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      You’re about to experience a collection of original stories by new and upcoming writers. These stories evoke a different time and place before the whir of social media and cell phones. These are quiet tales. Slow moving. Surprising. And heartfelt.

      In thinking of the best way to present these stories to you, I initially thought of arranging them chronologically, but then fought against that impulse. Love isn’t linear. And while somewhere in the world, one person is falling in love for the first time, someone else is falling out of love, or back in love for the hundredth time. Love isn’t always light and roses. Sometimes it’s dark and has thorns. Love is messy and beautiful and comes in all different shapes, sizes, and bodies. And it happens everywhere.

      In these stories, you’ll be taken to England, the South, to New York, to a jazz club, to a farm, to the frontier.

      You’ll find stories about learning to love and learning to let go, about finding love and finding oneself, sometimes all at once.

      So turn off your computer, silence your phone, and sit back and enjoy these tales of love.

      Sincerely,

      Tanya Eby

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Didn’t It Rain

          

          Kathryn Burns

        

      

    

    
      “This is so weird.” My sister wrinkled her nose, already irritated.

      I rolled my eyes. “This is going to be a once-in-a-lifetime experience, Irene. Plus, I bought you a cola like I promised, so shut it.”

      The only reason I had dragged Irene with me at all was because my mum wouldn’t let me take a train to Manchester on my own. Music wasn’t really Irene’s thing. She loved to read, devoting endless hours to memorizing her favorite poetry, but she refused to see that jazz was emotion turned to rhythm rather than words. You were supposed to feel what the musicians were trying to communicate, in a way that transcended human language. It set my soul on fire, but Irene just shook her head.

      Mum thought we were both wasting our time. She thought we should take up sewing, “an actual skill” in her mind. She filled the room with heavy sighs every time she caught me dragging out my father’s old guitar. I always pretended not to notice, drowning her out as I plucked away at the strings.

      Really, the only reason Mum let us go to Manchester at all was that she swooned every time Muddy Waters came on the radio.

      “I just don’t understand why they aren’t doing a proper show in London,” Irene whined. “We had to come all this way, and now we’re sitting in the rain by a crummy old train station.”

      I couldn’t argue with that, so I just ignored her. No matter how much she complained, I was about to see the true legends of rock n’ roll perform, here all the way from across the pond for such a brief time. I was going to be sharing the same air with my heroes. They could have performed in the toilets for all I cared, this would still be the best day of my life.

      While we waited, I took the opportunity to people watch, taking note of the crowd around me. There was an energy buzzing in the air. We were all clearly a bit on edge, certain something special was about to happen to us. I was smiling to myself, just breathing in the magic, when I saw her.

      She was sitting by herself, frankly, looking a little uncomfortable. I noticed her right away because of her trousers and pressed shirt, her braids under a hat that currently obscured most of her face from view. Despite her masculine attire, she was petite, almost drowning in her clothes. I didn’t know why I was so charmed, but for some reason, I couldn’t look away.

      And then, abruptly and brutally, the rain thickened to a downpour. We all went from damp to drenched, the storm showing no mercy.

      “Adeline!” Irene wailed. “I’ll never forgive you for this!”

      I couldn’t help it, I laughed, deep bellows that gave me a stomach ache. My sister despised being wet. “Oh, come on! Don’t be a baby,” I said, patting her on the shoulder. She grumbled, crossing her arms as she shivered.

      I was still grinning as I looked up, meeting the eyes of that peculiar stranger. She tipped her hat, smiling back at me, and a wave of heat shot straight through my body. I blinked stupidly. It was like I’d been hit by lightning.

      Before I could wave or even swallow, the crowd broke out into applause, and she turned back to the stage. Feeling somehow out of breath, I shifted my gaze and realized that Sister Rosetta Tharpe had arrived in a carriage. “She’s here!” I gasped, grabbing Irene’s arm. This was it. The moment we were waiting for, the reason we had come to Manchester. My heroine.

      Sister Rosetta Tharpe had changed music round the world. Listening to her records, I felt something stir in me that I didn’t feel listening to anyone else. And when I read that she had loved both women and men, something clicked that I had never quite understood about myself before.

      And now, here she was, strapping on a guitar. As she began to play along with her band, singing, “Didn’t it Rain?”, I suddenly felt my purpose in life. I knew I needed to awaken emotion in people the same way Sister Rosetta had done for me. I’d never find happiness with anything less.

      I spent the concert in a haze, hardly believing it even real. Irene got more and more engaged as it went on, clutching my arm and clapping wildly, a giant smile taking over her face. It was obvious that something unique was happening when even my spoilsport sister was feeling inspired.

      We chattered and giggled about the experience the whole train ride home. My dreams of creating my own music had grown tenfold. Seeing Sister Rosetta Tharpe had been destiny, I could feel it in my bones. Answers to all of life’s questions were falling into place.

      For the next few weeks, every spare moment at home was spent practicing chords on my father’s guitar. I appeased my mother by singing hymns, but in my head, I began to plot out lyrics of my own. I didn’t want to be a gospel singer. I wanted to create.

      I returned glass milk bottles and pocketed the change, saving up to place an ad in the paper. Wanted: musicians for band, ladies preferred. I requested that any interested persons should meet me at the corner diner at the specified date and time. It was unlikely that anyone would show up, but still, I had to try.

      I was sitting in the diner, feeling a tad dejected as the time came and went without fanfare, when a girl rushed through the door, stumbling as she hurried up to the counter. The waitress raised her eyebrows and gestured towards me, as I was the only person waiting on anyone to arrive.

      When the girl turned to look at me, it was like time stopped. My jaw dropped when I saw her face, the face of the stranger at the concert. She stared back at me, looking momentarily frozen, before slowly approaching my booth.

      “Hello,” I said, smiling nervously, indicating for her to take a seat. “I’m Adeline.”

      She slid into the chair across from me before shaking my hand. “I’m Florence. I’m sorry if this sounds odd, but… have I seen you…?”

      “At the Manchester concert?” I finished for her, grinning. “Yes! Wasn’t it just the most transformative experience of your life?”

      “Oh, I know exactly what you mean!” she exclaimed, her face breaking into the warmest smile. It was then that I realized we were still shaking hands. I felt the heat rush to my cheeks, my fingers brushing against hers as I pulled my hand away. “Watching them play, I just knew in my heart that I needed to do that, too,” Florence continued breathlessly.

      I gulped, wondering why I suddenly felt so nervous. “Do you play any instruments?” I asked, biting my lip.

      Her eyes flickered to my mouth, before looking determinedly away. “I play the guitar, and a little bass. My uncle is American, and he wants to teach me the mandolin,” she said.

      I couldn’t stop staring at her. Florence had skin even darker than my own, her braids a little unkempt, and her clothes somewhat disheveled. She was wearing another pair of trousers, with a vest over a shirt that was becoming untucked. This was the most beautiful person I had ever seen, in a way I couldn’t quite grasp. She didn’t look like a movie star. She looked like a wildflower, unkempt and a little overgrown.

      “I play the guitar, too,” I said. “I also fancy myself a decent singer.”

      She smiled. “I like the honesty. Modesty is so boring, don’t you think?” she replied, winking at me. My body suddenly felt like it was on fire. “Do you write music at all? I like to make up my own tunes.”

      I nodded. “I love to write lyrics, myself. I think songs are just prettier poetry,” I said.

      We sat there and chatted on, hardly noticing the time pass until the sun started to set. “Oh!” Florence said, startled as she glanced outside. “I really should be making my way home by now.”

      I bit my lip again, having to stop myself from asking her not to go. “Will I see you again?” I asked hopefully.

      She smiled, giving me her information. “I have a feeling we’ll be seeing quite a lot of each other,” she said coyly.

      Fortunately, she was right. Florence and I managed to find the time to jam together a couple times a week, meeting at each other’s houses, or in parks when the weather was nice enough.

      We were sitting together under a tree, me against the trunk with her stretched out on the ground under the shade of the branches, laughing and chatting more than we actually practiced. I had known Florence for about a month, and still, every time she smiled at me, I grew dizzy. I must have gone momentarily mad, for I said without thinking, “What do you think of Sister Rosetta’s, er—lifestyle?”

      Florence sat up abruptly, gaping at me. “What do you…? I mean I know what you… but why are you asking?”

      I was so embarrassed I thought I might burst into tears. “Oh, god! I don’t know why I asked you that! Can we just forget it, please? Let’s just talk about something else.” I couldn’t believe I had opened my idiot mouth, most likely ruining the most charming friendship I’d ever found just because of a silly crush.

      “Wait, Adeline.” Florence scooted closer to me, reaching out to touch my face. “You surprised me, that’s all.”

      My cheek burned under the gentle touch of her hand. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” I murmured, avoiding her eyes.

      Florence lightly lifted my chin so I would look at her. I was surprised to see that she was smiling. “May I try something?” she whispered, leaning in to touch her lips to mine.

      Her lips might as well have been a magnet. Something awakened in me, and all at once, I felt like any space between us was too much. I pulled her to me, kissing her sweet face with a passion I didn’t know I had.

      When we finally broke apart, I was dizzy with happiness. She sat back, her smile glowing like sunshine, and sighed heavily. “I’ve wanted to do that since that day at Manchester,” she confessed, sounding like she was struggling to catch her breath.

      I beamed at her. “I know just what you mean,” I said. “Speaking of things that set my heart alight…” I picked up my guitar. “You ready?”

      Florence nodded, grabbing her own instrument. “Ready.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Second Best

          

          B.L. Aldrich

        

      

    

    
      Grief gets the blame for a whole lot of people treatin’ each other poor. Course back in 1944, when I tried to ruin my life, I didn’t know that yet.

      I’m gettin’ ahead of myself. Really, it all started two years before that. The sun was hoverin’ just behind the highest branches in the orange trees out behind ol’ man Gilbert’s place. He was the only body in town who had water on his property. Sneakin’ onto his place to swim was a summer ritual for every pair of sweethearts in the county. Ben Warren and I, the boldest pair, had climbed the fence at the back of Gilbert’s orange grove and crept down to the water hole. Gilbert swore one day a gator was gonna git in that hole, and then we “twiterpaited kids” would be sorry. It was a fair warnin,’ but Florida heat and true love will drive some people to most anythin’.

      I hung the picnic basket I’d packed on a low slung branch and started to unbutton my blouse. Ben flashed his perfect, white teeth and dimpled, joyful grin at me. His smile was the purest form of happiness I’d ever seen on a human face, and Ben was always grinnin’ when he was with me. Already the kind of handsome you see on magazine covers instead of real people, that smile together with his wavy, brown hair and quarterback body made him beautiful. I never got how, bein’ so pretty himself, he could look at me like I was somethin’ special.

      I wasn’t bad, mind. Not a knock-out, but I had night-black hair that was bouncy curly, like I’d rolled it, and skin like a porcelain doll. My face was pretty ordinary all put together, but I had two stand-out features: sky blue eyes and a full mouth. My figure wasn’t too bad, neither. The top half got a lot of help from girdles and maiden forms, but I had legs like Rita Hayworth. Ben pursed his lips and whistled.

      “Don’t get yer hopes up mister,” I teased. “Got my bathin’ suit on under this get-up.”

      He clutched his chest like I’d shot him and bowed his head. I snatched a fist full of leaves off the tree and lobbed them at him. “Git in the water, buster.” Again he split that grin then disappeared into the shade-dappled pool.

      Droppin’ my blouse behind me, I undid the zip on my skirt and slipped it off. It made a fluttery gingham heap around my feet. I ditched my cork-soled wedgies and waded into the pond. For a few minutes, I was treadin’ water alone.

      “Ben?”

      It wasn’t a big pond, but somehow I’d lost him between the murky water and the shade. A quiet, achy feelin’ gripped my chest.

      “Ben?” I called a little louder.

      The water in front of me exploded upward and soaked me. Ben was standin’ beside me laughin’ while I coughed up scummy water. I squealed and slapped his bare arm.

      “You dope!” I snapped. “Lord, you act like a kid sometimes.” He gently pushed my drippin’ hair off my forehead. Heat stained my cheeks.

      “Sorry,” he said. With his fingers, he traced the water trailin’ down my face. When his fingers found the end of my chin, he took it and tipped my head back. Gentle like, he kissed me. I kissed back. I was tempted to part my lips, but held off. My mamma’d been practically shovin’ me into Ben’s bed for months, but I’d refused to sleep with him. In Mamma’s book, Ben was a once in a lifetime catch, and I needed to do whatever it took to keep him round. I agreed about the once in a lifetime thing, but I didn’t want to trap him into bein’ with me. I wanted Ben to love me like I loved him. I knew good boys didn’t marry girls like me unless they’d got-em in trouble, so love meant no love makin’ ‘til I had a ring on my finger.

      He finally let me go, showin’ that restraint I hoped meant he was waitin’ on me instead of frustrated. I searched his face. His eyes, every bit as blue as mine, had taken on a troubled look. My heart found my throat, so I swallowed hard.

      “Why are you lookin’ at me like that?” I asked.

      Ben bit his lip. “Because I don’t want to make you unhappy.”

      I wrinkled my nose at him. “Then don’t,” I said.

      He only half smiled in reply, which brought back the achy feelin’ in my chest.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m leaving,” he said.

      I stopped breathin’.

      “Wh…where are you goin’?”

      “I joined the army. I ship out in August.”

      Backin’ away from him I stumbled onto the bank. My backside hit the mud, and dirty water splashed all over my legs. I pulled my knees into my chest and rocked back and forth.

      “No…no no no no…” I whispered. Ben knelt beside me in the muck.

      “Zalea--”

      “You can’t join the army. You’re seventeen, they only take you when you’re eighteen.”

      “I’ll be eighteen at the end of the month.” I clamped my dirty hands over my ears. Mud trickled down the sides of my neck.

      “You can’t go, you just can’t go. Please tell me you won’t go…”

      “Azalea, the country needs me. It’s been needing me ever since Pearl Harbor, but I wasn’t going to lie to get in. Now, I can do my part.” His hands were strokin’ my shoulders tryin’ to calm me down. I gave my head a stubborn shake.

      “But I love you! You can’t go Ben! I love you!” I burst into ugly tears, the sobby hiccupin’ kind. I kept repeatin’ how he couldn’t go ‘cause I loved him. He sat down in the mud beside me and stroked my soakin’ head. Between my sobs, I could hear him softly shushin’ me.

      “I love you, too, Azalea Timmons. I’ll always love you,” he murmured. That comforted me. I cried for a few more minutes, but hearin’ my hopes confirmed from outta his mouth helped get me over the cry fest. After a bit, I looked up at him with my swelled-up, tear-streaked face.

      “I’m bein’ selfish ain’t I?”

      That made him laugh. “No.”

      “Course I am. You’re gonna go to Germany and be a hero, an’ all I want is to keep you here with me.” He kissed my hair and smiled.

      “I’ll never leave you, Zalea.”

      “Yeah you will. You’re gonna leave me in August.” He chuckled softly and tucked a tendril behind my ear. Reachin’ for my hand, he twined his fingers with mine and lifted my palm to his chest. He centered it right where his heart was.

      “You will always be here.” Then he put his palm to my heart. “And that’s where I’ll be.”
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      September found me on my front porch steps flappin’ a fan around useless like. I was havin’ a moody day. Since Ben had left, I started indulgin’ myself with fits of moodiness because I had a beau who was off at war. Girls with beaus who were layin’ their lives down in Europe were entitled to days of heart-broke moodiness. And on a day as hot as this, the last place I wanted to be was inside bakin’ biscuits with my mamma. Course she was willin’ to let me sulk. She’d been mad as fire I hadn’t kept Ben on American soil with the promise of a boy child.

      From the day I’d hit thirteen and started lookin’ more woman than girl, my mamma had made plans for my looks. I may not have been the prettiest girl at my school, but by God, I acted like it. Since my family was dirt poor, and my Daddy could only get season work like pickin’ oranges and haulin’ melons, the chances of us betterin’ ourselves were slim. They’d got slimmer when I wasn’t born a boy.

      After my Daddy died, and Mamma figured out I’d grown into a half-decent face, she’d decided I’d use it. With my face, I’d snare some golden boy with money and save my family from the poor house. When Ben had come along, young and handsome and from a family whose garage coulda’ fit our whole house in it, my mamma was overjoyed. After years of bein’ shoved at every single man sixteen to sixty, I was thrilled Ben was at least my age. When he turned out sweet, I got even fonder of him. Never in my wildest dreams did I think he’d notice me, but notice me he did, and so my determination not to mess up my chances clashed with my mamma’s plans for a quick weddin’.

      As far as the leavin’ for war thing went, I wanted him to be happy. Besides, he’d promised to come back, and I’d promised to wait on him, and not just speakin’ time wise. Formerly fond of dance halls, I hadn’t set foot near a dance floor since Ben had left. No need to go temptin’ other fellas when my heart was set overseas.

      I sat on those concrete steps flappin’ that damn fan when the mail rolled up. Our stringy, freckled and crooked toothed mail man hopped out. He held a brown envelope in his hand.

      The sheepish way he glanced at me sideways tipped me off. He was standin’ kinda cockeyed, like he wanted to cringe and tuck his head into his shoulder.

      “Who is that letter for, Casey?” I asked, breakin’ the ice because the way he stood made me nervous.

      “It’s a telegram. It’s for you Azalea.”

      I held out my hand but kept my butt planted on the steps. Casey came forward, real reluctant like, and gave me the telegram. I caught sight of the name on the return address. It was Ben’s commandin’ officer.

      I shot up from my perch and started readin’. My tears blurred the type after I reached the second line. It said my Benjamin was dead somewhere in France. His fellow officers had seen him gunned down but had been “unable to retrieve his body for burial.” My love was lyin’ dead and unreachable on a distant shore.

      “Zalea!?” My mother’s voice shrieked from the window of our kitchen. “Who’s out there?”

      I sank back to the steps, my hands tremblin’ so hard the telegram almost fell from them.

      Casey glanced at the window where my mamma stood peekin’ out like some nasty bird. He looked back down at me and murmured, “I’m so sorry Zalea.”

      I gave a weak nod and limply motioned for him to go. Mamma squawked another who’s there, but Casey, bein’ familiar with my mamma’s temper, skedaddled for his truck.

      The screen door banged open, and Mamma took to our saggin’ porch with her hands on her wide hips.

      “Girl, I asked you three times who you was talkin’ to, and you done ignored all three. Who was that man?” I swallowed through the thick lump in my throat to answer.

      “Just Casey. He brought me mail.”

      “What mail?”

      “A telegram. From Ben’s captain.”

      “Why would a captain send you mail? Benny’s letters come from him in the regerlar mail like everbody else’s.”

      She was peerin’ hard at me through her horn-rimmed glasses. There was flour in the creases of her face, and the roots of her grayin’ hair. It made her look ten years older than she really was.

      “Ben’s dead, Mamma.”

      She got all pale at that, like a raw turkey with all the feather’s plucked off. She marched over and snatched the telegram outta my hands. She squinted at it, and pursed her lips.

      “This here says them boys saw him git shot.”

      “I read it, Mamma.”

      “It says they didn’t git his body.”

      I looked up at her. The lines around her lips had deepened from her concentratin’. The hand not holdin’ the telegram was still on her hip. She gave me a cold stare.

      “How do they know he’s dead?”

      My mouth ran dry.

      “Mamma, please don’t say that.”

      “Don’t you believe he’s dead ‘til you see them shovel dirt in his face.”
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      In the year that followed Benjamin’s death I stopped livin’. Any friends I had, I ignored. I started leavin’ the house and walkin’ for hours on end. Every place I ever went with Ben, I walked to. That fall, I left foot-prints all over the park, the orange grove, and the movie theater. There must-a been a foot path linkin’ all three when winter come. It wasn’t never real cold in Florida, but my lonesome heart made that the coldest winter of my memory. I saw Ben’s ghost wherever I walked. A shadow in the Cyprus tree leaned on the trunk the way he did. His hand print was on the fence rail’s where he gripped them to jump over. His face lingered in the cloud of my breath on the wind.

      I don’t remember when exactly I got sick of re-tracin’ my steps, but when I found myself writin’ his name in the dirt on somebody’s truck window, disgust drove me off my vigils. It was then I started what my mamma called “disgracin’” myself. Funny how she didn’t mind me disgracin’ myself to keep a man, but minded me actin’ disgraceful when my heart was broken.

      There were only a few bars in town. One of them was awfully near the movie theater. It was old, and one populated mostly by men too old to fight. I knew some of the women in town went to a swanky place on the other end of town with a lady singer who did a bad Judy Garland impression, but this one only certain kinds of women entered. I’d been visitin’ it regular since Ben died.

      I’m not sure why they ever let me in. Maybe in my grief I looked like I belonged there. Grief certainly made me act like I belonged there. I’d drink and dance and do foolish things the like of which made me blush to repeat. Most of that time, I can barely remember ‘cause it got so bad. My head stayed in a dizzy fog, and my belly was always on fire with liquor. I wore all the fancy dresses my mamma had made for her “purty” daughter, and I let old men spill corn whiskey on them. I scuffed up my high heels dancin’ ‘til I fell in the floor. The only thing I really do remember is the man who pulled me out.

      He must have been watchin’ me for weeks, ‘cause he timed his rescue perfect. I remember dancin’ with a lanky soldier boy home on leave when he dropped me on my butt. The wood floor was full of splinters and they ripped my stockins’ when I landed.

      “Golly, I’m sorry,” said the soldier boy.

      For some reason the run that snaked down my thigh made me laugh. I started gigglin’ like there was no tomorrow. That poor kid finally got a good look at me as I sat in the floor laughin’.

      “She’s awful drunk, ain’t she?” he asked the bar keep. I laughed harder knowin’ he’d just realized he’d been dancin’ with the biggest joke in town.

      “Don’t worry son, that-un’s a free spirit.”

      “If you pick ‘er up she’ll fall flat back again.”

      Their laughin’ still rings in my ears.

      The soldier disappeared. I don’t know if he left or just left me, but he faded into the crowd like the ghost I’d been pretendin’ he was.

      When my giggles mixed with tears, everybody lost interest. People went back to drinkin’ as I sat there on my butt in the filthy floor.

      Then a hand was on my shoulder. It was sun-browned and calloused, and the bones above the knuckles looked crooked, like they’d been broke somehow. I looked up at a face too young to belong to that hand.

      “Come on.” They were the first words I’d heard spoke in a year that weren’t judgin’ me.

      “Stand up.” His voice had a smoker’s growl that, like the gnarled hand, didn’t match his young man’s face. That hand moved off my shoulder and turned palm out for me to take. I grabbed it and his shoulder, and he helped me to my feet. Once up, I wobbled but he steadied me against his chest.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      I leaned into him and let him guide me out the door.

      Outside the air was cool, but damp. It felt good on my tear-stained cheeks.

      “Need me to take you home?” came his voice.

      “No.”

      “You need to go somewhere.”

      “I ain’t goin’ home.”

      “Then I’ll take you home with me.”

      For some reason, that didn’t scare me. I think the reason was his voice. That calm, soft drawl that said he didn’t care he’d just picked me outta the floor of some seedy honky-tonk. I looked him full in the face for the second time that night.

      “I don’t even know your name.”

      “It’s Daniel.”
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      It was late in the mornin’. The sunlight was a peach color that warmed the room as much as the light did. It spread up my thighs and over Dan’s sleepin’ form like a peaceful blanket. Dan and I had slept in because we’d spent much of the night makin’ love. In the year since we’d gotten together, we made love most nights. Every one of those nights, I pretended that he was my ghost.

      I was sittin’ on the edge of the bed smokin’ a cigarette. He was stretched out beside me with just a sheet over him. I stared down at the cowlick on the back of his head and tried to muster up some feelin’ for him other than stale gratitude.

      Unable to get round the pain and guilt, I quietly got up from the bed.
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