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Are you a romantic at heart? Then this book’s for you!

Love—in all its various forms—and magic go hand in hand in the stories in this collection from award-winning writer Annie Reed. Meet a gallant street peddler determined to rescue the love of his life, a woman hoping to recreate the magical night she experienced as a child at the home of her beloved aunt, and a woman who heals wounded hearts with the help of a magical musical library. Meet the feisty daughter of the God of Love who’s bound and determined to forge a path of her own, and a courageous fairy cat who must save the person she’s destined to be with. 

These stories and more fill the pages of Magic From the Heart, a heart-warming collection by award-winning writer Annie Reed. 

“One of the best writers I’ve come across in years.”

Kristine Kathryn Rusch
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Introduction

 

This collection’s all about magic born of love.

Not necessarily romantic love. Sure, some stories, like “How We Danced,” deal with a longtime romantic love. “Rolo the Great” is about romantic love as well, but the gallant kind, like a modern day knight might have for his lady.

This collection also contains stories that spring from the kind of magic born of the love friends feel for each other, like in “The Magic of Home.” Others focus on the love of family (“First Steps” and “Chance of Bunnies, with Occasional Toad”), the love of music (“Last Night at the Crowley”), and the love of starting a new life with the person you’re supposed to be with (“The Night Mischief Became a Real Cat”).

Then there’s the kind of unexpected magic born from a heart that’s been wounded but finds the courage to keep going (“Omens, Oracles, and Eros, Oh My,” “Love Stinks, Inc.,” and “The Library of Orphaned Hearts”).

I’m a romantic at heart. Each of these stories reflects a bit (or more than a bit) of my romantic heart. The stories are hopeful, even if they bring a tear to the eye along the way, because magic from the heart should be filled with hope. Don’t you think?

—Annie Reed

February 8, 2020




 

 

 

Chance of Bunnies, With Occasional Toad

 

The house smelled dusty and abandoned.

Just like me, Cecily thought.

For a minute there, the old-fashioned lock, rusty with age, fought her. Cecily worried the real estate agent had given her the wrong key, but eventually the doorknob turned, and she pushed the door open.

Even though Cecily was a grown woman with a place of her own, it felt odd opening this door with a key that now belonged to her, just like the house itself now belonged to her. During all the summers when she’d been sent to live in this house with her aunt because her mother couldn’t deal with having Cecily home from school for an entire three months, Cecily had never unlocked the door herself.

She could have. Cecily was one of a generation of “latch key” kids, a by-product of the feminist movement that saw women like her mother working nine-to-five jobs while their kids went to school from nine to three. Cecily had worn her house key on a lanyard around her neck, and for two and a half hours every afternoon, she sat by herself at the dining room table and did her homework in an empty house. Not because she wanted to, but because her mom would check Cecily’s work first thing, even before starting dinner, and if Cecily couldn’t show her mom two and a half hours’ worth of work, she was grounded from watching television for the night.

Her aunt didn’t place the same restrictions on Cecily as her mom had.

“Summer is a time for fun,” her aunt used to say. “To read because you want to. Eat in the living room, have dinner for breakfast or breakfast for dinner. It’s not a time for kids to worry about keys. Keys are for grownups.”

The front door opened directly into the living room. Cecily stepped inside and shut the front door behind herself.

The room looked both smaller and larger than she remembered. Smaller, she supposed, because the last summer she spent here, she was only twelve years old. If she ever went back to her elementary school, it would probably look smaller, too. Perspective changed with age, and right now, Cecily felt every single one of her thirty-three years.

God, had it been that long since she’d visited her aunt?

All her aunt’s furniture was gone, which made the room look larger. Cecily had handled those details over the phone. “Find a charity,” she’d told her aunt’s estate lawyer. “One that benefits abused women.” She’d paused, remembering. “Or an animal rescue organization. I don’t care about the write-off. Just make sure they can use my aunt’s things, not just toss them away.”

The real estate people had done a good job cleaning the inside of the house. Fresh, not-quite-white paint covered the walls. The old avocado-shaded nubby carpeting was spotless, if a little threadbare in places. She remembered stretching out on that carpet reading comic books, of all things. Her mom never let Cecily spend money on comics at home.

In place of her aunt’s comfortable furniture, impersonal Pottery Barn knockoffs created a not quite lived-in look. A generic bookcase was centered on one wall, an uncomfortable, over-stuffed chair against another. Tasteful brochures from the realtor’s office fanned out on a glass-topped coffee table. A silk flower arrangement crouched on the mantle over the brick fireplace, but the house felt empty. Unlived in.

The sight of it all made Cecily ache. Her aunt was really gone. Maybe coming here had been a bad idea, but Cecily had to know. The adult she’d grown into wouldn’t let her say goodbye to this part of her life without knowing.

A framed print of a watercolor landscape centered just so on the wall opposite the front door reflected Cecily’s silhouette back at her. Just for a minute, she could almost see her aunt in that reflection, not as Cecily had last seen her—a jovial, round woman of indeterminate middle age; ancient, really, to a twelve-year-old—but as she must have been in the last years of her life. A little bent with age, her hair gone frizzy white and thin, but still with that broad grin on her face, the one that said life was far more fun that Cecily’s mom would ever know.

That grin—that attitude—was the thing that Cecily treasured most about her Aunt Gin. It was the thing she didn’t realize she would miss so badly after her aunt was gone.

 “I could do all this for you,” her mom had said. “Honestly, I don’t know why Ginger wanted you to handle her estate. I’m her sister.”

Cecily knew why, not that she could ever tell her mom. What could she say? “Because of the bunnies, Mom.” Her mom would never understand.

Cecily was here for the bunnies.

Bunnies, and the occasional toad.
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Cecily had been ten when Aunt Gin let her have a taste of beer one late summer afternoon.

They were sitting in lawn chairs in her aunt’s big backyard beneath a tall maple tree, the wide, dense leaves keeping the sun off their skin. The air was hot and dusty dry without a whiff of breeze to cool things off, and Aunt Gin was fanning herself with a fancy fold-out fan she let Cecily play with sometimes.

Cecily thought the beer tasted gross, but because she knew it was something kids weren’t supposed to have, she asked if she could have her own glass.

Aunt Gin laughed. “Oh, my, but you’re going to get me in trouble with your mother. Viv will never forgive me for sending her daughter home with a taste for beer.” Her eyes twinkling with amusement, she gave Cecily a long look. “You don’t really like it, do you?”

Cecily scrunched up her nose. “No.” She handed the beer back. “How come you do?”

“Can I tell you a secret?”

Cecily nodded. She was pretty good with keeping secrets. She didn’t tell on Jimmy Cuthbert when he put an ice cube down Marilyn Skinner’s dress because Marilyn Skinner had called Jimmy a turd. Of course, Cecily didn’t like Marilyn Skinner either because she made fun of Cecily’s name. But still, she knew she could keep one of Aunt Gin’s secrets.

 “The bunnies like it,” Aunt Gin said.

“That’s not a secret, that’s just silly.” Bunnies ate grass. They didn’t drink beer.

“Occasionally the toads enjoy a nice cold beer on a hot day, too.”

Aunt Gin was teasing her, she had to be. “Everyone knows toads eat flies,” Cecily said. She hoped any toads that showed up in Aunt Gin’s yard ate flies. A few persistent flies had been landing on her sweaty skin, and she’d grown tired of swatting at them. “Nasty old flies.”

“They do eat flies,” Aunt Gin said. “With a nice beer chaser. You ever taste a fly?”

Cecily shook her head.

“Well, compared to a fly, beer tastes pretty darn good.”

Aunt Gin liked to tease, but not in a mean way like the kids at school. It was more like she enjoyed making things up. That’s what Aunt Gin did for a living, her mom said. Made stuff up.

It wasn’t until she was much older that Cecily realized her aunt was a writer. When she was ten, all she knew was that Aunt Gin would spend her nights typing in a little room off the hallway right behind the living room. Sometimes her aunt pounded the keys on her old typewriter so fast, it sounded like the rat-a-tat-tat of gunfire on a television show, interrupted often with the ring of a little bell and the ratcheting sound of the carriage return. Other times, Aunt Gin would sit in that room with the door half-closed, listening to music on her record player, and not type a word. But no matter how hard and fast her aunt typed or how late she stayed in that room each night, Aunt Gin always found time to spend with Cecily the next day.

Even if that meant all they did was sit outside beneath the maple tree while Cecily read a comic book and Aunt Gin sipped a beer.

Cecily’s friends back home thought spending a summer this way was boring, but she loved it, and not just because she got to do things with Aunt Gin she didn’t get to do at home. Aunt Gin had a huge backyard dominated by that big maple tree. The lawn wasn’t much, but flowers grew along the fence in between bushy shrubs, and there was a little pond with a fountain in one corner in the back. Plastic statues and figurines, mostly of things like squirrels and chipmunks and birds and a silly-looking cat standing on his back legs, playing a violin, peeked out between the flowers and the shrubs. Cecily always had something to look at, and when she’d been little, things to play “let’s pretend” with. She’d lost track of the number of times she’d whirled around in the yard, dancing to music the cat was playing just for her.

One side and the back of Aunt Gin’s yard were closed off with a tall redwood fence, but the other side had only a little split-rail fence. On the other side of the split-rail fence was a field that seemed to go on forever.

“That’s why I love this place,” Aunt Gin had told her one time when they were sitting beneath the maple tree. “All that open space, as far as I care to see. There’s magic in open spaces, you know. That’s where imagination lives.”

At ten, Cecily didn’t know about magic, but she knew about the rabbits that lived in the fields. She saw them now and then, cute little brown bunnies with fluffy white tails. She told her aunt once that she wished she could hold one because it looked so soft and cuddly.

“You can’t hold magic, Cici. If you try, it runs away. That’s why adults can’t see magic anymore. They want to own it. Control it. They’ve forgotten how to slow down and just let the magic happen.”

Her aunt had been the only one who’d ever called her Cici. She’d liked it. Cici didn’t sound nearly as odd as Cecily. Marilyn Skinner wouldn’t make fun of a Cici.

It never occurred to Cecily back then that she could have decided she wanted everyone to call her Cici. Her mom told her Cecily was dignified, which was what a young lady should be. After she’d gone to law school, Cecily sounded more like what a lawyer should be called. Not Cici.

No, Cici had been the young girl who’d snuck out of her aunt’s house in the middle of the night, beer in hand, to see if bunnies and toads really drank the bad-tasting stuff.

She’d poured the beer into a small bowl with short enough sides that she figured a bunny could reach. She wasn’t sure about a toad, but she didn’t really care about toads. It wasn’t like she wanted to touch one. She really, really wanted to touch a bunny.

She’d sat in a lawn chair in her aunt’s backyard all night, wrapped in a throw off her bed. Her aunt had the door to the typewriter room closed all the way, so it hadn’t been that hard to sneak out. The stars filled the night sky. Cecily could hear the gentle burbling of the fountain and the buzzing of night insects. The yard was dark, but there was just enough light from the neighbors’ house, where they kept their back door light on all night, it seemed, that Cecily could see the little bowl where she’d left the beer.

She wasn’t trying to trap the bunnies. Really. She just wanted to see one up close, and she hoped that if she gave it the beer her aunt said it liked, it might let her touch it.

She thought she’d be able to stay awake all night. She hadn’t been tired when she first went outside, but the throw was soft and thick and comfortable. She sometimes took naps in the lawn chair on a hot afternoon, and it really was a long night to just sit and wait. It wasn’t surprising that before long she fell fast asleep.

When she woke up, the sky was just starting to get light with the first hint of dawn. Cecily hadn’t meant to be outside all night long. Would her aunt be upset? Cecily’s mom would be. Aunt Gin wasn’t like her mom, but Cecily still didn’t want to make her mad. Kids weren’t supposed to sleep outside all night, especially not when they’d snuck out of the house to begin with.

Something rustled in the grass near the rail fence. Cecily held her breath as a rabbit hopped close to the bowl. The bunny was little more than a dark shape against the darker grass, but its fluffy white tail gave it away. The neighbors’ back porch light made the bunny’s dark eyes glisten.

The bunny hopped slowly, like Cecily knew bunnies did when they didn’t feel threatened. She’d seen them freeze stock still in the field when they heard a dog or when they saw Cecily come out into the backyard. Then they’d hop away like crazy, their fluffy white tails bouncing along behind them.

The bunny got close to the bowl. Was it really going to drink the nasty old beer?

Something odd happened then. Something that Cici the ten-year-old thought might have been a dream, and something the adult Cecily thought was the result of straining too hard to see things in the dim light of early dawn and listening to too many of her aunt’s stories.

A little pinprick of light fluttered out from one of the bushes near the back of Aunt Gin’s yard. Another little light joined it, and then another and another until a whole group of little floating, fluttering light drifted toward the bunny.

Cecily had seen fireflies before. These little lights were too small to be fireflies. Whatever they were, some of them settled on the top of the bunny’s head, and others settled on the rim of the bowl.

Soon so many of the little fluttering things ringed the bowl that they made it look like one of those glow-in-the-dark stars Cecily’s friend Crystal had on the ceiling of her bedroom.

Then the toad came.

Like the bunny, the toad hopped slowly across the grass from beneath a shrub near the split-rail fence. Unlike the bunny, the toad had a much larger glowing thing riding on its back. Cecily thought it looked like a butterfly.

She blinked her eyes, trying to see clearly. That simple movement made everything freeze. The bunny went still, just like she’d seen the bunnies do in the field. The fluttery things ringing the bowl of beer stopped fluttering, and their glow dimmed. Even the little thing on the back of the toad quit moving its tiny wings.

“I won’t hurt you, “ Cecily whispered. “I brought you the beer. I wouldn’t do that if I wanted to hurt you.”

She was never quite sure what happened next. One moment she was sitting in the lawn chair watching something that couldn’t be real, and the next her aunt was bending over her.

“Cici, honey?” her aunt said. “What in the world are you doing sleeping out here on the grass?”

And she was on the grass. She still had the throw wrapped around her, but the lawn chair was empty beside her. The grass was damp and kind of scratchy beneath her, and the ground was hard. Overhead, the sky was pale blue and lavender and rose, and cloudless. The sun was almost up.

What had happened? Hadn’t she fallen asleep in the chair?

Cecily sat up. “I think I had a dream,” she said. “But I was in the chair.”

Aunt Gin held out her hand. Cecily took it and got to her feet. She was stiff and cold, and she really had to go to the bathroom.

“What did you dream about?” her aunt asked.

“Bunnies.” Cecily rubbed at her face with one cold hand. “And some little things that flew around and looked like fireflies, but not as big.” She blinked as she remembered more of her dream. “And a toad! A big one, with a glowing butterfly on its back.”

Aunt Gin’s eyes widened a little, then she smiled. “So that’s why my bowl is in the middle of the yard. You brought something out with you last night.”

Cecily didn’t want to lie to her aunt. Lying was wrong, her mom said, but more than that, it felt wrong to even think about lying to Aunt Gin. “Beer,” Cecily said. “I brought them beer. You said bunnies and toads like beer, and I really wanted to pet a bunny.”

Her aunt’s face took on a strange expression. When Cecily thought about that morning now, she thought her aunt had looked wistful, but all ten-year-old Cici had cared about was that her aunt didn’t get angry about the beer.

“That’s fine,” Aunt Gin had said. “But let’s not do that again, shall we? I’ll never hear the end of it if your mother finds out I let you stay outside all night long.”

Cecily’s mom didn’t even like Cecily to go on sleepovers at a friend’s house. Going to Aunt Gin’s during the summer was the only sleepover Cecily ever had, and she didn’t want to mess that up by disobeying her aunt over something Mom would ground her for.

“Okay,” she said. “But I really want to touch a bunny. Do you think one will ever come in the yard for real and let me touch it?”

Aunt Gin put her arm around Cecily’s shoulders and ushered her back into the house. “You never know,” she said. “Around here, there’s always a chance of bunnies, and occasionally even a toad.”
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Cecily didn’t see any more bunnies in her aunt’s backyard that summer. She did find the hole beneath the shrub that the toad had called home, although by the time Cecily found it beneath a bunch of dried leaves, all that was left was an empty hole in the dirt. The toad had moved on.

Three years later, so had Cecily’s mom. Her job transferred her to a city far away, too far for her to send Cecily on a big Greyhound bus to Aunt Gin’s for the summer.

Cecily had been thirteen then. She’d been disappointed, but there’d been Jason, a red-headed boy from school who played softball in the park during the summer. Instead of hanging around Aunt Gin’s backyard, dreaming of touching a bunny, Cecily had hung out that summer with new friends at the park and watched Jason hit line drives over a low fence and flirt with other girls. Cecily forgot about bunnies and toads and her aunt, caught up as she was in the angst of her first unrequited teenage crush. Mom had said she was impossible to live with; looking back, Cecily tended to agree with her.

Years turned into a decade and then two, and Cecily never saw Aunt Gin again. Sure, she talked to her aunt on the phone whenever her mom said they could afford the call, and wrote her aunt letters when her mom said they couldn’t. Aunt Gin sent Cecily a hundred dollar bill, the first hundred dollar bill Cecily had ever seen, when Cecily graduated high school. When she graduated college, Aunt Gin had sent Cecily two hundred dollars in twenties hidden in the pages of Aunt Gin’s latest fantasy novel.

A novel about talking animals who lived in the same world as people, even though most people couldn’t see them.

The book reminded Cecily of the bunny and toad she’d dreamed about. Aunt Gin must have told Cecily the stories that formed the basis for her novels. That’s why she’d had the dream about bunnies and toads and tiny lights that ringed a bowl full of beer.

After college came law school, and after law school the horrible years when Cecily worked eighteen hours a day, seven days a week, trying to distinguish herself from the other young associates. Her mom was proud of her—she told Cecily that often enough, after all—not that Cecily was surprised. Her mom valued hard work. Now that she was grown up and living on her own, Cecily understood what her mom must have gone through after Cecily’s dad left home when she was only two. Cecily had no memories of her father, but her life had never really felt incomplete without him. She’d grown up with two women, her mom and Aunt Gin, who were strong, independent women in their own ways. It was no wonder that Cecily was so driven to succeed.

But at what cost? Standing in her aunt’s empty house, she felt like she’d lost a lot leaving Cici behind.

She hadn’t brought any beer with her to Aunt Gin’s house. She’d never acquired the taste. Even if she had, she would have been afraid to bring any here.

What if she had, and the magic wasn’t real?

Or even worse, what if it was?

The real estate agent probably thought she was nuts. She hadn’t cared about any of the furniture inside her aunt’s house. She’d told the man to box up all her aunt’s books and personal things—Cecily would look over them later, when the loss didn’t seem so immediate—but the only furniture she told the man not to touch were the lawn chairs she knew her aunt would still have in her backyard.

The maple tree was bigger than Cecily remembered. Of course, it would be. Unlike the house, it had continued to grow in the twenty years since she’d been here. The lawn chairs were newer versions of the ones she’d sat in with Aunt Gin beneath the branches of the trees, both of them swatting lazily at flies. The lawn was neatly trimmed now, as were the bushes and the flowers. The real estate people had hired someone to come in and spruce up the landscaping. Houses, especially forty-year-old homes, were a hard sell in the current market. She’d authorized the expense as both executrix and primary beneficiary of her aunt’s estate.

An estate, she was surprised to discover, that included not only the house and the lot on which it sat, but the three lots next door that made up the empty field.

Over the years, her aunt had purchased the land. To keep it undeveloped and wild? It was too late now for Cecily to ask.

That was the other purpose for coming here. She couldn’t decide what to do with all the extra land. With houses going unsold, no one was clamoring for empty land to build on. Cecily had a job and obligations a thousand miles away. Cecily owned all of the property, or would as soon as the estate closed, but Aunt Gin’s had been her summer vacation spot, not a place she intended to call home.

Cecily brushed off one of the lawn chairs and sat down. The sounds of suburbia surrounded her. A neighbor a block or so away was mowing his lawn. Down the street, a dog barked, a playful yip. Somewhere else, children were laughing. Birds flitted from tree to tree, chattering at each other. A sparrow hopped along the top rail of the wooden fence between her aunt’s backyard—now Cecily’s backyard—and the field next door.

She unfolded the fan her aunt had used all those years ago. The spokes were thin wood, the brightly patterned fabric red silk. Aunt Gin had sent it to Cecily as part of her Christmas present just last year. Cecily had sent her aunt a gift card for a local restaurant as a last minute present.

“When did we lose touch?” she asked the empty yard. “Why did I let you slip away?”

The slats in the lawn chair creaked beneath her weight. In the field, some insect started a persistent buzzing.

That long-ago morning after she’d fallen asleep in this yard, before Aunt Gin had walked her into the house, Cecily had caught a glimpse of the bowl she’d brought into the backyard. She’d walked carefully out of the kitchen with that bowl, careful not to spill a single drop. It had been tricky because she’d filled it with beer almost to the very top.

The bowl, still sitting in the grass, had been empty that morning.

Cecily wondered if her aunt thought Cecily had finished off the beer, and that’s why she’d been asleep on the lawn. The dedication in the fantasy novel Aunt Gin had given her for a college graduation present had been “For Cici, and the empty bowl.” Cecily’s cheeks had reddened when she’d read that. She’d hoped her mom would never ask her what that meant. Only when her mom had called Cecily to tell her that Aunt Gin had died in her sleep in this very backyard had her mom admitted that she never read any of Aunt Gin’s books.

Cecily shouldn’t have been surprised. Her mom was much too grounded in the real world to believe in fantasy.

“Did I just dream that night?” Cecily asked the empty backyard. She must have. Things like beer-drinking bunnies and toads didn’t exist. Not in this life.

The sun lowered in the western sky as Cecily sat in the lawn chair and thought about all the time she’d spent here. Aunt Gin’s will had specified no funeral, no memorial. Cecily’s mom had thought that was prudent. Cecily thought remembering her aunt in the place where she’d been the happiest was the best memorial of all, and she intended to take her time. She’d be going back to the real world of clients and deadlines and impossible hours soon enough.

The quiet yard and the warm day and the long hours on the plane caught up with her. She felt herself nodding off and thought for a moment that she should go inside and curl up on the little bed Aunt Gin had always kept for her in the small bedroom. Right about the time she remembered her aunt’s furniture was gone, she heard a rustling in the grass.
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