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      Seems cruel that Aubrey took everything but the phone booth. Of all the things Brandywine had to offer that goddamn hurricane, you’d think a disconnected payphone was ripe for the picking. Ma Bell had cut service ages ago, rendering it dead, but nobody from AT&T ever got around to re-moving the booth. They just left it there in the parking lot, a freestanding shack of cracked glass overlooking the marina, not doing anybody a lick of good. The rusted insides were covered in all kinds of graffiti, a kudzu of scribbles and dicks that only grew thicker throughout the years. Kids never even had a clue what a payphone was, what it was once used for, well before their hormones kicked in and turned it into an impromptu kissing booth. I was always catching young couples making out inside it nearly every night, looking like yet another pair of Japanese fighting fish crammed into an aquarium. Never had the heart to kick them out.

      Let ‘em peck, I thought. At least the booth was still good for something.

      You kissed me in there plenty of times. How many tipsy nights ended with the two of us slipping into the booth, sealing ourselves in, pressing our backs against the glass and diving in?

      It should’ve been the booth that got swept away.

      Not you.

      Shelby always thought it was the tiniest light-house. Still does. I remember one night listening to you spin this yarn as you tucked her into bed, talking about the booth as if it was a long-extinct beast. Just another one of your handmade fairy tales, this one about some mythical unicorn of telecommunication. “Once upon a time,” you star-ted in like you always started, “a long, long while ago, long before there were cell phones or Wi-Fi, your mommy and daddy had to chat using these big ol’ phones rooted to the ground. We all called them landlines.”

      “What’s a landline?” Shelby asked.

      “Well. . . they were like trees growing out from the earth, connected together by miles of wires. Everybody had one in their house. Some still do. But a phone booth didn’t belong to anybody. It was for everyone. You’d step into that glass cubby and close the door, sealing yourself in, pick the phone up and bring it to your ear, drop a quarter in, then dial. You couldn’t move around. Couldn’t wander away. You had to stay put. All you could do was just. . . talk.”

      Shelby still didn’t believe you, all four years of herself. “Nuh-huh, you’re lying. . .”

      “Hand to God, that’s what they were used for.”

      “You mean I can call anybody I want?”

      “Well. . . Not anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      “‘Cause it doesn’t work now, sugar. The phone’s been turned off. Wires have been cut.”

      “Then why’s it still out there?”

      “To remind us how things used to be, I reckon. How far we’ve come.”

      “Go ahead and tell her what people use it for now,” I teased. “I dare you.”

      You gave me that devilish grin of yours. Or maybe it was sheepish. Hard to say with your whiskers covering your lips, but I swear I saw you blush from under your beard.

      “What’s Mom talking about?” Shelby asked, completely clueless to her own conception.

      “Yeah,” I said, “why don’t you tell Shelby what Mommy’s talking about.”

      “We’ll save that story for another night, hon. . .”

      We could never afford childcare. That meant one of us had to look after Shelby while the other was on the clock. I wasn’t about to let her hop on your trawler and spend the whole morning hauling in herring with you, so that meant most days she was stuck with me at the bar.

      I’ve been bartending at Braddock’s for longer than I want to admit. The owners live all the way in Pungo, so the bar might as well be mine. We’ve always had the best view of the bay. The marina up front is full of commercial fishermen, clotting up the docks with their deadrises.

      It’s where I met you, now, wasn’t it? Still remember it as if it were yesterday. How many moons ago was that? How many hurricanes have we weathered together? You’d just come in with your fishing buds after wrestling against the Chesapeake all day. You all reeked of dead halibut, plopping your asses down, and I thought, Fisher-men never die, they just smell that way.

      You had to buy the first round, all on account of you being The New Guy. You dropped a twenty on the bar, the bill glistening with fish blood. I knew you were trouble from just one look at that smile, but when’s that ever stopped a gal from falling head over heels? I’m still falling.

      “What’ll it be?” I asked, trying not to notice your hazel eyes. Your slender lips hidden beneath that baleen of whiskers. We were really gonna have to do something about that beard.

      “Whatever you’re having.”

      “Club soda it is then.”

      “Make it a double.”
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      You were just another itinerant fisherman coming in from North Carolina, South before that, Georgia before, slowly crawling your way up the coast, looking for work, following the fish.

      “Name’s Callum,” you said.

      “Jenny,” I answered back.

      I wondered how long you’d stay in town. If the risk of you disappearing was worth the heartbreak. I didn’t want to wake one morning and realize you’d gone and vanished on me.

      But you kept coming back to the bar. Even on your days off, you’d sit yourself down. Keep me company. You’d slip a quarter into the jukebox, always playing the same goddamn song.

      Into the Mystic by Van Morrison. Lord, you were such a cheeseball.

      It worked.

      Some nights, those dead nights, you were my only customer. You’d help me close. How chivalrous, I thought. I’d wipe down the bar and you’d mop. I’d turn off the lights and we’d stay.

      One drink occasionally became two.

      Became three or four.

      Why keep count?

      “I don’t think either of us is in any condition to drive home,” I said as we stumbled out into the parking lot, met by nothing but black. Not a star in the sky.

      There was the phone booth. Just standing out there in the dark. The sole sodium light suspended over the lot cast its dim glow over the booth’s cracked glass, almost like a beacon.

      “Hold up,” you said as you moseyed over. “I’ll call us a cab.”

      That made me laugh. “You know it doesn’t work, right?”

      “Says who?”

      “Ma Bell.”

      “When’s the last time you tried?”

      You took my hand and dragged me into the booth with you. You wrestled against the door, its rusted hinges squealing as you sealed us in. I hadn’t been this close to you before. The smell of you, the very brine of the bay, mixed in with whiskey. You reached into your pocket and fished out a quarter, holding it up to me between your fingers before slipping it into the slot.

      Looked to me like you were performing some kind of magic trick. Now you see it. . .

      “Wasting your money,” I warned.

      “Ye of little faith.”

      . . . Now you don’t.

      You picked up the phone and brought it to your ear. There simply wasn’t any space between us. I was inhaling your exhales, dizzy with giddiness as you punched in a number.
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