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Introduction

​


Before the power had even returned to the
streets of Manhattan, Trinity Blacio was on the phone with me in
the wake of Hurricane Sandy. First she wanted to know if I was all
right, and then she wanted to know what she could do to help New
Yorkers devastated by this once-in-a-lifetime natural
disaster.

I assured her that I was fine, as was my
family (thankfully we live in one of the highest points in the city
– they don’t call it Riverdale for nothing), but that lower
Manhattan, parts of Brooklyn, Staten Island and Queens, as well as
the Jersey Shore would never be the same. We all knew that some of
these communities were sadly gone forever.

She wanted to know if there was some way the
romance community could come together and help, and immediately
came up with the concept for this anthology. The only problem was,
I didn’t even have a publishing company yet.

But she believed in me and started writing her
story for this anthology the very next day.

You might remember that the first week
Riverdale Avenue Books was up and running, we posted a call for
stories for this anthology? Trinity was right on top of
things.

We received stories from all over the world in
a very short period of time. It was a little overwhelming, but we
think you’ll find the love and hopefulness in these stories is
inspiring in itself. You’ll find contemporary and historical
romance, gay, lesbian and Trinity Blacio’s own trademark paranormal
menage. Some of the stories are so touching they will bring tears
to your eyes; others will make you smile.

But you should also remember that every copy
of this anthology that is bought will help raise money for the Red
Cross Hurricane Sandy Relief Fund.

So, buy this book as your Valentine for New
York City.

Because you know she loves you
back!

 


Lori Perkins and Trinity Blacio

 


2/10/2013







 


For the Love of a Book

​
By O. M. Grey

 


The young woman opened the book, careful not
to split the spine, and inhaled. Like red wine mixed with candle
oil, with notes of linen and clove, the scent of the antique tome
was intoxicating. She felt beautiful when she read about the damsel
being rescued by heroes, and even more so when it was a heroine
rescuing herself. Whatever the story, she cast herself in a leading
role, and suddenly she wasn’t the chubby library geek anymore, or
even the well-paid antique book buyer, alone with her books or
searching among dusty shelves in search of treasures for
others.

She was the star.

Today, she held this book, and the weighty
tome felt secure cradled in the crook of her arm,
protected.

Twirling the long, brown hair pulled back into
a ponytail between her fingers, she wondered where this book would
take her. What new adventures would she experience? Or, perhaps, a
passionate love affair with a handsome but noble man?

After pushing her glasses back up on her nose,
she licked her finger to turn the page and find out.

 


“Whoa.” I shut the book and read
the spine again. In gold leaf, embossed on the well-worn red
leather cover, it reads: Through the Looking Glass. The cover has
an image of the Red Queen looking quite cross, also in gold leaf.
“Okay. That’s weird.” I do, indeed, push my glasses back up on my
nose and open the ancient book again.

Baffled at the thought that she was either
going insane or someone had slipped something in her peppermint
mocha, or maybe—just maybe—she had come across a small bottle that
said “Drink Me,” and she had done just that. Only she didn’t
remember.

“Fuck! I just thought that.” My
eyes don’t blink. I look around the dim bookstore, lit mostly by
the large front window out into New York City, but nothing else is
out of place. The owner, after looking up with a very disapproving
scowl at my outburst, continues to count receipts behind the
counter, then records things in a record book. No one but me in
here, sitting in the overstuffed leather chair by the window. I
shake it off and read on.

The book knew she thought those things, which
was why the words were on the page. It waited patiently until she
caught up with this reality, hoping Betsy would toss her doubts
aside and come into the adventure with it. Perhaps, if the book was
very lucky, Betsy would even give it a name and a personality.
After all, it was her adventure, and the book has been alone for so
very long.

Betsy’s eyes widened as she read along. Just
as her eyes reached each new word, it turned out to be exactly what
she was doing.

I slam the book shut and say, “This isn’t
happening.”

The owner clears his throat this time,
eyebrows furrowed.

“Sorry,” I say. This is some
practical joke, that’s all. Something the Buckley’s are doing for a
laugh. They are my best clients, after all, and we do have a
rapport, don’t we? They definitely have the means to do something
like this. I am in this Old and Rare Bookstore searching for an
original printing of The Looking Glassfor them, after all.
They’re just having a laugh. That’s all. The owner must be in on
it, too. I open the book again, certain that the ruse will reveal
itself any moment.

But it was happening. The book reached out to
Betsy, inviting her to join it in a new adventure. “Please,” it
said. “I’ve been so very lonely, and I just want some company.
Please, stay with me awhile.”

“Okay,” I whispered this time,
terrified. “How is this happening?”

That didn’t matter right now. All that did
matter was that they were together, at last. Betsy need not speak
to the book. Her imagination and thoughts would take them through.
The book implored her to just think, and the adventure would
begin.

“All right,” she said, amazed the
words she read followed her every thought as if she was speaking.
Because in this world, she was. Her thoughts were her voice. Her
imagination, their reality. “This is so bizarre, but how can I
resist such an offer?”

She smiled to herself, thinking that if this
was insanity, it wasn’t so bad, certainly not as it’s depicted in
the movies with straight jackets and restraints. Cowering in the
corner, grabbing one’s head and rocking back and forth, whimpering.
This was not like that at all. This was actually really
cool!

“I’ve always wanted an adventure
tailored to me. The real me, not me inserted into some other
character’s timeline, and now I have the chance. Thank you. This is
simply amazing, and suddenly I’m stuck! I don’t know what to do or
where to go.”

Start with a name. Who shall I be?

“Um.” She searched her mind for a
name that called up images of something handsome, yet classy.
Intelligent. Maybe even a bit Scottish, as she did have a penchant
for those strapping Scots. I’ll call you Ewan, if that’s all
right.”

Perfect. Anything you’d like. Before we begin,
would you tell me what it’s like there? Just hold me and look
around, and I’ll feel all you see.

She settled back into the comfy chair in the
old book shop, cradling the open book in her arms, and chanced a
look out the window into the city, hoping that the adventure would
continue once she looked back down.

*****

It was a rainy day in New York, her favorite
kind. She loved how the streets glistened like silver in the rain.
It always reminded her of that line in Les Miserables “In
the rain, the pavement shines like silver, all the lights are misty
in the river.” But here, she was nowhere near any water, except for
the water falling from the gray skies. Still, the streets reflected
the red taillights in a sprinkling of joy amidst all the asphalt
and concrete. The yellow cabs crowding the streets and the people
rushing to and fro beneath their umbrellas, late for a meeting or a
lunch date, made Betsy all that more grateful to be cozied up in a
romantic book shop with her first love: books. Especially this
book. Her book. Ewan.

Ewan felt gratitude at their fortune as well,
cuddled in her arms. Safe and warm. “Thank you. How shall we begin,
my love?” Ewan asked. “The world is yours.”

She had always identified the most with
Eponine, never the girl the boys looked at for too long. Men, she
found, were rather shallow, always looking for someone “hotter” or
“sexier,” as culture defined it, or, more accurately, as their porn
defined it. Even though these men were far from G.Q.
themselves, some of them just sat playing video or role playing
games all day eating Doritos and drinking Mountain Dew, so she knew
she wasn’t missing much in those men. She had faith she’d meet a
truly good man one day. After all, she was still so young at just
twenty-five. She had a lifetime yet. Still, it got lonely. “On My
Own” was her song of catharsis when she felt particularly alone and
sorry for herself.

“You’ll never be alone again,” Ewan
said. “I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere.”

“This is insane,” Betsy said. “But
it’s wonderful!” The rush of excitement one feels when looking into
the eyes of their lover filled her heart, as her eyes slipped over
the words. These feelings of love shocked her. It was all so
ridiculous, really, just a fantasy, but it felt so real. It would
be okay to pretend for a little while at least, to revel in the
feeling of love, even if it was but a mere taste of it in some
crazy delusion. “The world is mine. I think you shall quickly
become my world, Ewan. Could everything I’ve ever dreamed be
possible through you?”

“Let’s find out.”

Taking her hand, Ewan and Betsy ran across a
field of daffodils toward the horizon. The sun was setting,
creating the most brilliant palate of colors across the ethereal
canvas before them. Turning, they saw the city behind them. New
York. Glorious New York. Her home. So full of pain, yet so full of
joy as well. Trails of broken hearts and broken dreams, yet also
the place where dreams come true for the lucky few, and today,
Betsy was one of those lucky few.

The magic of New York, the magic of a single,
obscure book in New York, enabled them to be in the plush valleys
of Switzerland, the rolling hills of England, and the rainy streets
of New York City all at once, and, most importantly, in love.
Together.

Then something altogether magnificent
happened. She no longer read words, but she looked into the eyes of
Ewan. Brilliant green, like grass after the rain. He wasn’t the
stereotypical hero of novels, but that was just fine with her, for
she wasn’t the stereotypical heroine. He was even better. He was
genuine. Like her, a few extra pounds from what the magazine covers
all across New York City showed was acceptable and beautiful. But
he wasn’t an airbrushed, intangible model. He wasn’t a shirtless
Druid in a kilt with a ripped six-pack.

He was genuine. Real. Just like
her.

She smiled up at him as she slid her arms
around his soft, welcoming waist. His hair, dark, like hers and
pulled back in a ponytail, like hers.

“Hello,” he said, and she could
feel his breath on her face. Smell it. The faint fragrance of a
peppermint mocha. Her very favorite.

“Hello,” she answered, allowing
herself to fold into his arms and lose herself, if only for a
moment, in the softness of his body. After all, she had lost
herself in a book so many times before, so this was no different.
The soft sound of her laughter filled Ewan’s heart with joy, and he
chucked along, kissing the top of her head.

“Where shall we go, my
love?”

“Anywhere! Everywhere! As long as
we go together.”

“Would you follow me down the
rabbit hole?”

“I think I just might follow you
anywhere. Could we visit the Red Queen? Observe, rather, from afar.
Because, she’s fracking nuts!”

He laughed again, and it was a warm,
comforting laugh. Squeezing her tight, he said, “Then, my love,
down the rabbit hole we go.”

The next thing Betsy knew, she was walking
hand in hand with Ewan on the yellow brick road, on their way to
Oz. She saw it in the distance. Majestic and reaching up to the
sky. “This is the wrong book,” she said giggling. Pure joy might
burst out of her heart in a shower of rainbows if she wasn’t
careful.

“Trust me,” he said. “It’s the
right book. It’s every book. It’s the only book. It’s our book, our
story.”

They came upon a forest, and Ewan led her into
it, off the yellow bricks onto the deep, lush forest floor.
Squishing beneath her rain boots, the deep, soft loam made it
rather difficult for Betsy to keep her balance, so she held onto
Ewan’s strong arm for support. He was all too happy to oblige.
Before long, he stopped before a very small hole at the base of a
tree. “After you, my dear,” he said, indicating the tiny
opening.

“The rabbit hole!”

“As requested, my princess,” he
said, bowing deeply with a proper Renaissance flourish.

“I’ll never fit. It’s too
small.”

“Nonsense! We’ll go together. On
the count of three. One, two—” He took her hand once again and
squeezed it. Then, pulling her close, he shouted, “Three!” They
jumped together and swirled in a dizzying whirlwind of wonder down
the rabbit hole.

On the other side, once her head stopped
spinning, Wonderland surrounded her. As they made their way through
the magical wood, she was greeted by none other than the Cheshire
Cat. Only its smile was visible at first, of course, but as he
became corporeal, he did his duty to warn them that everyone was
crazy, indeed. Something Betsy had accepted for quite some time,
even in her own land. Next the Caterpillar, puffing on its hookah
wasn’t all that polite, but he did offer her some mushrooms. Betsy
politely declined, happy with her size, thank you very much. From
afar she saw the card soldiers and the Red Queen. She even fancied
she heard her shout, “Off with her head!” waving her scepter
overhead in the distance.

“More! Let’s see more!’ She wasn’t
sure how long this would last, and she wanted to see the most she
could.

“Look there,” Ewan said, pointing
at a brass contraption sitting in the middle of a field, something
that certainly did not belong in Wonderland.

Betsy gasped. “It’s not!”

“It really is.”

“The Time Machine! C’mon.” This
time, in her excitement, she led Ewan toward the original Steampunk
contraption, created before there was even such a thing as
“Steampunk.” They climbed aboard, Betsy sitting in Ewan’s lap, and
she set the gauges to 1889 Paris. “The World’s Fair. I want to kiss
you beneath the newly built Eiffel Tower.”

“Oh, my sweet love, you can kiss me
anywhere and anytime you like.”

“Even now,” she said, moving her
lips closer to his.

“Even now.”

Parted ever so slightly, her lips were but a
breath away from Ewan’s when a dizzying sensation overcame her,
forcing her to pull away from him and cover her mouth, just in
case. One hand flew to the side, looking for something to brace
herself against the rising nausea and vertigo. It landed on a soft,
leather surface.

*****

‘“We’re closing,” the shopkeeper
says, breaking the spell. For now, even though I try to ignore him,
the words on the page are just that of Through the Looking
Glass. Ewan is gone. Could it have been a dream?

“Did you hear me? We’re closing.
You’ve been here for hours and you buy nothing. This is not a
library, Miss. Now, buy the book or leave. I have a family to go
home to, and it’s getting late.”

“Yes, of course, I’m sorry. I want
this book. How much is it?”

He takes it roughly from me, not at all the
type of behavior one who works with such delicate books should ever
display, and looks inside the cover. A wheeze, cough, and sputter
later, he says, “This is an original printing of Through the
Looking Glass.” In his shock, he nearly drops Ewan. “How did
you? This shouldn’t even be on the shelves! How did you get your
hands on this? You better have not damaged it! This is worth over
$30,000! Leave! Now! Get out!”

“30,000! That’s obscene!” I am only
authorized up to $10,000, but I can’t let this book get away. No!
Even if I can convince the Buckley’s to spend the $30,000, he will
be locked away in their cabinet, never to have another adventure
again. “No! There must be some mistake. It was on the shelf, like
you said. Surely you wouldn’t have put such a valuable book out
with these others. Look again. Ewan,” I said, hoping he’d hear me
and somehow change his insides. “You can’t be a first edition,
first printing. Else I can’t take you home. Be something else,
Ewan! Quick!”

The bookseller looks at me like I’m insane, as
I obviously sound insane. That’s okay with me. I accept my madness
if I can just be back with Ewan.

“My name isn’t Ewan, young lady,”
he said, tucking the book protectively under his arm. “I think it’s
best if you just leave. I’ll look into this tomorrow. You can come
back then, if you like, and I’ll have sorted this whole thing out.
Good night.”

I leave and go out into the rainy streets of
New York, wrapping my scarf around my neck and turning my collar up
against the wind. The cold feels especially piercing after having
been in the warm embrace of Ewan. I tell myself that it was not
possible, that I probably just fell asleep and dreamt it all, but I
know it felt too real for it to have been a dream. At the top of
the subway stairs, I stop, causing the person behind me to bump
into me, knocking me down against the cold, wet concrete. He says
“Excuse me,” but as soon as he walks around me, not even offering
to help me up, I hear him mutter “watch where you’re going, bitch”
under his breath. No one else stops to help me up,
either.

I stand and brush my scuffed hands against my
jeans, wiping off the grime.

“No,” I say out loud. “Not this.
Not after what I saw.” I turn and run back to the book shop, breath
coming faster and creating puffs of smoke in the cold air before
me. By the time I reach the bookstore, the lights are off and the
doors are locked, but he still hasn’t pulled the gate, so it means
he’s still in there. I bang on the door and jiggle the handle.
“Hey!” I shout, pressing my nose against the door’s glass. “Hey! I
want that book! Your price is fine. Please, let me in!”

The owner comes into view from somewhere in
the back and shakes his head at me.

“Please!” I cry. “Please, let me
in.” I can see Ewan sitting on the countertop, right next to the
cash register.

“You’re crazy girl. Go away. I call
the police now.”

“No! Please. I just want to buy the
book. Please!”

“Come back tomorrow. See?” He holds
up his cell phone. “I call the police now.”

I can’t go away. I just can’t leave Ewan there
alone. Adjacent to the bookstore, a homeless guy is bundled up
against the cold, shuddering against the stone wall. In his cart, a
broken bit of pipe sat on top of all his other treasures. Without
even thinking, I grab it and smash it into the window of the old
wooden door, shattering it. The owner freezes in shock, and I reach
in and unlock it.

“You—you crazy! Stay away from me,”
the owner says, backing away with this arms out in a defensive
stance. Phone still in hand.

Ignoring him, I grab the book and open it to a
random page and read.

 


“Quick, Betsy. Jump! Come with me,”
Ewan said.

“How? Please help me.”

“Hold me next to your heart and
imagine yourself with me. It’s all in your power,
Betsy.”

The owner shouted in the background, but Betsy
blocked out the racket. She pressed the open pages to her breast,
reaching out with her heart and wished with all the love in her
soul to be with Ewan again. Another dizzying whirlwind of wonder
later, Betsy was back in the arms of Ewan, standing on what
appeared to be the wings of a theatre stage.

“Kiss me,” he said.

“Now?”

“Right now. If you kiss me, it will
seal our fate together, and we can make our own destiny. Together.
Forever. Wherever you like to go, whenever. Adventure after
adventure. Kiss me.”

Betsy reached to him, and the moment their
lips met, their kiss was as it has been described in the greatest
romance novels of all time. The earth stood still. Time stopped.
Space meant nothing. It was only him. It was only her. It was only
them. Together.

“But how? What about the owner?
What about New York?”

“See for yourself,” Ewan said,
drawing back a heavy red curtain, behind which, an old-fashioned,
wooden-framed looking glass stood. Instead of seeing their
reflections, however, they saw through to the other world. They saw
through to New York. The owner of the book shop picked up the old
book from the floor, scratching his head, and hugged it
protectively against his chest. Looking at the broken window, he
laughed. The red and blue flashing lights reflected off his face.
There would be an insurance payment, after all. Plus, that book he
sheltered against his heart would make him a fortune. But, as they
watched, the name on the spine changed from The Looking
Glass to Readers Digest 50th Anniversary.

Laughing, they turned and ran hand in hand
into their field of daffodils, fluttering and dancing in the
breeze.

 








 


Returning to My Senses

​
By Karen Taylor

 


W hen you live in a place that everyone else
in the world wants to visit, you get lazy. You can always visit
this landmark or that romantic venue tomorrow. Or next week. That’s
how, after living in the Big Apple all my life, I’d never managed
to make it to Windows on the World. We had even made reservations
for New Year’s Eve on the millennium, but Lorraine came down with a
horrible case of the flu, and we had canceled the reservation, and
then somehow never got around to making a new one.

Now, we never would.

 


After that terrible day in September, Lorraine
and I stayed closer to home. We loved traveling, and over the years
we visited the great cities of Europe, cruised the Mediterranean,
traveled through Central America, and even took one foray to the
Far East. True xenophiles, we loved touring, sampling exotic
flavors, and meeting amazing people. But to leave our beloved city
now seemed incomprehensible. We needed to be home; needed to be
among the millions of strangers who were now our comrades, all of
us learning to live in this new world together.

In unspoken agreement, we chose the first
weekend we could pull ourselves away from the safety of our Queens
apartment to visit a place that seemed the least damaged by the
terror: the Bronx Zoo. We walked down the paths, listening to the
sounds of the birds and beasts, their ordinary noises helping us
forget the utter silence above us, in a clear blue September sky
usually full of jets taking off and landing at the nearby airports.
We passed families, the children chattering, parents as quiet as we
were, some anxiously looking skyward at the unmistakable
roar/whoosh of F-16s, others exchanging glances of camaraderie and
shared pain as we all strolled aimlessly. Lorraine and I held
hands, tentatively at first, watching the fish swim placidly
beneath us, walking back through the tree-lined pathways filled
with songbirds and sparrows. Walking through the Botanical Garden
back toward the subway, the sounds shifted back, slowly but surely,
to the noise of street traffic and children playing. I was crying
by the time we got on the subway, leaning against Lorraine’s
shoulder as she quietly comforted me.

It was after that trip to the Bronx that
Lorraine and I decided not to stop being tourists. We would just do
it differently. New York City was now even more precious a place,
and a jewel whose many facets we had not thoroughly explored. We
would tour, eat new foods, indulge in our delight of different
cultures, without ever getting too far away from a ride home on the
subway or bus.

Bringing back a sense of our normal routine
allowed me to sleep through the night for the first time in weeks.
I woke with Lorraine’s arm across me, realizing it had also been
that long since we had stopped touching. There is only one subway
that doesn’t travel through Manhattan, so we chose to use it for
our next excursion. Eventually, we ended up in Brighton Beach,
known also these days as Little Odessa. In the still warm days of
autumn 2001, we walked the world famous Boardwalk, facing out into
the dark gray waters of the Altantic, away from the city’s skyline.
We strolled slowly down the Boardwalk, navigating around moon
faced grandmothers in kerchiefs, lanky young men lounging against
pay phones, past a playground filled with shouting children and
young mothers, as well as a crowd of old men crouched over a
chessboard. Finally, with the beach and ocean before us, we stopped
in at Tatiana’s, one of the dozens of Russian restaurants with open
seating facing the water. Food for me had been merely nourishment
for weeks, and I was hoping that blinis and vodka would remind me
of some of the other pleasures that seemed so far away lately. I
ordered a variety of dishes for the table, and sat back, admiring
the view, and my lover.

Lorraine was the quintessential New Yorker:
part Puerto Rican, part Italian, with a Queens accent. Her dark
eyes were fringed with thick lashes, her lips full and so kissable.
Her skin was a light honey color that darkened to show its
Mediterranean heritage in the summer. And me, with a Greek name but
genes mostly hailing from Western Europe, I stayed a bland pale
color all year around, without any of the haughty beauty of the
Russian and Ukrainian blondes around us. But I didn’t care. With
Lorraine by my side, I was queen of the world. And here we were,
living in a city that brought the world to us. We toasted each
other with shots of vodka, nibbling at caviar and biting the heads
off of shrimp served in a tart sauce. My taste buds reawakened with
the mesh of flavors ...Had I even known that my sense of taste had
gone dormant? Did I remember what Lorraine tasted like?

We strolled down to the beach, our fingers
tangling themselves together as the water threw itself against the
sand. Lorraine told me stories of earlier summers on the beach,
when her teenage cousins would meet questionable dates in the
shadows under the Boardwalk. She smiled when I dared to ask if she
ever met anyone there, to grope through adolescence in cool shadows
on the beach. She didn’t answer, but the smile was enough. I kissed
her smile as the sun set, casting long shadows of our bodies across
the sands. The taste of her, infused with shrimp and vodka, relaxed
me-we could talk, even smile about sex again.

 


As our city began to reexamine itself,
Lorraine and I did the same. One gray Sunday in October, we
traveled into Astoria, where I grew up, and I took her into St.
Irene’s, which was filled with bearded, virile priests chanting in
Greek and comforting the sobbing grandmothers who had not yet
succumbed to America’s Protestant hesitation in the face of
demonstrative Orthodox immigrant emotions.

After the service, we waded through the musk
of frankincense and sandalwood and I showed Lorraine the weeping
icon, a glittering relic worshipped in the dusky Byzantine church,
here in the land of fast cars and dotcoms. Her fingers brushed
lightly against the ropes of pearls fastened around the icon, my
eyes following their path until they seemed to disappear again into
the murky haze-lacing her fingers through mine as the silence
seemed to envelop us. A silence broken, by my beloved, with a loud,
very undignified sneeze! I blinked, then laughed, meeting her
dancing eyes with a grin as people around us blessed Lorraine over
and over again, then wrapped my arm around her shoulders to lead
her outside. We both sucked in a breath, then Lorraine sneezed
again, laughing at the more familiar scent of exhaust fumes and
streetside gyro stands.
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