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        “I am longing to be with you,

        and by the sea, where we

        can talk together freely

        and build our castles in the air.”

      

      

      
        
        BRAM STOKER, DRACULA

        

      

      

      
        
        “What objects are the fountains

        Of thy happy strain?

        What fields, or waves, or mountains?

        What shapes of sky or plain?

        What love of thine own kind? what ignorance of pain?”

      

      

      
        
        PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY, TO A SKYLARK

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Editor’s Note

          

          PAULA DIAS GARCIA

        

      

    

    
      As we set out to begin our second anthology, we found ourselves living still in strange, challenging times. Which is maybe why we started wondering at the things that kept us going – at what kept an unrelenting pull at our hearts, through thick and thin, through anything at all.

      This issue was, then, guided by the search for true, unadulterated passion. That was the question lying between the lines of our submission calls, why would you cross the maze for this? And these were the answers we found.

      There is no question that we found love – this issue is, of course, all about passion! We found stories of beautiful, heart-warming romance, stories of people finding each other. But we also found stories where the souls finding each other weren’t human (or maybe not quite!), stories of love enduring, of desire, of longing, of losing and finding, and stories that were full of wildness.

      In the end, we asked what made you feel truly human, and these were the tales that howled back at us, passionate and honest and full of life.

      And if last time around we were inviting our readers for a polite peek behind the curtains, this time we’re asking you to join the pack, and come running with the wolves for a turn!

      It has been, once again, an honour and a pleasure – and we hope you enjoy this wild ride.
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            The Girl Who Lives on the Moon

          

          JOSEPH ANDERSON

        

      

    

    
      There’s a girl who lives on the Moon. It’s the only place she can survive. She has never been to Earth.

      Or else she used to live on Earth, but it was a long time ago and she no longer remembers.

      Once, a boy fell in love with the girl who lives on the Moon. He spent his entire youth building a rocket ship, the sole purpose of which was to enable him to reach her.

      There are many versions of this story.

      In one, he builds a rocket ship, but the rocket ship explodes on the launch pad, killing him instantly.

      In another, the launch is successful, but the rocket ship crashes into the Moon and explodes.

      In the third, the rocket, this time not exploding nor crashing, lands safely on the Moon’s surface, but once there, the boy, unable to locate the girl, eventually runs out of oxygen and dies.

      In the fourth version, he finds her, but she explains to him that his journey was in vain on account that she is unable to live anywhere but on the Moon, and he, having only a fixed supply of oxygen, can only hope to stay for a short time. Lovestruck, the boy refuses to believe that these real world problems can possibly keep them apart. However, all his exhortations of love exhaust his supply of oxygen that much quicker and he dies. The girl spends the rest of the day digging a grave in order to bury the boy’s body.

      In another version, the boy listens to reason, and with a healthy supply of oxygen, leaves without her. But on the way back to Earth, a small asteroid punctures the hull of the ship, causing a rupture, and he dies.

      According to the sixth version, there is no asteroid, but a glitch in the piloting system sends him hopelessly off course. Irretrievably lost, he runs out of oxygen and he dies.

      In one version, the rocket stays on course, but ends up burning up in Earth’s upper atmosphere and he dies.

      In the eighth version, the rocket lands safely. The boy, having failed in his quest, is now determined to live a normal life. Eventually he marries, and fathers seven children. For a time they all live happily. Middle-aged, he writes a memoir about the girl who lives on the Moon and tries to have it published. No one is very interested. One publisher discards his copy of the manuscript, along with the morning paper, on an empty subway seat. Another, while getting a pedicure, abandons it unread in a nail salon. Years later, his children, while cleaning out the garage, discover a copy and laugh at their father’s boyish naïveté. As an old man, in a rest home, lying in a steel-framed bed, he asks the nurse to turn him to the window, so that he might see the Moon one last time. The sight is consoling, and he dies.

      In the sixteenth version, he never marries, never has children, and as an old man, in a rest home, lying in a steel-framed bed, demands that the nurse turn him away from the window, so that the last thing he sees is not that god-awful Moon. Face turned stubbornly to the wall, trembling, he dies.

      In the twenty-third version, middle-aged, he’s driving on the outskirts of town. Through the windshield, he notices a spookily large harvest Moon; his heart seizes up, and his head hits the steering wheel, causing the car to crash into a dense copse of trees. He dies.

      In the twenty-eighth version, he spends years traveling the world, so that it is always night and he is always under the Moon. He continues like this for upwards of three decades before developing complications due to extreme exhaustion and dehydration; he dies.

      In the thirty-second version, on a particularly sunny afternoon, he catches sight of a ghostly daytime Moon. Feeling haunted, he vows never to leave his room again. He is declared a recluse, an eccentric. No one comes to visit. In a state of neglect, his health deteriorates. He dies.

      In the thirty-sixth version, he joins a support group for those who have fallen in love with the girl who lives on the Moon. Including himself, there are twelve people in the group. In order to take their collective minds off the girl who lives on the Moon, they organize activities, outings, and the like. Of the twelve, three commit suicide, two disappear, one marries, the rest grow apart, lose touch, and he, now a very old man, tells anyone who will listen his story of great disappointment. Those around him grow bored with him. He grows bored with himself. Lonely and alone, he begins to forget. It all fades away. He forgets the adventure of his youth. He forgets building the rocket ship and the resultant trip into outer space. He forgets the girl who lives on the Moon and the many regrets that follow. His world shrinks, becomes impossibly small, until all that’s left is his name, which he repeats out loud to himself over and over again until this, too, in the end, disappears, and he does the only thing left there is to do: he dies.

      Many have made the mistake of falling in love with the girl who lives on the Moon. Even I’m in love with her. But I keep my head clear, my feet on the ground. I distract myself. I read books, go to the movies, play video games.

      Sometimes though, in wild moments, I think to myself, I’m special. I’m the exception. If, somehow, I managed to make it to the surface of the Moon, then things would be different for me.

      But these moments don’t last very long, and in a short while I feel like myself again.

      I’m not stupid.

      I know how this story ends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Song to Lift the Darkness

          

          VALERIE HUNTER

        

      

    

    
      Johnny sat at the piano the day after he’d arrived home, staring at the keys. Albie had told him yesterday that he’d had it tuned, and Johnny had thanked him, stretching his mouth into what he hoped passed for a smile. Albie was always kind. Johnny was grateful for his older brother’s presence, glad there was someone else in the house besides Dad.

      But as he sat here now, he couldn’t bring himself to play.

      It had been two and a half years since he’d touched a piano. The last time had been in France, right before he’d been sent to the front. There’d been a show, pretty girls singing patriotic songs accompanied by an older man at the piano. Johnny fixated on that piano, and once the show ended and everyone dispersed, he dared approach the pianist and ask if he might play.

      ‘Not mine to begin with,’ the man said, gathering up his sheet music. ‘Go ahead.’

      It wasn’t much of a piano, but Johnny let the music take over, turning his fears and guilt and worries into something beautiful and haunting. He kept playing until his lieutenant had come in, reminding him of curfew.

      The following day Johnny felt strangely hungover – unmoored, off-balance, queasy. Afterwards, a few opportunities had presented themselves where he might have played a piano, but he abstained. Private Jonathan Leddy didn’t play piano. He buttoned that part of himself away until the war was over.

      But now it seemed he’d lost it altogether, shedding it all over the trenches and the hospital, and relinquishing that last vital chunk the previous evening, when Albie said gently, ‘I didn’t want to write you in hospital, but that friend of yours, Lenore Wakefield…’

      ‘What about her?’ he asked quietly, already filling in the blank: she was married, gone away, come by to tell Albie that Johnny should stay away.

      Albie put a hand on his arm. ‘She died in December. That terrible flu.’

      Johnny forced himself to nod. Forced himself to breathe the way he’d taught himself, driving air into his lungs and never daring to think more than a breath ahead. Forced himself, when he could manage to speak, to say good-night to Albie and shuffle to bed, where he lay awake all night in the darkness.

      His friendship with Leni had been forged by music. His mother had taught him to play piano, and after she died when he was twelve, he made do on his own until he’d caught the attention of the music teacher at school. Mr. Fitch was friends with the Wakefield family, had brought Johnny to meet Lenore and encouraged them to play together.

      The Wakefields lived in a far grander house than Johnny’s family. He could still remember the awe he’d felt that first visit, and the way widowed Mrs. Wakefield had looked at him like he was a sewer rat. He’d been wishing he hadn’t come when Leni picked up her violin and swept him away; he’d had no choice but to sit at the piano and keep up. By the end of the afternoon they were friends, and Leni insisted he come every Saturday.

      He knew Mrs. Wakefield didn’t approve of his visits, but when Leni was insistent she was rarely refused. So he was accepted into the family home, knew the Wakefield’s piano intimately, wrote music with Leni and for Leni, and occasionally accompanied her to play at recitals and concerts. Someday, she claimed, they’d play for King George himself.

      When she’d decided to go to the Royal Conservatory, she’d insisted Johnny apply, too, insisted he could win a scholarship. He was seventeen and the war had been going on nearly two years; Albie had joined up, and Johnny knew he would too, though he didn’t tell Leni that. Instead he said he wasn’t interested, which was mostly true – he’d never been much for school, and music seemed best when it was just him and Leni. He didn’t need more than that.

      Leni coaxed and cajoled, but eventually she gave up. He remembered that last magical summer together. He’d visited more frequently, whenever he wasn’t helping Dad, and they composed for hours, growing short-tempered with each other occasionally, but finding perfect harmony with their instruments.

      Then, weeks before his birthday, Leni said she’d arranged for him to get a job at her uncle’s munitions factory. ‘You’ll be a necessary worker. Never have to worry about being drafted.’

      ‘I’m not worried about being drafted,’ he said. ‘I’ll be signing up.’

      Leni’s eyes bore into him. ‘You’d throw away your future – our future – as musicians…’

      Johnny wanted to say he’d be back, but of course that wasn’t a guarantee. He wanted to say the war was bigger than music, that surely every soldier had something he’d prefer to be doing, but he knew she’d just scoff.

      ‘It’s my duty,’ he said finally.

      ‘Your duty,’ she spat. ‘Do you really believe such rubbish? It’s not your duty to get killed when you have so much more to give the world.’

      ‘Mr. Fitch had more to give the world, too,’ Johnny said quietly. His former teacher had died at the Somme just last month.

      ‘Exactly!’ Leni said, eyes blazing. ‘So what sense does it make, following blindly in his footsteps? Just so you’re not branded a coward?’

      ‘That’s not– ’

      ‘Because this seems even more cowardly, Johnny. You’re just joining up because you’re too scared of what your father will say if you don’t! That’s real cowardice!’

      ‘If that’s how you feel,’ Johnny said stiffly, and he’d left because there was no use trying to talk to Leni in such a state.

      He thought she’d come see him once she’d calmed down. Not apologize – Leni never apologized – but accept that Johnny was going, wish him well. Keep making music with him those last few weeks until he left.

      But Leni never came, and Johnny refused to go to her. What right did Leni have to call him a coward? Of course he should join up. Dad always said Leddies weren’t shirkers. And if that was part of his reason for enlisting, well, that wasn’t Leni’s business.

      So over two years had passed without a word or a letter between them, and now Johnny was broken and Leni was dead, and he couldn’t say whether he should have chosen differently, what difference that might have made. All he could do was focus hard on one breath and then the next, all the way till morning.

      He made it, but the light of day wasn’t any easier. Dad and Albie had gone to the shop, so it was just him and the piano, and when he lifted his hands they shook to the point of worthlessness.

      He remembered sitting at this piano when he was five. His mother showed him the scales just like she’d done with Albie, but Johnny had been far more enthusiastic. ‘You’re sissifying him,’ Dad had growled, and Johnny pretended not to hear. He thought Dad might have been all right if Johnny played the kind of songs one might hear at a pub, popular and bawdy, but his father had no use for classical music.

      Johnny stood up from the piano and went out. The city teemed with life, but all he could think of were the people who weren’t there: his mother, Mr. Fitch, so many mates in France, and, of course, Leni.
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        * * *

      

      The next day when Dad and Albie headed for the butcher shop, Johnny considered joining them, but couldn’t stomach the idea of working amongst raw meat and blood. Dad grumbled, but thankfully didn’t insist, and Johnny found a job as a night watchman.

      In some ways it was ideal work; he didn’t have to interact with anyone, panicking his way through pleasantries. In other ways it was dreadful because he was alone all night with his thoughts and the smothering darkness. Each night he felt sure he wouldn’t survive, but morning always came. Bone-weary, he nevertheless took the long way home, trying to soak up as much of the thin sunlight as he could before he stumbled into bed.

      Three weeks after he’d returned, he decided to pay his respects to Leni’s mother. He wasn’t looking forward to it, but it was the right thing to do.

      He entered the familiar gate and then froze as he heard the sound of a violin, just distant enough for him to question whether it was real. He forced himself farther up the path and the volume increased, but he still couldn’t be certain. Sometimes in hospital he’d hear all sorts of things that weren’t really there – the boom of a shell, the screams. Maybe this was like that.

      Or maybe Albie telling him about Leni had been the hallucination, and this was real–

      He walked around the side of the house. The song grew louder, but it wasn’t Leni. An instrument could be as distinct as a voice, and he knew what Leni sounded like on her violin, precise and exacting. This violinist, while clearly talented, had a wildness, a frenzied elation to keep on top of the song.

      Still, a person could change. Wasn’t he proof of that? He crept closer to the window, forced himself to look–

      It was a woman in a dark dress, her back to him, her arm zipping the bow along with panache. A cry caught in Johnny’s throat, and he struggled for breath–

      The woman turned, and it wasn’t Leni. He watched as her eyes widened, and then she smiled. ‘Is that you, Johnny Leddy?’

      He stared at this young woman whom he surely didn’t know, except that her eyes were familiar, bright and kind–

      ‘Minerva,’ he managed to say. ‘I didn’t mean to – that is, I wasn’t–

      ‘Wait there, I’ll be right out,’ she said, disappearing from the window.

      Leni’s cousin, who’d come to live here after the death of her parents when she was eleven. Leni, thirteen at the time, had considered her a terrible nuisance, particularly
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