered case laying in the corner.
She doesn’t say anything, but I know she’s got to be wondering.
I haul this guitar around with me everywhere, but I never play it.
At least not when anyone’s looking.
Slipping the faded woven strap over my head, I put my fingers on
the neck and strum an experimental E-chord. I tuned the strings in my
hotel room last night and they’re holding true. They’ve always held true,
just like the man who bought it for me.
He was still a boy then, and he couldn’t afford it. But he’d seen me
staring at it for weeks, through the window of the pawn shop we passed
on our way to and from school. He knew I wanted it; hell, everyone on the
street knew I wanted it. I’d never held a guitar before but I knew I could
play it if I just had a chance, knew it would help bring out all the music
waiting inside of me.
On the same day Link got his very first paycheck, my stepfather,
Joe, got drunk and pissed – never a good combination.
My mother got a broken arm and a divorce lawyer, Joe got a week
in jail and two years on probation, and me? I got a guitar, and a promise
from Link.
That he’d get me out as soon as he could. That we’d take care of
each other.
That no one would ever hit me again.
All he asked in return was for me to be happy, to make my music
without selling out, and someday – somehow – to write him a love song.
It’s time to pay up.
“Are we good to go?” I ask Stevie as we walk down the narrow hall
connecting the cramped greenroom to the stage door.
“Yep.” She nods her head, setting her dark curls bouncing. “It’s on
Facebook, Twitter, MySpace and your blog. It’s the header on your
Website and the concert fliers, too. And I know you didn’t get a chance to
see it since the bus came around back, but I had Tully put it up on the

22

Love Songs Say So Much…

marquee.”
I love Stevie. Jordan hired her to be my assistant and she became
my best friend. She’s stuck with me through the good, the bad and the
bat-shit crazy.
“Thanks, Stevie.” I put a hand on her shoulder and squeeze. The
for everything is implied.
“Sure thing. You going to tell me what this is about, now?”
“One of these days.” I shoot her a wink and jerk my thumb toward
the stage, where Tully is announcing me. “Gotta run.”
Stevie snorts. “What’s new?”
I take a breath and stroll through the door with my trademark,
casual wave. Missy, Jake and Ely are on stage, ready and waiting for my
cue. Stopping in front of the microphone, I squint against the bright lights,
hoping – praying – that Link got the message.
That he saw it on the Net, or one of the posters around town. Or
that he drove past the theater on his way home from work and saw it
blazed in neon across the marquee.
I owe you a love song.
If he saw it, he’ll understand it. He’ll know it’s an invitation, an
apology. A plea for forgiveness.
For selling out. For selling my soul. For letting go of everything that
mattered to me – including him – because that’s what they told me had to
happen.
I shouldn’t have listened, but I did. By the time I came to my senses
and realized that the trade-offs I’d made were killing me, that I was
drowning in a sea of drugs and booze and remorse, it seemed like maybe
it was too late, at least for some things.
But it’s never too late to keep a promise, to pay up on a debt and
say I’m sorry.
So once my eyes have adjusted, I scan the crowd. The band is
behind me, waiting. They’re getting a little anxious, a little impatient,
feeling a little confused. They don’t say anything, but I can hear it in their
shuffling footsteps, and in the way Missy’s clearing her throat. We never
change the routine, never switch up the set list.
That’s my rule, hard and fast, and I’m about to break it.
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Turning to the band, I say, “This first one’s on me.”
They look startled, but they don’t argue. Ely sets his sticks in his
lap, and Missy and Jake settle onto their stools. It’s not unusual for me to
do a solo bit, but it’s usually saved for the end, right before the final
encore.
Honestly, I wouldn’t mind some back up. But they can’t join me on
this song, because they’ve never heard it before.
No one has.
“It’s good to be home.” The microphone expands my voice,
carrying it over the silent crowd. They’re waiting, too, maybe sensing that
something different is happening.
Something unexpected.
“I started here at Tully’s. A lot of my songs got their debut right
here, on this stage. So it seems fitting tonight to show off a new tune. It’s a
love song, and as you know, I’m not big on those. But I’ve been working
been working on this one for-” I stop, considering, then admit, “For my
whole life, really. I had a hard time picking a title for it. Started out with
Polka Dot Bloomers.”
That gets them chuckling.
“Yeah, I know.” I nod in agreement. “Not the greatest. Next up was
Four Dead Presidents. Now you see why it wasn’t on my last album.”
I pause long enough for the laughter to die back. “I thought I’d
have to sing it untitled, but last night, my bus drove past a couple of run
down houses standing side-by-side near the edge of town. Then it passed
an elementary school, and a neighborhood park with the greatest old oak
tree at its middle – a tree I happen to know has a particular pair of initials
carved in its trunk under a gray squirrel’s hole.” I start to strum the
opening bars of the song, letting it underscore the story. “When the bus
passed an apartment over a mechanic’s shop, I saw a light on in the
window and suddenly I knew. I got the title, right then and there.”
I’m relaxing now, getting lured into the chords, losing myself in the
music. It’s a good thing, because I don’t think I could stand the tension
much longer. And, since the show must go on, bolting from the stage isn’t
an option.
“Hello, Lincoln.”
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The crowd murmurs back at me, thinking I’ve issued the standard
musician’s greeting. But I’m not talking to them.
I’m talking to him.
He’s standing in the dim light near the door, with his hands
clenched in fists and his eyes – eyes so dark they reflect the stars – fixed on
me. He looks like he’s not going to settle, not going to take a seat, looks
like he might bolt at any moment.
So there’s no time to waste.
“This song’s called Too Beautiful to Lose,” I say. “And I wrote it for
you.”
The crowd goes wild, like I’ve given them some great gift, but I can
hardly hear them over the fierce drumming of my heart.
Because Link’s smile just knocked the breath right out of me.
As the cheering fades, he raises his hand and gives me that come
ahead, bring it all on baby, gesture I remember so well.
So I lean into the microphone and start to sing.
The End
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Love Stinks
By Anna Leigh Keaton

Darla Briggs poured yet another cup of coffee into yet another
white stoneware mug and placed it in front of yet another patron of the
River Café, and tried not to sneer when John Conroy wished her Happy
Valentine’s Day.
“Thanks, hon,” she said, painting on what she hoped looked more
like a smile than a snarl.
She’d lived in River Bend for ten years, been the sole waitress at the
café for eight, and knew everyone who frequented the little greasy spoon
that sat on the practically deserted—ever since the interstate went in five
miles south twenty years ago—State Route 4.
Since she’d been his only living relative, after her uncle suffered a
debilitating stroke, she moved to the tiny pit stop of a town to take care of
him. When he died two years later and left her the pretty little cabin he’d
built by hand, she took the only job available and stayed on.
She still loved the cabin, but she was damn tired of being alone.
Oh, she’d dated. In fact, she’d dated what seemed like every
unattached male in a twenty mile radius of the café. She’d been asked out
by those as young as barely legal to Jake Eldridge who was teetering on
the edge of eighty. None interested her enough for a second date. Ten
years was a long time going solo.
And today, the worst day of the year for a single woman, she was
ready to grab the little radio pouring out love songs reminding her of her
wild and romantic teen years and smash it into the wall. Phil Collins,
Chris de Burgh, Madonna, even Air Supply, for God’s sake. She was
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slowly losing her mind.
She wanted a man to love, and to love her. She didn’t want her only
companion to be Buster, the silly, three-legged basset hound who had
adopted her a few years ago, to be her only companion. But every time
she thought there was a glimmer of hope with a man from or around
River Bend—she refused to leave because she loved the community and
adored her home—something always went very, very wrong and
smashed the inkling of a dream that had begun to grow.
Like Samson Woods. He’d moved to River Bend three years ago
and she’d known the first time he walked into the River Café he was the
one for her. He was a retired Marine with wide shoulders and lean hips.
His hair had been cropped short, and his smile had made her tingle. She’d
practically thrown herself into his arms. Being she was one of only three
single women in town of a marriageable age, he’d eventually gotten
around to asking her out.
Every local knew to take a girl the thirty miles away to Beaverton
for a steak dinner, or at least a movie. Good ol’ Samson had taken her
duck hunting. In the rain. And all he packed was a thermos of the worst
coffee she’d ever tasted. But she’d bucked up. Sat in the leaky duck blind
with him, even oohed and ahhed over the mallards he’d managed to kill.
But when he expected her to clean and cook them, she’d walked right out
the door and didn’t look back. A girl could only be expected to pretend so
far. And even she, as lonely as she was, wasn’t going to settle for that. She
fully believed that if you kill it, you clean it. Heck, she might have even
figured out how to cook duck if he’d just been a little less caveman about
the whole thing.
“Happy Valentine’s Day, Darla,” Carl Doolittle said as he and his
wife took their seats at their normal table against the window.
“You too,” she said with that brittle smile as she poured them each
a cup of coffee. “Are you having dinner tonight, or is it just desert?”
“Oh, it’s Valentine’s Day,” Rosemary Doolittle said with a wrinkly
grin. “He’s buying me a full dinner.”
“Ahh, okay then.” She really did love the people of this town. Her
heart pinched. Carl and Rosie had been married close to a half century.
They owned a little goat farm a few miles up River Trail Road, and made
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a tidy living selling their goat milk products around the state.
After she took their order, she went into the kitchen and slid the
ticket across the counter to Bill, owner and chef. “This is for Carl and
Rosie,” she said. “Make sure the steak is tender, or Rosie can’t chew it.”
“Ten-four,” Bill said, scanning the ticket. When he glanced up
again, Darla stood with her sexy hip against the counter, her arms crossed
over her ample chest, and her gaze trained on something only she could
see.
She looked so sad. Had for days. And he knew why. She got very
melancholy every year at this time. For a week surrounding February
fourteenth, she moped. For the other fifty-one weeks of the year she was
so cheerful, always had a smile for everyone…even him.
As he pulled one of his best rib steaks from the refrigerator to
prepare for Rosie, his heart took a tumble, as it had done almost
constantly for eight years.
He wanted Darla as he’d never wanted another woman. He wanted
to love her, hold her, tell her all the things in his heart. But as he closed the
refrigerator door, he caught the muffled reflection of his face in the
stainless steel, and knew that his dreams would forever go unfulfilled.
Who would want a man who looked like him?
She’d been just a young woman in her early twenties when she
arrived in River Bend to take care of her old, crotchety uncle. He’d found
her beautiful and admired her caring when she’d stop in every once in a
while for a burger or milkshake. Her uncle’s death had hit her hard, and
he’d seen the difference in her—the maturity that had seemingly
happened overnight—when she’d come in asking about the Help Wanted
poster he’d had in his window for years.
He’d hired her on the spot, and those first few days had been hell.
He smiled now, remembering how clumsy she’d been, how unsure of
herself. He’d replaced three coffee carafes in the first week, and lost a halfdozen dishes and coffee cups to breakage. She’d cried on his shoulder the
third day after work.
The one and only time she’d ever touched him. He’d found so
much pleasure in holding her and letting her weep. She’d been fearful of
losing the job because she’d broken another plate. He would never fire
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her. She was, and had been from the day he hired her, his reason for
getting up in the morning, for coming into the café.
She wasn’t that scared young woman any longer. She was part of
the town now. Part of everyone’s heart, because River Bend, with its
population of around three hundred—and that was including the outlying
areas—was as close knit as any community could be. River Café was the
heart, the social center, of River Bend, and Darla was the queen.
He’d seen her settle disputes between feuding neighbors that had
gone on for a decade. She’d brought together the Tanner brothers who
hadn’t spoken in thirty years, even though they lived two miles away
from each other on the same stretch of empty highway. And when Mrs.
Marston died, Darla was the one who took over organizing the annual
Christmas, Easter, and Independence Day potlucks—town traditions that
went back farther than he could remember.
And he’d lived in River Bend his entire life. Except for the Army
years. Until his medical discharge in ’92 because he’d sustained thirddegree burns over sixty percent of his body and couldn’t fly helicopters
any longer. As soon as he’d been released from the VA hospital, he’d
come home and fallen back into his job working right here in the café next
to his dad, who’d taken it over from his father thirty years before.
Now the café was his and had been for fifteen years. His parents
had retired and moved to Florida when they realized the heyday for the
café was over. Once the interstate went in, their business went down to
next to nothing. Locals who came in some days for nothing more than the
ninety-nine cent bottomless coffee, and the lost tourist now and then
during the summers.
He still offered the cheap coffee, and he did everything he could to
keep prices down, because River Bend was not a rich town. He was glad if
he broke even every month, and he used his Army retirement money to
pay his personal bills. It was a good—if somewhat lonely—existence.
Oh, he had friends. Lots of friends. But sometimes he just wanted
someone—Darla—to take away the emptiness in his heart.
~*~
Darla wiped down the last table and put a clean and filled salt
shaker next to the napkin dispenser.
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7:30 on a Friday night—on Valentine’s night—and the place was
deserted. She dropped the cleaning cloth onto the counter and plopped
down on a stool. 7:30 on a Valentine Friday night, and she’d be heading
home to Buster soon.
“And this one goes out to all you out there who think Valentine’s is
for people who don’t know any better,” came the DJ on the radio.
Darla wrinkled her brow at the little, scarred stereo with its one
long antenna. When the J. Giles Band struck up the first few chords of Love
Stinks, Darla burst out laughing.
Bill came out of the kitchen, wiping his hands on a clean towel.
“What’s so fun—” Then he caught what was on the stereo, and grinned,
the scarred half of his face pulling slightly around his eye. And then, to
her utter surprise, in perfect pitch, he started singing along with the radio,
even dropping his voice down to a bass for the chorus of, “Love stinks!”
He grabbed her hand and pulled her off the stool, swinging her
into a dance for the second verse, still singing, “Two by two and side by
side…”
Darla laughed aloud as she let herself feel the music, hear Bill’s
sexy voice, and to experience pure joy for the first time in what felt like
forever. She even joined in singing, with her totally off-key “Yeah, yeah,”
as he swung her around the little café’s dining room.
But then, somehow, as Bill finished the last verse, she found herself
up against his solid chest, looking up into his gorgeous, soulful brown
eyes. As the chorus went on, she saw him as she never had before.
He was her boss.
Her friend.
They’d spent countless hours in the café working together, talking
about personal things, and not so personal things.
“Darla,” he whispered as the music changed to a sappy Celine
Dion song.
She saw deep love in his eyes. The kind that doesn’t leave. The kind
that doesn’t expect you to be who you’re not. The kind that would last
forever.
With one hand on his shoulder, she reached up her other and ran
her fingers down the left side of his face, the scarred side.
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He started to release her, to pull away, but she wrapped her hand
around the back of his neck and pressed her body against his, holding him
close with both arms so he couldn’t pull away. “Bill. How long?”
He rested his unscarred cheek against hers. “Since the day you
broke two coffee urns, two plates, and four coffee cups.”
Tears rushed to her eyes even as she chuckled.
“Oh, Bill,” she whispered. “Why did you take so long?”
He dipped his head, pressing his face against her neck, and
wrapped his arms around her. “You’re too beautiful for me.”
She shook her head. Bill Bancroft was the most beautiful man she
knew. He kept this damn café running when he couldn’t be making any
money, all because the citizens of this little town needed it. And besides
that, he had a body to die for. He was solid muscle. Yeah, he had scars,
but after so many years of seeing them, they were just part of who he was.
And…
“Do you love me, Bill? Really love me? I’m not reading this
wrong?”
“I love you,” he whispered against her neck.
Happy tears coursed down her cheeks as she hugged him so tight.
No wonder things never worked out with anyone else. The one she was
meant to be with had been right here the whole time. She was so blind!
She’d loved Bill forever, but he never showed romantic interest in her. Not
once. And because she wouldn’t do anything to harm their friendship,
she’d kept her feelings bottled up inside and kept searching for
someone—anyone—to fill the void.
Slowly, he pulled back and looked down at her, cupped her face
between his hands and brushed away her tears with his thumbs.
“I don’t know what to say,” he said softly. “I never thought this
moment would happen. That you’d look at me this way.”
She grinned at him but couldn’t stop the tears. “Don’t say anything,
Bill. Just kiss me.”
“I’m not sure this will work—“
She went up on tiptoe and pressed her mouth against his. He stood
still, as if stunned for a few moments, then pulled her into his arms and
kissed her hard and deep.
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“Wow,” he muttered when he pulled back.
She nodded in agreement, her legs like jelly and her insides tingly
and hot.
“What do we do now?”
A startled laugh burst from her, and she buried her face against his
shoulder. “I think we should go to my place so I can feed Buster, and
then…maybe…”
“What?” he asked, rubbing his big, comforting hand up and down
her back.
She leaned back and looked into his eyes. Oh, how had she missed
it for so many years? “And then maybe you’ll spend the rest of Valentine’s
with me?”
He grinned, and she touched his scarred cheek again. She’d always
known his looks bothered him, but she always felt what he’d survived
had helped make him into the steady, wonderful man he was.
Laying his hand over hers against his cheek, he said, “It doesn’t
bother you?”
She shook her head. “I only wish you hadn’t made me suffer for so
long.”
He kissed the tip of her nose. “I’ll start making up for that tonight.
Let’s stop by my place for a bottle of wine, and then we’ll go to your
house and pretend I haven’t been an idiot for the last decade.”
She laughed and pulled away from him, took off her apron, and
laid it on the counter. “Sounds good. You making me dinner?”
“You got anything worth cooking?”
She shook her head and grinned.
He rolled his eyes. “Give me five minutes. We’ll take my truck.” He
headed into the kitchen, then called, “You got coffee for the morning?”
Tingles raced down her spine. “Uh huh,” she said as she wrapped
her arms around herself and grinned like a loon.
J Giles was so wrong. Love didn’t stink at all!
The End
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Ain’t No Cure for Love
By Kate Austin

Love is a disease that can’t be cured.
My mama told me that the first time I dragged Jeff home with me.
It was my sixth birthday party and he hadn’t been invited because Mama
knew his folks well enough that she didn’t want me to have anything to
do with them.
Love is a disease that can’t be cured.
Like all daughters, it took me a lot of years and even more pain to
figure out she’d been right about almost everything she’d warned me
about as a child. She was right about the incurable part. She was right
about the disease part. But mostly? She was right about Jeff.
I fell for him when I was six years old, dated him exclusively –
though that favor wasn’t returned – all through high school, and married
him on graduation day.
To this day, I’m not sure why he married me, though Mama says he
did it because I was smart rather than pretty. He figured I’d support him
while he sat on his quickly-becoming-fat ass doing nothing.
She was right.
Love is a disease that can’t be cured.
By the time we married, I’d already spent twelve years crying
myself to sleep and I still didn’t get it. I worked hard to pay the rent, to
buy the groceries and the beer and the whisky he insisted on serving his
so-called friends.
But he made me so stupid that I couldn’t get it through my thick
head that he was a lying, cheating, miserable weasel. My whole life
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revolved around Jeff and our tiny rented house, the house I paid for, the
house I cleaned after Jeff partied with his friends, the house I turned into a
home.
Love is a disease that can’t be cured.
My mama tried, year after year, to get me to dump him. But Jeff
had once been the hottest boy in Barriere, and I had convinced myself –
because I had to be right – that I loved him with all my heart. I didn’t
know then that being loved in return was supposed to be part of the deal.
There were a lot of things I didn’t know.
Like how he spent each Friday night with the once-prettiest girl in
Barriere while her husband was out of town. Like the way he insisted we
have a joint bank account and lied when I asked him where all the money
had gone when I tried to pay the rent. Like believing him when he told me
there were no jobs in Barriere for a man of his talents.
Actually, he was right about the final thing, there were no jobs in
Barriere for a fat and lazy drunk.
Now I feel like I spent my ten years of marriage still living the hell
of high school. Partying and hockey and cheating – for my husband and
his friends – and all about pain and depression for me.
I buried my sorrow in reading. The one room in the house that was
mine – the kitchen – was full to the brim of second-hand books. Some
were given to me, once the word got around that I’d take them, by people
cleaning out their basements. Some I picked up at the thrift store. Not a
single one of them was new.
I read everything from science fiction to romance, from self-help
(which never helped me) to travel books. Books helped me stay sane.
It took me ten years of marriage to figure out that if I wanted to
have any kind of life outside of those books, I had to leave Jeff. And if I
left him, I would have to leave Barriere.
Mama gave me a little money she could ill afford for living
expenses and bought me a one-way ticket to the city. Getting on that bus
was the hardest thing I’d ever done. I had no regrets about leaving
Barriere. I was overjoyed about leaving Jeff, but I was devastated about
leaving Mama.
If it hadn’t been for her, I would still be barely surviving my life in
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that house, with that miserable man, crying myself to sleep.
Instead, I’m living in a beautiful apartment with a view of the
ocean. I have a job I enjoy, and I’m well on the way to finalizing my
divorce. In another six months I’ll have enough money to rent the much
bigger apartment next door, and Mama’s agreed to spend the winters in
the city.
Life couldn’t be better.
Except – and I’m scared to death about this – I’m going on a date
tonight. My very first first date, unless you count me coercing Jeff to come
to my sixth birthday party. And look how that ended.
I’m scared to death because it’s a first date and I’m scared to death
because I’ve learned in the most painful way that love truly is a disease
that can’t be cured – it can only be cauterized.
But I find Cullen irresistible.
Oh, not in the way I found Jeff irresistible, but I’ve resisted a whole
lot of invitations since I moved to the city, never really even been tempted.
There are a lot of good-looking men in my office, a lot of nice good-looking
men both in my office and in the city, but I’ve managed without much
trouble to say no to them.
I’m having a whole lot of trouble saying no to Cullen.
I met him at the coffee shop down the street from my office, which
is only a few blocks from my apartment. I have coffee and a muffin there
every morning, a little later on the weekends, a little earlier during the
week.
Cullen sat down at the table next to me for the first time almost six
weeks ago and asked if I’d pass him the sugar. I didn’t look up from my
paper, just handed over the sugar bowl.
“Thanks,” he said.
Three weeks later, I still hadn’t spoken a word to him though he’d
said quite a few to me.
“My name’s Cullen,” he said the second day, holding out his hand.
“I run the restaurant across the street, and I can’t bear to drink my own
coffee this early.”
I ignored his hand, turning away and hiding my face behind the
newspaper. I probably should have changed coffee shops or at least tables.
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But I didn’t.
By the end of the first week, Cullen was talking to me, seemingly
capable – far more so than I was as my mama had brought me up to have
good manners – of ignoring the fact that I still hadn’t spoken to him, still
hadn’t shaken the hand he offered every morning, still hadn’t responded
to a single one of his overtures.
But I suspect he took hope from the fact that I began to smile,
though not at him, when he arrived each morning. I couldn’t help myself.
It wasn’t just that he was charming, though he was. It wasn’t just that he
started bringing me treats from the restaurant, though I enjoyed every one
of them.
It was the way he talked to me, the way he told me stories, the way
he so obviously respected his employees, and the way he loved his job. I
had met plenty of men since I’d moved to the city, but I’d never met one
who seemed so kind.
No wonder I smiled.
He was the exact opposite of Jeff in every way.
Somewhere around week three I started greeting him. Okay, I can’t
call it talking because all I said was hello and goodbye but I could see by the
look on his face – even more cheerful than usual – that those words were
enough.
Because he didn’t push me, didn’t insist on anything other than a
smile and those few words, in week four I started to talk, really talk, to
Cullen.
I told him things I’d never told anyone, not even my mama, though
it was more than likely she knew all the things I didn’t tell her. Barriere is
a very small town.
Cullen had, once the story began to fall from my life, moved to sit
beside me at my relatively secluded table. If he got there first, he bought
our breakfast; if I did, I picked up something for him.
The owner, to whom I had spoken no more than “Coffee and a
muffin, please” in all the months of mornings I’d been coming, began to
say hello and ask me how I was. I no longer had to tell her what I wanted,
nor to tell her to put Cullen’s food on my tray.
It took me a week of mornings to get to the end of my story. Cullen
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hadn’t said much while I talked, just listened and nodded. He didn’t need
to speak; his face expressed everything he felt.
Anger.
Sorrow.
Pain.
His face expressed everything I’d been hiding for most of my life,
and seeing those emotions on his face allowed me to experience them
myself, experience them and – finally – put them behind me.
At the end of the week, I had puffy eyes from the crying I did every
night and a clean heart. I looked terrible and felt fabulous.
I had called my mama and told her what happened, that I’d met a
man and he knew everything about me and my life. She hadn’t been hurt
that I’d managed to tell him what I couldn’t tell her. She said only, “I can
hardly wait to meet him, honey.”
On Saturday, for the first time, Cullen asked me to meet him for
coffee at a specific time.
“This isn’t a date,” he explained. “It’s just that my schedule is
complicated tomorrow, and I don’t want to miss you.”
Those words warmed my heart and I, who loved to sleep in on the
weekends, got out of bed before the sun came up and hurried to the coffee
shop.
We were the first – and only – customers.
“Why are we here so early?” I ask Cullen, who is sitting across the
table from me like he’s been there every morning for years instead of a
week.
“Big party tonight. A wedding. I need to get to the market and back
in the kitchen before eight.”
I smile at him. “Going to be a busy day, huh?”
He nods, but I sense hesitation for the first time in the six weeks
I’ve known him. “What?” I ask.
“I’ll be finished once the set up is done.”
I know what that means because, before I started talking, Cullen
told me about his job. I now know everything about running a restaurant.
“No late night tonight?”
“A late night but a social one rather than a working one. The
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wedding is for my best friend Allan and his partner Mason. Allan told me
I could have the wedding at the restaurant only if I promised to be a guest
rather than a chef or an owner for the actual ceremony and party.”
I grin because I know exactly how hard that’s going to be for
Cullen, best friend or not.
“Will you come with me?”
That I didn’t expect. “A date? With me? For your best friend’s
wedding?”
“Yes,” he says, and for the very first time he reaches out to touch
my hand, laying it carefully on top of mine.
I can’t stop myself. I turn my hand over until our palms meet, and I
squeeze. I can’t say yes, but Cullen understands what I’m saying without
the words.
“I’ll pick you up at seven. Dress up and don’t be late. The
ceremony starts at eight,” he says.
Totally flummoxed, I give him my address and hurry home to
check my wardrobe, then fidget around for three hours until the stores
open.
At seven o’clock I am standing in front of my building, new red
dress and matching heels making me feel like a million dollars.
I haven’t felt like this since… Maybe I haven’t felt like this in my
whole life.
A black limo pulls up, and I smile.
Cullen steps out of the back and walks across the sidewalk to me. I
reach out to touch the orchid in his lapel, and his hand settles over mine as
if it belongs there.
I’m happy to discovery that my mama was right. This love is a
disease I don’t ever want to cure.
The End
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Love Potion Number 9
By Sheryl Hoyt

Valentines Day, Kent thought, blindly riding his bike in the cold
drizzling rain through the streets of downtown Seattle.
Why did he have to remember what day it was? The searing pain of
his reality shot through his heart like a hot spear. He wanted to shout and
scream at the unfairness of the world.
His shift at Amazon.com didn’t start until noon and he was on his
way to Delaurenti’s Deli in the Pike Place Market to pick up a sandwich
for his lunch. Ten o’clock in the morning and the market was just stirring
to life despite the rain.
This is Seattle, after all, Kent thought as the moisture hit his face
with refreshing coolness.
He slowed, jumping off his bike, maneuvering through the maze of
shops, stands and eateries, the scent of coffee being ground and brewed
heavy in the air.
Pike Place Market resembled the chaos of the International
Marketplace in Honolulu, where he had been this time last year with
Darlene. They’d been married a year ago today, a romantic Valentine’s
day wedding. He’d never felt that happy in his life as they’d ridden to
SeaTac airport in a white limo then boarded the plane on the way to the
most amazing honeymoon imaginable.
They’d snorkeled in Waimea Bay, and hiked Diamond Head,
toured pineapple and sugarcane plantations, taken long walks on the
beach at night and in between, made love pretty much nonstop.
A month and a half later, on April first, Darlene’s brother called

41

Love Songs Say So Much…

and told him the news.
At first Kent had thought David was playing some sick April Fools
joke on him, and then he prayed it was a joke, but not this time. This time
there was only the crushing realization that his dream was over and
Darlene would never be coming home again.
A stupid accident, Kent thought again with disgust.
The kind you couldn’t even blame on a drunk or some jerk texting
while driving. Just an early spring rainstorm after a dry spell, slick roads,
brakes that were nearing the end of their time, a steep ravine that had
always been there and a lack of sleep. Darlene was dead in an instant and
he hadn’t been able to do a damn thing to protect his wife.
It tortured his soul, making his gut twist with agony every time he
could stand to think about it.
Pushing his bike through the central market square where the
famous fish thrower’s stand was, Kent maneuvered past Rachel, the giant
piggy bank, through the newsstand and into the market building on 1st
Avenue. Locking up his bike, he headed toward the deli and out of the
corner of his eye Kent spotted Tenzing Momo’s.
Before he’d met Darlene, he used to love going in there, inhaling
the smell of exotic incenses and browsing through the crystals, tarot cards,
odd objects and strange books. One time he’d bought a set of the tarot
cards for Darlene as a gift and she’d totally freaked out and told him to
return them. Of course he’d been too embarrassed to do that and instead
had tucked them in his secret hiding place where he kept his collector’s
editions of Playboy and Sports Illustrated swimsuit editions.
But today for some reason he felt compelled to go visit his old
haunt and before he had time to question the impulse, found himself
wandering into the little shop.
Strolling aimlessly, he somehow ended up at the tarot card counter
searching through the many decks for the one he’d purchased for Darlene.
It wasn’t there.
His eye wandered to the bookshelves that contained everything
from natural herbal remedies to spells and incantations.
In the same corner as the books, as far back as he could remember,
there’d always been a tiny little table tucked in between the books and a
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rack of incense. A note card stated that a palm reader was available for
appointments. Kent had never actually seen a real person sitting there,
ever.
But today a young woman was occupying the spot and she was
staring at him, not even looking away or pretending she wasn’t watching
him when he glanced her way.
She was pretty, in a kind of Goth or what were they calling it now,
Steam punk, kind of way. Her hair was dark and she had some bright
magenta streaks running through it and held off her face by goggles used
as a hair band. She wore some kind of retro uniform type jacket, a short
black skirt and a pair of sexy as hell electric blue boots. Her intense dark
blue eyes lined in black were unnerving as they penetrated him as if she
could see right through him.
She gave him a wink and yawned, drawing attention to her full
ruby red lips.
“I sure as heck hope you are him,” she said sipping from a Venti
sized Starbucks coffee cup, leaving a bright scarlet stain on the
mouthpiece of the plastic lid. “I better not have gotten up this early for
nothing.”
Kent turned and glanced over his shoulder, but there wasn’t
anyone behind him and he realized she was talking to him.
“Are you Kevin, Keith, Kenny…?” She asked raising an elegant
eyebrow.
“Kent, I’m Kent, but how did you know that?”
“Hi,” she said winking again. “I’m Abigail, Tenzing Momo’s
resident psychic and palm reader. Have a seat, Kent. Darrie wants to talk
to you and she’s been a complete pest about it, so I can’t let you leave until
she’s had her say.”
Kent almost fell over, but instead grabbed the back of the other
chair and sat down hard. “Is this a trick? Did you know Darlene? Were
you at the wedding?”
“No, no, and not that I can recall.” Abigail took another sip of her
coffee and sighed in pleasure. “Don’t you just love caffeine? And ain’t it
something that we got the most famous java joint on the planet right here
in the market?”
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“I, um, who?” Kent was starting to get angry. “Did you know
Darlene? Who the hell are you? What do you want from me? I’m not
paying you a dime!”
“Whoa, hold the Kryptonic outrage, Clark Kent, I don’t want your
money. I got some crazy spirit bugging me twenty-four-seven and she
won’t leave me in peace until I help her deliver her freaking message. So
Darlene? Not Darrie…geez, I never get the names right.” Abigail shook
her head, setting her coffee down.
Reaching into her oversized handbag, she pulled out some small
brown bottles and began opening them and sniffing their contents.
“Essential oils,” she said even though Kent hadn’t asked. “They
help the process. Damn, I forgot my Queen Anne’s Lace oil. Shoot, that’s
the clairvoyant one. Can you ask Marty if he’s got any?” She pointed a
shiny navy painted fingernail toward the front counter of the shop.
Kent continued staring at the psychic stupidly. Did she just ask him
to get her an ingredient for a potion? He was beginning to wonder if he
was still asleep and this was all a dream.
“Well?” Abigail looked up from her rummaging. “Are you going to
ask or do I have to do everything?”
“Okay, okay,” Kent said reluctantly standing and walking over to
the grungy, skateboarder dude behind the counter. Marty had one ear bud
in and his iPod blasting Kurt Cobain loud enough to be heard this close.
“She needs some of that stuff in the bottles. The Anne stuff?” Kent
indicated Abigail with his head.
“Number nine, sure thing,” Marty grabbed a small blue bottle and
handed it to Kent. “That’ll be twenty bucks.”
“What the…” Kent growled but dug a bill out of his wallet and
handed it over.
“Need a receipt?” Marty asked.
Kent just glared at the kid and stomped back to the table, slamming
the bottle down. “You owe me twenty bucks.”
“Geez, they’ve raised their prices.” Abigail reached for the bottle
and tried to open it. “Do you mind?” she handed it back to Kent.
He swiped it out of her hand and forced the cap open, spilling
some on his hand in the process. Abigail reached for it and sniffed the oil,
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an odd expression briefly crossed over her face.
“I don’t think this is Queen Anne’s Lace.” She shrugged and set the
bottle down, rubbing the oil into her hands. “Oh well, it’s not like I really
need it for this one. Darlene’s coming through loud and clear without any
extra help. Have a seat, Kent, and let’s get this party started.”
Sitting down again, Kent wondered what he was doing. Did he
really believe this woman was communicating with Darlene? Or was he
just enjoying talking to a pretty girl for probably the first time since that
day in April? Either way, he was ready to hear what Madame Abigail had
to say.
“Give me your hand,” Abigail said holding hers out palm up in the
middle of the table.
“Why?” Kent asked.
“I’m a palm reader,” she said rolling her eyes.
“Oh, right.”
Kent reached out and allowed Abigail to gently grasp his hand and
massage his palm and fingers.
He barely contained a moan of ecstasy as that slight touch sent a
wave of desire shooting up his arm and through his whole body.
He quickly yanked his hand back.
~*~
Abigail looked up, stunned, pulling her own hands back and
clasping them together under the table. She couldn’t just assume that this
fine-looking stud, with the blond streaked hair and riveting hazel eyes
experienced what she just had. An erotic stirring so fierce that she had to
stop and catch her breath.
“Maybe we should do this without the palm stuff,” she murmured,
trying to regain her composure. Closing her eyes, Abigail pretended to be
communing with the spirits while she got her blood pressure under
control.
“Darlene…are you present?” Abby whispered, transforming into
Madame Abigail. “Kent is ready to receive your message.” She opened
one eye, peeking to see what Mr. Cutie was doing.
He was raking his hands through that gorgeous mop of caramel
sun-streaked hair, looking agonized in more ways than one. Maybe he
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had felt that electric shock of attraction? Maybe he was fighting it too.
“Now you’re getting it,” Darlene said.
The voice in Abby’s head was crystal clear, just like it had been for
the past two weeks.
“He needs to let me go.” The disembodied voice was insistent.
“Darlene, is that you?” Abby sat up straight, concentrating on the
energy that was vibrating through her.
“Is this for real?” Kent was watching her, so obviously and
painfully wanting to believe she might be conversing with his dead wife.
“Give me a second,” Abby said, holding up one finger. “I’ll see if
Darlene can give me something to convince you she’s for real.” She closed
her eyes again, and then laughed. “Oh, really? Typical.”
“What?” Kent asked looking uncomfortable now.
He should, Abby thought smirking slightly. Men, some things were
universal.
“Darlene says she knows that you didn’t return the tarot cards back
here. She knows you hid them in the garage, top shelf, Rubbermaid
storage bin with all your, ahem, ‘magazines’.” She glanced at him, one
eyebrow raised.
He had the good grace to blush and look embarrassed.
“Don’t sweat it,” Abby said with a laugh. “It just means you are
normal. It also means it isn’t too far of a stretch for you to accept what I’m
doing here.” She paused. “You do believe in the supernatural, don’t you?
You don’t think I’m just a kook, right?” Abby heard the hopefulness in her
own voice and prayed it didn’t sound as pathetic as she felt. She was
really attracted to this guy, but if he thought what she did for a living was
a joke, well, that’d really suck.
Kent frowned, squirming slightly in his chair. “I’ve always been
interested in paranormal stuff. I just never had any real proof.” He looked
up with those green and gold eyes and she could see that he longed to
believe her. “Is Darlene okay? Does she need me to do anything?”
“Yeah, hold his hand.”
The disembodied voice startled Abigail.
“You sure, Darlene? Didn’t you see what happened last time?”
“You bet I did and it’s exactly what I was hoping for. You don’t think I
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just looked up psychics in the supernatural yellow pages? I picked you
specifically. And Marty helped a bit.”
“Marty, what does he have to do with this?” Abby shook her head
trying to make sense of Darlene’s words.
“Take Kent’s hand!”
“Okay, okay,” Abby relented. “Kent, Darlene wants me to do this
the old fashioned way.” She reached her hands across the table. “Let me
see your palm.”
Reluctantly, Kent complied making it obvious he’d felt the
ridiculously amped-up attraction too.
As their fingers touched the current between them went crazy,
heating the air and creating a humming that was discernable only to the
two of them. Energy swirled and sparked and before she knew what was
happening, Kent pulled her fingers to his mouth and gently kissed his
way to her wrist, moving his lips enticingly over her palm.
“Now that’s more like it.” Darlene said, a smile in her voice. “Now I
can move on. I knew the two of you would hit it off. You just needed a little bit of
Marty’s special blue bottle number nine to hurry it along a bit.”
“Darlene is going to move on,” Abby said breathless. “She says she
wants that for you too.”
Kent looked up as if waking from a dream, “Tell her thanks.” He
shook his head, clearing the buzzing and smiled at Abby. “Tell her she
was right, again.”
“Happy Valentine’s day, darling,” Darlene whispered in both their
heads, “and may you love eternally.”
The End
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No Ordinary Love
By Deborah Schneider

Mina glanced up from her work when the bell above the shop door
jingled. A tall man strode thorough the doorway, brushing snow from his
great coat. With the storm upon them this late on Christmas Eve, she
wasn’t expecting any more customers. Most people were gathered
together in front of a blazing fire, enjoying their yuletide cheer.
He removed his hat and she caught sight of the shining blonde hair
that curled to the edge of his collar. She caught her breath. She recognized
him immediately, set the paintbrush down and smiled graciously.
“Good afternoon, Bern, I’m happy to see you’re well after all this
time.”
He stamped his feet a few times before lifting his face to glance at
her. She was struck speechless at the color of his eyes; a soft, muted blue
that reminded her of the sky after it was washed by a warm summer rain.
She’d nearly forgotten how beautiful they were.
“Hello Mina, I’m afraid I’ve waited too long to purchase my gifts
for the holiday.” He grinned at her, displaying one deep dimple on the
right side of his handsome face and she couldn’t help but return the smile.
“We’re still open, and if a toy shop cannot serve even the tardiest
customer on the night Father Christmas makes his rounds, then we don’t
deserve to be in business.”
He glanced around the room, spied the counter and marched
directly to it. He removed his heavy wool coat, set his hat upon the
counter with it and swung back to face her.
He’d grown up since their days at school together. A lean,
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muscular torso, broad chest, heavily muscled arms and long legs filled out
the uniform of the Kaisers personal guard. Mina stared in awe for a
moment.
He gazed around the shop and blew out a low whistle. “I’ve
traveled many places, but have never seen such extraordinary treasures.
Can you help me choose some gifts for my niece who is five and a nephew
who at the grand age of nine years believes he’s too old for toys?”
She slid from behind the counter and nodded. “I‘d be delighted to
help. “
She drew him to a boy doll sitting at a desk with a quill held in one
hand. “This is the writer, and he’ll take dictation to scribe words on the
paper.”
“I can’t imagine such a thing,” Bern said.
Mina reached behind the automaton and clicked a switch. “My
Dear Friend, please rest assured I received your last letter, and I apologize
for taking so long in answering it.” She felt Bern stiffen a bit beside her.
Too late she realized it was a poor choice of words.
After a few clicks the boy started writing. With quick, even strokes
he filled the vellum sitting on the miniature desk in front of him. When he
finally halted, Mina handed the paper to Bern.
His eyes opened wide in astonishment. “It’s a wonderful thing, but
far too dear for the pockets of a humble soldier.”
Mina smiled. “My father was once a military man. I believe we can
negotiate a price you can afford.”
“I’d be most appreciative, but how can I give such a marvel to my
nephew and not find something equally as wonderful for my niece?”
She nodded, then brushed past him to a corner near the window.
“Here’s something your little niece would like.” She stopped in
front of a music box with a prince and princess in fancy garb standing
across from each other. She wound up the mechanism and flipped a
switch. The handsome prince stepped forward, bowed to the princess then
stood again. She curtseyed before stepping into his arms. Music filled the
shop as the miniature couple waltzed around their tiny ballroom.
When the song finally ended he clapped his hands in appreciation.
“Your father is truly a master craftsman.”
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She blushed at his praise, because the music box was actually one
of her creations. “Could I offer you a hot drink? I have some spiced cider
on the stove in back.”
“That’s very kind of you, and I’m delighted to have the chance to
explore more of the wonders your father has created.”
When he took the mug from her hand he inhaled the spices deeply
and gave her an appreciative nod. He moved around the shop, pausing to
see various toys demonstrated. Finally he turned to her, his eyes sparkling
with delight. “I feel like I’ve stepped into the pages of a fairy tale. You
aren’t by any chance a long lost princess in need of rescue, are you?”
She shook head, but in reality she sometimes felt like Rapunzel,
imprisoned in a tower of toys and automatons.
“I’ve taken up too much of your time, Mina. I apologize.” He
flushed. “I realize there’s much to be said between us, I’m sorry I
didn’t…”
Mina nodded but before she could say more the room filled with
the sound of cuckoos, chimes and music, as the myriad clocks scattered
about struck the hour of six.
When it was quiet again she picked up the writer. “If you’ll get the
dancers, I’ll wrap everything for you.”
While she found boxes for the gifts he chatted with her and she
marveled that despite her infrequent contact with people, she felt so
comfortable with him. He made her laugh with stories of the games they’d
played as children. When she picked up the music box he teased her about
all the dances she must attend.
“I don’t go to the dances anymore,” she blurted, and his face fell
into an expression of woe.
“How can that be when you were the best dancer in all of Bavaria?”
She shrugged her shoulders. “Since my illness, I haven’t felt much
like dancing.”
His smile faded. “About your illness. I was sorry to hear about
your mother, I didn’t…”
“Your mother, the Baroness, was very kind, and when you left – we
didn’t make any promises to each other.”
He reached forward to snatch the music box from her hands and
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headed to their rooms behind the shop.
“You can’t go back there,” she protested, but it was too late. He
disappeared down the narrow hallway. “Come back,” she begged, “my
father will be home soon and he’ll be furious if he finds you back there.”
The parlor was dark but she heard a match strike and spun to find
Bern lighting the lamp. The music box sat on the table nearby.
A warm glow filled the room and Mina fought the urge to giggle as
he bowed to her, just as the music box prince did. She curtseyed before
stepping into his arms.
His face went in and out of the shadows and she worked to
memorize every detail of his appearance as they danced. The golden hair
swept back from his brow, the enchanting blue of his eyes, and the dimple
at the corner of his perfect mouth.
The music came to an end and she stood close to him. He didn’t
release her, but kept one arm firmly holding her against him as he tilted
her chin, leaned forward and touched his lips to hers.
A moment later he lifted his lips from her mouth and gazed down
into her eyes. A frown creased his brow. “Something is different, you’ve
changed.” He whispered.
She quickly glanced away, but knew it was too late. She hadn’t
been careful enough, had allowed him to come too close. She could sense
his sudden unease as his arms stretched out to put more space between
them.
“I don’t understand,” he murmured.
“What’s going on? Who are you?” Her father stormed into the
room. “Mina, why is this man here?”
Mina shook off Bern’s arm and scurried across the room to
intercept her father. “This is Captain Sauerman, one of the Kaiser’s
guards. Baroness Sauerman’s youngest son.” She tried to quickly think of
some excuse for being in the parlor together. “He’s interested in
purchasing the music box and I told him the music is perfect for dancing.
It was a demonstration.”
Her father snorted. “Well, young man, are you convinced the item
will meet your needs? It’s Christmas Eve, and I’m ready to lock up.”
“Of course, sir. All of your creations are marvelous. Mina’s been
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kind enough to answer my questions and the dancing was my idea, not
hers.” He was clearly blathering on in embarrassment. She should rescue
him. Then she remembered that final look he’d given her. He recognized
something was not quite right about her but she knew he’d never figure
out exactly what was different.
She was a mechanical marvel created by her father when her
human body failed her. But she lacked something, that tiny spark of life
that animated every human – but was missing in her. They always
discovered it and that was the reason she stayed within the walls of the
toy shop. Her father wanted to protect her from the pointing fingers and
gossip that swirled around her whenever she went out.
“I’ll finish wrapping your items,” she said, picking up the music
box and leading him back to the shop.
“That would be fine; um…” He glanced up from studying the toes
of his boots. “What happened back there, I’m sorry – I didn’t mean to
presume…”
When she didn’t answer, he put on his coat and hat and placed a
pile of bills on the counter.
“It’s nearly all the money I have with me, but I know it’s not
enough. I’ll send more when I return to my post. ”
“That’s not necessary, Captain Sauerman. The children will be
delighted with their gifts, and that delights me.”
“You have a kind heart,” he observed as he stacked the packages
together to carry them out of the shop.
“You give me too much credit, Captain. You’re the one being kind
to children at Christmas. I’m only a merchant making a sale.” With that,
she closed the door, leaned against it and wondered why she suddenly
felt so bereft when it wasn’t like her to feel anything at all.
~*~
Mina spent long winter days working with her father and during
the evening she read letters from Bern. He’d sent money to her after he
returned to his post, insisting the pleasure the toys gave the children was
worth a king’s ransom.
He apologized again for his behavior that night and begged for her
forgiveness. She never intended to answer him.
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But, the letters kept coming and sometime in mid-January, while
her father snored next to the fire, she got found ink, pen and paper and
poured her heart out to Bern. She told him about her loneliness, that she
wished to go out into the town but knew she was different. People
gossiped about her or avoided her altogether.
He wrote back and sent her a handkerchief with his initials on it.
She made him a pair of warm mittens. And when he sent her several
beautiful brass buttons, she packed a jar of honey with biscuits in a
package to send back to him.
Before long, he’d once again become her dearest friend, now truly
her only friend, in the world. She knew it was wrong to keep the truth
from him, but the delight of looking forward to his letters made the cold,
harsh days of winter more bearable.
Early in February she received a large envelope heavily decorated
with hearts and flowers. Inside was a hand cut, painted heart that looked
as if it was made of lace.
My darling Mina, I know it’s early for a valentine, but we
are riding out with the Kaiser to protect our borders from attack. I
wanted to make sure you received this by February 14th, so please
forgive me for rushing this to you. It is but a paper symbol of what
I’ve given you, my heart.
With all my love,
Bern.
She clasped the paper heart to her chest and imagined he was here
with her again, his kiss sweeter this time because it was filled with his
love. But she knew her fantasy was just a wish upon a star fairy tale that
could hold no happy ending.
She needed to tell him the truth, because as much it would hurt to
let him go, it would hurt him more if he believed someday they could be
together.
She went to her room and sat on the bed, writing until the wee
hours of the morning. She confessed the truth of what she’d become and
was honest about their future together. There was none.
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On another snowy day nearly a week later, she sat watching the
flames of the fire dance orange and blue as her father napped near the
hearth of their workroom. The clocks sang their dirge on the hour, and
still she sat, until a pounding at the door broke the spell.
It was nearly ten o’clock at night, and she couldn’t imagine who it
could be at that hour. When she unlocked the door she was shocked to
find Baroness Sauerman. Her eyes were red-rimmed, and she held a
handkerchief in one hand.
“Please, you must help me,” she said, the warble in her voice
evidence of recent weeping.
“Of course. I’ll do anything I can. Please come in and sit down near
the fire,” Mina responded. She led the woman to parlor and poured her a
glass of sherry before sitting down across from her. She sensed something
was terribly wrong.
The Baroness wrung the handkerchief in her hands before raising
her gaze to meet Mina’s. “My boy is gone. Killed in the skirmishes at the
border. They’ve brought the body to me, and I’ve brought it to you.” Her
voice cracked, and she dropped her head.
Mina felt a jolt – as if she’d been pierced by something sharp and
painful.
“He wrote and told me that he loved you, so I came to you for
help.”
“Baroness, there are things about me that your son didn’t know.
I’m sorry, I didn’t set out to deceive him, but my omission of the truth was
as good as a lie.”
The Baroness drew a letter from her reticule and set it upon the
table. “He had this in his pocket when they brought him home. It wasn’t
opened. I’m the only person who’s read it.”
Mina looked down at her own writing. So, his mother now knew
all her darkest secrets. Why had she come here?
“I don’t understand. What do you want?”
The Baroness stood up. “I want your father to do for my son what
he did for you. He can remake him, bring him back to me. Please?” She
fell to her knees as tears rolled down her cheeks.
Her father shuffled through the doorway from the workroom.
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“Baroness, it is a great honor to welcome you to my humble home. How
may I be of service to you?”
Before she could answer, Mina stood up. “She wants you to make
her son like me. He’s been killed in the border wars, and now she wants
him back, like you wanted me back after I died of typhoid fever. Can you
do that, Father?”
The old man looked horrified for a few moments. “You don’t know
what you’re asking, Baroness. My Mina, she’s unique. I’ve never tried it
since...” He raised a hand to brush away a tear. “It doesn’t always work.
With her mother, I couldn’t save her.”
The Baroness stood. “I don’t care. Please try. I have nothing left to
lose.”
Her father shook his head. “I’m sorry, Baroness, but I can’t. I’m old,
and my hands shake. The work is intricate, it takes too many hours.”
Mina crossed the room and held her hands out in front of her
father. “You have the knowledge, Father, but I can be your hands. They’re
steady, they never shake. And I can work for hours and hours without
sleep or a break, and I never get hungry or tired.”
“No, Mina, it’s too dangerous. People, they don’t like it. They act so
funny afterwards.”
Mina clenched her hands into fists. “Do you think I care what
people say or think? I love Bern, and if you can bring him back to me…”
She turned to look at the older woman. “…to us, then please do it. Do it
for me.”
Her father sighed deeply. “We can try. Have your men bring the
body inside, and do whatever you have to do in order to buy their silence.
This cannot get out. As far as anyone knows, he was wounded and
requested that he be brought here to see my daughter.”
The Baroness nodded her agreement and swept out of the room.
It took nearly three days, with Mina working non-stop, following
her father’s directions, allowing him to rest when she’d learn a procedure
and could do it by herself.
When she finished, she sat next to Bern’s bed, made the final
connection, and waited. Within a few minutes, he opened his eyes, which
she’d been careful to duplicate perfectly. He gazed at her, and recognition
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slowly flooded his face.
“Mina? Where am I?” He glanced down at the sheet covering him.
“I remember the battle, and being shot. Why did they bring me here?”
She took one of his hands gently in hers. “You were gravely
injured, so your mother brought you to us. “
“Not injured, I died. I remember dying. But then how could I be
here with you now?”
There was no easy way to tell him the truth. “You did die, and my
father and I worked to bring you back – but a different you, not human,
but part machine and part human.” She paused to let him absorb the
information. “You’re like me now.”
He blinked at her. “Like you?”
She pulled out the delicate lace heart and showed it to him. “This is
the last thing you sent to me, and here are the last words you wrote.”
He read the lettering and then handed the heart back to her.
“I remember.” He smiled. “I wanted to tell you in person, but I
thought sending you a valentine might be a way of letting you know how
I feel. Or how I felt. Do we still have feelings?”
Mina leaned forward and touched her lips to his. When she lifted
her head, she whispered, “You tell me. Did you feel that?”
He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “Yes. Does
this mean we can be together from now on?”
She grinned back at him. “Today is Valentine’s Day, and a new
beginning for us. We can be together for as long as you wish.
“I wish it to be forever after,” he said.
She stretched out next to him, put her head on his chest, and
listened to the gentle clockwork ticking of their hearts beating together in
unison.
“I think we shall live happily,” Mina said.
And so they did.
The End
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Crazy Love
By Eden Baylee

Emma ran to the entrance the moment she heard the sound of boots
hitting her front steps. It was a bitterly cold day, and she wrapped a
pashmina scarf around her shoulders before unlocking the door.
“Good morning,” he said, looking shocked as the door swung
open.
“Good morning…where’s Daniel?”
“He’s off today.”
“I see. Nothing but junk for me?”
He handed her a stack of flyers, and a few letters in windowed
envelopes. “I’m sure there’s some important bills in there.”
“Thanks.” Emma took the mail but didn’t see what she was looking
for. She gripped the scarf tighter at her throat and shivered.
“You should get inside, it’s freezing,” he said, turning to leave.
“Uh…what’s your name?”
“It’s Jason.”
“Jason, are you sure there’s nothing more for me?”
He rifled through his bag. “No, I don’t see anything. Were you
expecting something else?”
“No, it’s just that…never mind.”
“Sorry. It’s a busy time of year, maybe it’s delayed.”
“Thanks, anyway.”
Emma closed the door and walked into the kitchen. Her regular
carrier, Daniel, would have happily gone out of his way to double-check
for her back at the office, but she didn’t have the nerve to ask his
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replacement to do that.
This was not the pattern; that is, if you could call something
happening twice over a two-year period a pattern. She was supposed to
get her pink envelope today and had been looking forward to it for the
past couple of weeks. It was the only thing that made February tolerable
for her.
Feeling dejected, she put the kettle on and absentmindedly flipped
through her mail, discarded the ads in the recycling bin, filed her bank
statements, and considered whether or not to renew her Vanity Fair
subscription. The phone rang as she was pouring milk into her tea.
“Did you get it?”
It was her best friend, Jessica. “No, not yet.”
“Has the mail been delivered already?”
“Yes, but it wasn’t there. I think my mystery man has moved on.”
“No, don’t say that!”
Emma winced, jerking the phone away from her ear. “Jess, are you
trying to make me deaf?”
“Sorry.”
“You sound more disappointed than I do.”
“No, it’s not that. I just really want this to work out for you.”
“So do I, but I have no control over it.”
“I’m sure you’ll get it. It’s probably just late.”
“Maybe, but isn’t it crazy for me to hang all my hopes on this? It’s
not logical—I must be out of my mind.”
“No, you’re not, you’re following your heart, and that’s not easy.”
“I don’t know…”
“Emma, you’re doing the right thing.”
“Thanks, but you and I must be the only hopeless romantics left in
this world.”
“That’s why we’re best friends, and we’re not hopeless romantics,
we’re hopeful…always hopeful.”
Emma could picture Jess swooning on the other end of the line.
“Enough about me, what are you and Phil doing for Valentine’s Day?”
“Are you kidding? I doubt if he’ll remember the day unless I bring
it up.”
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“Jess, you’re terrible.”
“Seriously, you know Phil. I love him, but he doesn’t have a
romantic bone in his body.”
“You’re exaggerating.”
Jessica and Phil had been dating for almost three years. Emma had
gone out for dinner with them a few times and had also met some of Phil’s
construction buddies. Though she found Phil a bit abrasive for her taste,
her friend seemed to adore him despite regularly complaining about him.
“Remember last year?” Jessica said. “He grabbed last-minute
flowers from the corner store up the street. Carnations—can you believe
it? I hate carnations!”
Jess was getting loud again, and Emma let out a chuckle. “Yes, I
remember. You didn’t let him forget it for the rest of the month.”
“Damn right! If I don’t get long-stem roses this year like I asked for,
I’m dumping his sorry ass.”
“You’re not doing that, and you know it.”
“Yeah…you’re right, but I’d better not be getting carnations again.”
Emma sighed. All this talk about Valentine’s Day was bringing her
down.
“Listen, Em, I gotta go, but I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”
“Sure.”
“Oh, Em?”
“Yes?”
“You’ll be just fine.”
Jessica’s statement took her aback. “Now don’t you get all sappy on
me, of course I’ll be fine.”
“Attagirl!”
Emma hung up the phone and immediately felt out of sorts. She
couldn’t believe it had already been three years since Mike broke off their
relationship. They had been dating for five and engaged only for six
months when he left her for another woman. As if that weren’t bad
enough, he had ended it just before Valentine’s Day, leaving her
devastated and alone on a day when couples were supposed to be
showering each other with affection.
Emma recalled the morning after Mike had left. She didn’t get out
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of bed till noon and could barely see straight, her eyes puffy from crying.
For the next several days, she didn’t respond to e-mails, answer the
phone, or pick up her mail. That continued until she was woken up one
morning to persistent knocking on the front door that turned into loud
banging. Finally, she heard her name shouted from outside the bedroom
window.
Upon opening the door, Emma knew immediately that Jessica had
learned of what had happened. She could see the pain and sadness in her
best friend’s eyes.
“Oh, Em…,” she had said, “I’m so sorry.”
When Jess opened her arms, Emma fell into them, and they both
sobbed.
Emma couldn’t imagine ever thinking of Valentine’s Day again as a
celebration of love; that is, until she got her first pink envelope.
~*~
th
It was February 13 of the year following her breakup. While
inserting the key into the front door, Emma grabbed her mail, neatly
bundled with an elastic band in her mailbox and tried to juggle holding
her laptop, a bag of groceries, and a half empty cup of coffee. She had just
come from giving a presentation to a client and had stopped off to get a
few things for dinner.
After putting things away in the fridge and popping a frozen
lasagna into the oven, she decided to sort through the mail. When she first
saw the corner of the pink envelope peeking out from between a
newspaper and a flyer, she assumed it was one of those generic “Dear
Homeowner” ads for a dating service. She pulled it out only to realize that
it was addressed to her personally. It had the weight of a good quality
invitation, and her initial thought was someone was getting married. She
didn’t recognize the cursive script, and there was no return address on the
front. Aside from the additional postage due to the size of the envelope,
nothing else was unusual. When she turned it over though, her hand
started to tremble.
She took the envelope, grabbed a letter opener, and sat down at her
dining room table to scrutinize it further for clues of the sender. Was
someone playing a joke on her? Embossed in silver lettering on the back
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were the words “From your Valentine.” Hmm…Emma had not been on a
date since she and Mike split up. Self-employed as a web designer, she
worked from home and had few opportunities to meet men unless she
made the effort, and for the past year—she had made none.
Her heart beat quickened as she inserted the sharp tip under the
corner of the flap and carefully cut along the top of the envelope. She took
a deep breath and gingerly withdrew the card.
It was a flat letter on pale pink linen card stock. She lightly brushed
her fingers across the paper’s surface as if she were touching a precious
relic. The textured matte finish and a faint watermark of a heart gave it an
elegant quality. The text was written with a calligraphy pen and the font
used—Lucida. Finally, she could no longer stop herself from stringing the
words together and started to read:
Dearest Emma,
Please do not be alarmed
For I mean you no harm
I have only admired you from afar
And you have taken my breath away
Unconventional this may be
But you have inspired me
To reach out at this time
For just a few moments with you
Perhaps I am a dreamer
And these are only words on paper
But words are all I have
To try and earn a place in your heart
You are on my mind
And on this Valentine’s Day
I’ll think of everlasting love
And the wonders of you

63

Love Songs Say So Much…

Emma flipped over the card—nothing—no signature anywhere.
She caught her breath, stunned by the words, and reread the poem—three
more times. Immediately after that, she called Jessica and read it to her at
least a dozen times as they dissected every line trying to figure out if
Emma should feel threatened, if it was a prank, or if it was a genuine
modern-day love letter. In the end, wishful thinking trumped all logic.
They decided it was a legitimate note—Emma had a secret admirer. Their
conclusion was supported the next day when she received a delivery of
two dozen pink roses. There was no card attached.
For the next month, Emma racked her brain to think of who her
mystery man could be. Did he know about her broken engagement, or
was it just a coincidence that she got the card a year to the day after that
happened? Though the details of the letter faded from memory as the year
went by, the thought that someone was thinking of her never did. She
started to feel good about herself again. As crazy as it was, the one-way
relationship worked for her, especially since she wasn’t ready to return
anyone’s affection.
Her second pink envelope arrived on February 13th of the following
year. It looked identical to the first one. This time, she couldn’t wait to
open it:
Dearest Emma,
I hope you’ve had a good year
You’ve been on my mind for much of it
Streaming into consciousness as I awake
Fading softly into my dreams while I sleep
Often you are vibrant colors
Sometimes black and white pictures
Dancing a ballet of graceful steps
Moving with the rhythm of a love song
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Musical notes in my head
Mixed with beautiful lyrics from your lips
Whispering sweet melodies in my ear
Wishing this song could go on forever
Love
I never thought it could feel this way
You’ve done something to me
You and this crazy love
Emma pressed the poem to her chest and cried. Her pink roses
arrived on cue the next day.
~*~
Valentine’s Day fell on a Saturday this year, which meant no mail
delivery. She tried to remain optimistic, thinking she might still get her
flowers. Funny, her mystery man had restored her faith in Valentine’s
Day, but now that she felt strong enough to love again, would she get a
chance?
By dinner time, she lost all hope she would be receiving any
deliveries. She felt cheated, like she had somehow put her life on hold for
this unknown man, only to be left hanging without anything to show for
it. As she sat down with a glass of wine to drown her sorrows, she heard a
knock on the door. Her heart rate sped up.
She walked through the hallway to the living room window and
peeked out to see who it was. Confused by the man she saw standing on
her front porch, she threw on a sweater, turned on the outside light, and
opened the door.
“Hello, Emma,” he said, holding a huge bouquet of pink roses.
“Hi.” This was a new look for him. She could see the knot of his red
tie underneath the long wool coat. “They’ve got you delivering flowers to
me now?”
“Yes…along with this.” He handed her a pink envelope with just
her name on it.
She glanced at it, stared into the man’s face, and then realized who
he was. “You?”
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“Yes.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you out of uniform.”
“Probably not.”
Emma couldn’t hide her approval. “You…you look really
handsome.”
“Thanks,” he said, smiling in the way he did when he chatted with
her for those few seconds while delivering her mail.
“I was beginning to think you would never reveal yourself.”
“I knew you needed time.”
Emma had a vague recollection of telling him about her breakup.
“Would you like to come in, Daniel?”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
The End
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I’d Love to Kill You
By Deborah Blake

Joshua Talbot awoke in a pitch-black space, his nerve endings on
fire, choking from the memory of icy waters closing over his head. He
gasped for breath, at once relieved to find himself dry and un-submerged
and panicked because he had no idea where he was or how he’d gotten
there.
The darkness seemed absolute; no glimmer of light reflected off a
familiar surface. Wherever he was, it certainly wasn’t his expansive loft
apartment in New York City; a dwelling that was both showplace for his
architectural skills and proof of his success in a highly competitive field.
In the city, there was always light; neon from the opera house across the
street, the moon peeking in through the skylights.
But no—there had been no moon tonight. He remembered that
much. Remembered setting out from a rural work site far removed from
his usual urban haunts, confident in his own ability to find his way home
despite a warning from a local workman about confusing roads and lack
of signs.
Remembered the increasing darkness, the missed turn, wandering
down backcountry roads that got progressively narrower and more
isolated. Then looking up to see a doe and two fawns standing in the
middle of the road, dead ahead.
Things got fuzzier after that; more a matter of sensory flashes than
actual recollection. The glare of the headlights reflecting off a stone wall as
he swerved to miss the animals, the screech and crunch of protesting
metal when the car smashed into the unyielding mass, bouncing and
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swinging sickeningly off and over and around, finally sailing through the
air to land in a body of water that looked like silk and felt more like
concrete as his roadster sank rapidly beneath its surface.
There was pain; sharp and crushing in his legs, dull and throbbing
in his head where it caught the edge of the door as the car rolled over.
Blood dripping down his face. The rush of the water as it flowed in
through the driver’s side window, lowered to catch the last of the late
summer evening’s breeze. Fast, so fast, the water, and so much colder than
he would have expected. Had he struggled to get out? Wrestled with his
seatbelt? Prayed to a God he didn’t believe in? He couldn’t remember.
Only the feeling of the water approaching his mouth, and then nothing
but darkness.
Darkness.
As he stared wide-eyed into the void, he began to see hints of
shapes, the blackness shading into gray at the edges of a window, a tiny
line of dim light under what might be a door. Anger began to overwhelm
his fear. What kind of hospital was this, that left a man lying in pain?
Where were the bustling nurses? And why was it so damned dark?
His ire flowed away, useless against the tide of pain. Joshua floated
with it, in and out of consciousness. Finally, he heard the padding of quiet
feet, saw the slight increase of light as the door across the way edged
open. A flickering glimmer came to rest there, but the person who had
carried it in continued on to where Joshua lay.
He peered through the dimness, but could make out nothing more
than a vaguely female shape.
“Where am I? What happened?” he demanded. Or meant to. It
came out more like a croak.
A soft hand reached out of the darkness to touch his forehead
lightly. Cool and soothing, it seemed to banish some of the ache.
“You were in an accident,” a melodious voice said. “Your car
crashed into my pond.”
The voice was like music; sweet and lilting, it charmed him, even
through the throbbing pain. It took a moment for the words to sink in.
“Pond?” he said. “Crash?”
“I got you out,” she said. “It wasn’t easy. But I’m strong.” She gave
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a laugh. “Farm chores will do that, you know.” There was a creak as she
sat down on the edge of the bed.
Joshua wanted to see his unlikely rescuer. More than that, he
wanted out of the darkness.
“Can you turn on a light?” he asked, his voice still hoarse, but more
understandable now. “Why is it so dark here?”
“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “We’ve no electricity here. The house
is completely off the grid.” There was a pause. “You should rest anyway.
You’re pretty banged up.”
“How long until the ambulance gets here?” he asked. He couldn’t
understand why there wasn’t one there already. It felt like he’d been lying
there forever.
A sigh. “No ambulance either, I’m afraid. No electricity, no phone.
My family…values its privacy.” Another weighted pause. “Valued, I
might say. There’s only me now.”
Joshua’s eyes flew open in the darkness. What kind of crazy place
had he ended up in? He tried to get up but didn’t get far, groaning out
loud as a bolt of pain ricocheted up his leg.
A tutting sound came out of the dimness. “Really, you should lie as
still as possible. I’m no doctor, but it looks to me as though you have a
broken right leg, and your left ankle is probably cracked as well. I’ve
bound them up the best I can, and they seem like simple fractures. You
should heal without a problem.”
Gentle fingers handed him a glass and a pill. “I’ve plenty of
painkillers left from my father’s battle with cancer. They’re quite strong,
and he didn’t like to take them much. They should help you sleep
though.” He swallowed one, only half listening. Anything to ease the
pain.
“There’s a bedpan next to you, if you need it,” she said. “That was
my father’s too, in the end. So you see, I’m perfectly equipped to take care
of you.” It seemed strange for such a beautiful voice to be talking about
ugly words like cancer and bedpans, he thought. The bed creaked again as
she got up to go. “By the way, my name is Rose.”
“Don’t leave me,” he said, reaching out a hand to try and pull her
back. But it slid off the edge of a cotton sleeve and back to him, empty.
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“You should rest,” she said again. “Rest and heal. I won’t be far.”
She paused at the door, picking up the shuttered lamp. “You probably
won’t see me during the day; I’ve farm chores to do. But I’ll be back in the
evening, once the sun sets. You’ll be fine. You’re safe now.” The door
closed behind her with a decisive click.
Safe now. He would have laughed, if he wasn’t afraid to move that
much. Half drowned and broken into pieces—lying in a strange house in
the dark—it hardly seemed like the definition of safe. But then he thought
of the sound of that voice, and the touch of her hand, and drifted off to
sleep smiling anyway.
~*~
The days passed in a blur of medicinal fog and boredom. His
rescuer was true to her word, and never came during the daylight hours.
Joshua awoke every morning to find himself in the same bedroom, with
its faded wallpaper and sturdy four-poster bed. From where he lay, he
could look out a window that showed a bucolic view of rolling hills, a red
barn, and assorted trees. If he lifted his head slightly, he thought he could
just glimpse the edge of the pond that had almost been his final resting
place.
Birds twittered incessantly and there was a smattering of what he
assumed were normal country sounds; cows lowing at milking time, a
dog barking, a mechanical growl he thought might be a tractor. But none
of the normal noises he was used to—no cars, no blaring radios, no
chattering of voices raised in argument or inquiry.
During the occasional moment of clarity, he worried about his life
back home. He’d be missed, surely. If nothing else, people were
depending on him to show up to job sites, turn in drawings, and show up
at meetings. No doubt there would be a search on for him. But they’d
never look here, so far away from where he was supposed to be.
He should have been miserable. Should have longed for his
apartment, his job, the endless array of pretty women who adorned his
arm at social occasions. But he found himself surprisingly content to lie in
his farmhouse bed, taking his pills, eating the sandwiches he found by his
bedside every morning, reading the books Rose left for him. Resting and
healing.
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And every night, she came to sit with him. As soon as the light fled,
she’d pull up a chair and chat with him about her day. He found himself
looking forward hungrily to the tiny details; laughing as she related the
antics of Scout, her dog, and the various stubborn misadventures of the
sheep, cows, and chickens. Sometimes she’d talk about her father, a man
she’d clearly loved.
“You must have been lonely after he died,” Joshua said one night.
“Out here all by yourself.” He flexed a foot tentatively under the covers.
Not so bad now.
A glimmer of moonlight showed a hint of a smile, but nothing
more, so far away from the window.
“I was,” she said. “But I was used to it. My family has always kept
itself separate from others. We are…not like everyone else.” A hint of
sorrow touched her voice, weighted down by resignation. Then lifted, as
she added, “But I’m not lonely anymore. Not since you came.”
Joshua reached out in the dark and grasped her hand. “I’m glad,”
he said. “I’d hate for you to be unhappy. You have taken such good care
of me, and you are so beautiful.”
Rose gave a gasp and pulled her hand away. “Why would you say
that?”
He blinked in the darkness. “I can hear it in your voice. I can feel it
in your spirit as you tend to me. I’ve never seen you, but I know you’re
beautiful.”
“Would it matter so much if I were not?” she asked. “If I were
ugly?
What was she talking about? Joshua suddenly wondered about the
way she never showed herself, never came to him in the light. He’d been
lying here, muddled with pain killers, assuming she was his savior. But
what if she was his jailor instead?
He was seized by a feverish need to know the truth. Frantically, he
shoved his healing legs over the side of the bed, recoiling a bit when his
feet hit the floor.
“What are you doing?” she gasped. “You’re not ready yet. You’ll
hurt yourself.”
He grabbed her arm roughly, half staggering-half dragging her
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over to the window where the full moon shone overhead.
“No!” she cried, trying to shield her face with one raised arm. But it
was too late—he’d seen her. And she wasn’t beautiful. Not at all. Her
visage was a crazy-quilt of distorted bone and lumpy flesh. One eye sat
too high above a protruding cheekbone, while another sagged downward
toward a ruined curve of mouth. Wispy hair floated around a too-large
head. She was a monster after all, grotesque, a beast.
Joshua recoiled without meaning to, taking one involuntary step
back, and watched her brown eyes fill with tears. Too late, he wished he
could take back his actions, ashamed of himself as he saw his own horror
reflected back at him on Rose’s agonized face.
“Why?” she cried. “Why did you have to ruin everything? Why
couldn’t you have let me stay beautiful?”
Teetering on weakened legs, he tried to reach out for her, but she
shook her head. Tears spilled like rain in the moonlight.
“I want you to go in the morning,” she said, her voice ragged. “Go
back to your life. And leave me alone, the way you found me. I wish I’d
never pulled you out of that car. I wish I’d left you there to die, so I never
had to feel this way.” She turned and left the room, slamming the door
behind her.
Joshua staggered back to the bed and sat there, face pillowed in his
hands. Maybe she was right. He didn’t belong here. It was time to go
home.
~*~
In the morning, there were no sandwiches by the bed. Outside the
bedroom door he found the clothes he’d been wearing the night of the
crash, washed and neatly folded. Leaning against the wall next to them
was a cane, no doubt another legacy of Rose’s father’s illness.
The message was clear: she still wanted him to leave.
Gingerly, he hauled his healing body down the hallway and into a
sun-lit parlor. No Rose. The kitchen too was empty, and although he
yelled her name up the stairs and out into the yard, she never came. In the
end, he dragged himself out the front door and along the winding
driveway until he came to the road. And there he stood, feeling lost and
forlorn, until a farmer in overalls driving a rusting red truck came along
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and gave him a ride back to the real world.
Once back in the City, he was bemused to see how little difference
his absence had made. Oh, he’d lost a job or two because of his
disappearance, and there were a couple of irate calls on his answering
machine, but by and large, few people seemed to have missed him. His
apartment was still pristine, thanks to his dependable cleaning lady, and
his bills had been paid through an automated system at the bank. The
world had gone on without him with barely a hiccup.
But it seemed that he had changed. Blueprints failed to thrill him
now, despite their neat lines and manageable boundaries. At night, he lay
in his soft bed unable to sleep, irritated by the lights and the incessant
noise that use to lull him. And no one came to speak to him in the night,
with soft tones and humorous tales. He missed the dark.
At last, he admitted defeat. He finished off the jobs he was working
on, closed up his apartment, loaded a few necessities into his new car, and
set out to retrace his steps. Back to the country. Back to Rose. Behind the
driver’s seat, he placed a huge bouquet of the flowers she was named
after, and a stack of new books, which he thought she’d appreciate more.
And as he drove, he prayed that she would forgive him.
As he pulled into the driveway he could feel his heart race at the
thought of seeing her. Finally, seeing her. But something was not quite
right. As he turned off the engine, listening to it click and hum as it
cooled, he realized that was all he heard. There were none of the farm
sounds he’d become so familiar with, lying there in Rose’s father’s old
four-posted bed. It was too quiet.
Alarmed, Joshua levered himself out of the car and looked around.
The old house looked much the same as it had on the day he’d left; only
the season had changed, with summer shifting relentlessly into fall. Dry
leaves whirled around his feet, whispering a sad song. Otherwise, silence
reigned.
He was about to head up to the front door when he heard the
familiar sound of a dog at play. Looking to his right, he saw a collie come
racing over the crest of the hill, an older man wearing jeans and a hunting
jacket walking more sedately after. The man raised his hand in greeting as
the dog came skittering through the leaves to dance and weave around
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Joshua’s feet before dashing off to chase a squirrel.
“Come to look at the house, have you?” the man said with a
chuckle. “I don’t know how you city people do it. The ‘for sale’ sign isn’t
even up yet.” He pointed at the dog. “Old Scout and I like to take a walk
about this time each day, check out the place, make sure it’s still
standing.” Sadness crept over his weathered face. “The dog used to live
here, you know, with the former owner. I think he still feels like it’s his
responsibility to keep an eye on it.”
Joshua’s heart skipped a beat. “Former owner?”
The farmer pulled a well-gnawed pipe out of a pocket and stuck it
in his mouth without lighting it. “Yep. I live next door, a ways down the
road. Been here all my life. Known the folks who lived here, a girl named
Rose, and her parents before her, and his people before that. Kind of a sad
story, really.”
“Sad?” Joshua watched the dog running across the yard. “Sad
how?”
The pipe moved from one side of his mouth to the other as the
farmer shrugged. “Some kind of genetic thing, made that side of the
family grow up all deformed-like. Can’t remember the name of it. Charlie,
Rose’s dad, now he got lucky. Found a local girl who loved him enough
not to care what he looked like. But Rose, poor creature, she never did
manage to get herself a fellow. And when her dad died a couple years
ago, he left her all alone here.” He shook his head.
Joshua looked around. “Rose. Is she here?” She had to be here.
He’d come back to her. She just had to be here.
The old man sighed, pointing up the side of the hill with his pipe.
“Of course she’s here, son. Where else would she go?” The stem of the
pipe aimed at a huge spreading oak that stood on the crest of the knoll.
“She’s right up there, with the rest of them.”
Joshua lifted one hand to shade his eyes, scanning the area under
the tree eagerly. “I don’t see anything.”
“Of course you don’t,” the farmer said. “They haven’t put the stone
up yet. She’s only been dead and buried these three weeks. Found her
myself, I did, floating in that pond out front by the road. Coroner ruled it
an accident, but me, I kinda wonder.”
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The man shrugged again and gave a whistle that brought the dog
running. “I’ve got to get on home. The wife doesn’t like it if I’m late for
dinner. No reason you can’t stay and look around, I suppose. You can’t
hurt anything.” He headed back off in the direction he’d come from, the
dog following with only one wistful look back over his shoulder.
Joshua felt as if he’d crashed again, all his bones seized with a
sudden memory of pain. Blinking back tears, he reached into the car for
the flowers he’d brought, and walked up the hill to lay them on the fresh
earth.
“I’m sorry, Rose,” he said. “I should have come back sooner. I’m
sorry.”
He made his way to the back of the house and broke a pane in the
door with a brick so he could let himself in. Once inside, he wandered
from room to room, as if he could catch some glimpse of the woman he’d
left behind. There was nothing there, though; only the worn but clean
furnishings, piles of books, and the musty smell of a place no longer lived
in. There were no mirrors in the entire house.
Eventually, as the light dimmed, he made his way to his old
bedroom. It looked just the same. The bed was turned down as if awaiting
him; pills and water still by the bedside next to another stack of books.
Only the sandwich was missing. And Rose.
He lay down on the bed, fitting his now-healed body into its
familiar contours, and heard the crackle of paper from under the pillow. A
shaking hand came up with a page torn from a notebook that read,
simply, “I know I should have let you go sooner, but you were so
beautiful. And I loved you. I’m sorry. Rose.”
Sobs racked his body as he thought of how sweet her voice had
sounded coming out of the darkness. She’d saved him from the water.
Saved him from himself and his empty life. And he’d left her alone to die
of a broken heart. Which one of them was the monster, truly?
Finally, his tears died away with the setting sun and he sat up on
the edge of the bed. A chill had crept into the unheated house and it made
him shiver. Or maybe that was just an echo of his old, cold heart. In the
end, there was only one thing to do.
He reached out for the plastic bottle on the bedside table and
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poured its contents into one palm. Took up the glass of water and
swallowed them down, one by one.
Then he lay back on the bed and waited. It didn’t take long for the
world to grow dark and his vision to dim, and he welcomed the night like
an old friend. At last, a soft hand brushed his brow, and he heard her
whisper, “You came back.”
Joshua opened his eyes and there she was, her crooked form so
beautiful in his sight. “I came back,” he replied. “I will always come back.
I love you, Rose.”
And together, they walked away, into the light.
The End
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