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For about a decade, I published short stories in a genre defining itself as "New Pulp" – intended to explore the larger-than-life action with modern sensibilities. One of the things expected not to change much was the hard-boiled, tough and cynical nature of the stories. However, everything I ended up writing came out with a more of a medium-boiled feel, because I never mastered the cynicism and brutality. My stories tend to favor having some action off-screen in favor of modern character exploration. Despite that, publisher Pro Se Press was kind enough to publish me several times.

The first of these stories was "Pretty as a Picture,: written for an anthology called NEWSHOUNDS, and published in 2013. I became aware of this anthology because my now husband also worked on a submission for it and also ended up illustrating the cover. It appealed to me in part because it reminded me of working in television, featuring a bible of characters designed by publisher Tommy Hancock. While I wrote short stories in the past, a lot of time had passed, and NEWSHOUNDS proved a good segue back in. The version of "Pretty as a Picture" here is reconstructed from my newest file going back and forth with editorial, and since it was based on characters that were pre-defined had a lot of tweaks and edits. There may be differences between this and the one that appeared in NEWSHOUNDS; I do know of one scene that was removed by the editor's requests largely due to length (we had a maximum of 10,000 words), that I really wanted but ultimately gave in to the requests, that I have restored to this version because I believe it better captures the larger view of the world of the story. My thanks to Tommy Hancock for allowing me to publish it in this collection.

The next one to come out was "Tragic Like a Torch Song," where I completely could create my own characters and plot. This one appeared in the anthology THE DAME DID IT in 2015, about the same time that Kevin and I got married. What became an issue here was that we were only allowed a maximum of 10,000 words, so I had to wrap it quicker than I intended to meet word count. Later, I pitched a follow up story for another anthology, and the publisher wasn't interested in continuing with these characters. Those notes are the basis for the new story in this collection, "Swing With It," which opens up the door for future stories with this characters. A last note about this story is that some notes about the piano player's name disappeared in the published version, leading to confusion if there are multiple piano players. I have restored it in this release to the correct opening.

The last two stories came out very close to one another. "Hidden History" in EXPLORER PULP began with my interest in doing a dual identity story; after developing the character, I then built the story around it, which I have wondered in hindsight may have made it less accessible to New Pulp readers expecting action. "Tropical Terror" from CRIME DOWN ISLAND is interesting for several reasons, including being my only story with a male character lead that I did for Pro Se Press, and also inspired by having lived through the actual hurricane when I lived in Hawaii as a child. At the time when I wrote it, I felt that having lived there gave me a bit of an inside edge, but I will admit in 2025 I am concerned I may not have done right by cultural sensitivities even though I did a lot of research.

This collection presents all stories in historical order, with the exception of "Swing With It" that ends the collection while providing a nice thematic sandwich of the Hazel Atwood stories. Be prepared to travel to post prohibition Chicago in the 1930s on the verge of exploding into the swing era, a fictional large city in the 1950s, 1980s Hawaii, and a modern-day treasure hunt around the globe. 
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​"TRAGIC LIKE A TORCH SONG"
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"And welcome back to our stage the fabulous Hazel Atwood!"

Hazel heard the packed house clapping as she stepped out into the spotlight, as she did many nights these days. Hazel Atwood performed regularly at the Swan Song and every night the crowds responded. Therefore, at least according to the owner, there existed no plans to change the headline act until the crowds stopped dwindling and buying the booze. He knew they were not coming just for the drinks as those flowed freely everywhere once again in post Prohibition 1934. 

"Evening everyone," Hazel said to the crowd in a sweet, almost naïve sounding voice. The persona took her practice to cultivate, as her own real life had been the complete opposite. The stock market crashed in 1929, causing her single father to lose his job working the docks at a clothing factory. They had moved in with her mother’s sister Luella Wall and her father became a private investigator, only to be gunned down while chasing some booze smugglers in 1931. Even three years later, it all still felt like yesterday to Hazel Atwood. Even though she came off sweet and innocent in her speech, the singing would always tell a different story.

"Tonight I’m going to start off with a new number," she continued to explain. "It’s all about loss and love."

Hazel possessed a good sense of how to make words flow but not so much of a gift of matching them to the musical notes. That was where her regular piano player partner Martin James Harold came in. He knew how to find just the right melody to make her words sing. Often, however, they’d go into these new tunes with little or no rehearsal, since Martin Harold’s wife did not like him performing at the house and they could not go to Hazel’s Aunt’s either. So Martin would try to guide her and Hazel would need to feel her way, just like tonight.

After the lead in notes, Hazel felt confident she could follow along. 

My heart it aches remembering you

And everything you used to do

But now you’ve left and gone away

Leaving me alone to stay

It’s all tragic like a torch song

Hazel looked out among the audience, made up entirely of men, who did appear to respond to her performance. However, they cared less for her singing and more for her young, shapely looks, but she tried not to focus on that.

Time has passed and still I know

My heart it cannot let you go

You still live on inside

And I have nowhere to hide

It’s all tragic like a torch song

Hazel noted someone at the front of the club watching her every move, an older man she had never seen before. On the surface, he appeared to have only a friendly passing interest. She could not help to keep paying attention to him, though. He seemed to be the only one solely interested in her, and unlike the others his drink stayed ignored on the table as the others drank throughout the set.

At the end of the set, Hazel thanked everyone as she always did. As she began to walk off, she heard a sound to which she was not accustomed.

"Encore! Encore!" a male voice called out. From the sound, Hazel suspected it to be the man who watched her intently the whole night. Hazel started to head back out to oblige, but her manager Franklin Gorton grabbed her arm. 

"You know we don’t do additional songs," he reminded her. "We don’t get paid extra for doing anything like that, so why do more for the same amount of dough? Besides, I got to get my percent."

"You always got to get your piece, Franklin," she huffed at him.

The proprietor came by and gave them their night’s earnings in cash.

"You taking your part out of more than the dough?" joked the proprietor who handed the night’s cash take to the manager. The manager counted it out and then gave Hazel her part and pocketed his.

"Oh I wish," said Franklin. "The wife would have a fit if I got a little extra on the side. Not to mention the little broad’s Aunt would have my hide for it. Using that voice of hers to make a little extra now that her dear old Dad’s kicked the bucket and Mama died in childbirth. And the last thing I would need is to risk getting a little bastard of my own."

"Well the two of you sure bicker like lovers sometimes. You got your money, now hit the road and I’ll see you tomorrow."

Hazel and Franklin shared a cab to get back home, as Martin lived within walking distance of the club and the piano belonged to the Swan Song. 

"Lovers, hah! The way he treated us sounded more like a love and hate relationship with us performing there," noted Hazel. 

"Maybe he was on to something though," Franklin told her. "Cora and I, we’re not getting along as well these days. I know she’s seeing someone, and frankly I’ve wondered if maybe I should try and do the same thing too."

"I am most definitely not interested," Hazel said, crossing her arms.

"I didn’t mean you, kid. But I sure would like to know more about this person she’s seeing."

"Maybe I could help. I mean, my Dad used to be a private investigator and all."

Hazel could see that Franklin tried not to laugh.

"Come on, kid. What can you do?"

"Well, Cora knows me. And she wouldn’t expect me spying since you work with me all the time anyway. I could try getting closer to hear and see what I could learn."

Hazel noted Franklin’s amused look.

"And what would be in it for you?"

"While I’m on this gig, you let me keep the percent you normally pocket for me at the club."

Franklin hesitated and thought it over. 

"You don’t trust me?" Hazel asked.

"No," he told her. "It’s just so crazy it might work."

He dug into his pocket and pulled out that night’s bit of cash, which he handed to Hazel, as the cab pulled up to his brownstone home.

"Have to get creative telling the wife what happened to the dollars, but hopefully this won’t last long. I can’t give you more than two weeks."

Hazel took the money from Franklin.

"I’ll do my best," she told him. "Good night."

Franklin got out and the driver took her home.

At home, Aunt Luella Wall waited up as usual. Having taken responsibility for Hazel in some form since her birth, Luella worried about Hazel growing up right and not making the best choices. Hazel always saw Aunt Luella as overprotective.

"There you are coming home late again! And without that Franklin Gorton this time! How often have I insisted he bring you home first to make sure you always come home safe?"

"But in terms of distance it costs more to drop me off first and him second. Everyone needs money these days."

"And you need to stay safe! I know you have that strong voice and you can sing, but what you do isn’t stable. I still think you should come work with me at the clothing store."

"But I know nothing about that trade. Singing is my passion and what I’m best at."

"Look at your father following his passion and where did it get him, Hazel? Be sensible."

Hazel shouted back.

"My father wanted to be in law enforcement as a child but ended up doing a dockworker’s job because it was all that he could get for a normal career in his life and position!. After getting laid off, managing to be a private investigator was the closest he got to his dreams. And he was happier in that short time than I remember him the rest of his life!"

"I just want what’s best for you, Hazel."

"Then leave me alone!"

Hazel ran to her room in tears, where she pulled a chest of her father’s old things out of the closet. Included inside were an old hat and trench coat that he had, one of a couple. He’d died in the other one. Hazel refused to part with these, and fortunately Aunt Luella remained just kind enough not to throw them away, if for no other reason than to keep peace with the child.

Hazel gazed into the dirty, slightly cracked oval wall mirror mounted in her room. Her Aunt Luella constantly insisted that she be rid of the old thing, what with its tarnished frame and the crack in the upper corner. Yet the mirror belonged to Hazel’s mother before the young girl had been born, and her father put it in Hazel’s room after his wife died. This treasured mirror remained the only link Hazel had to the mother she had never known. Still, despite the connection to her sibling, Luella did not want the item.

"It does you no good to cling to the past, child," Aunt Luella often insisted. "You need to be living for the future." Yet she didn’t quite dare take the mirror or the father’s things from the young girl.

Hazel looked into the reflective surface and saw a face far more resembling her father’s than any description given to her of the woman that gave birth to her, yet with a softer and more rounded feel. Most people said they saw her father looking in her vast, gentle eyes. Every now and then Hazel wondered if her father’s downfall came simply because at the heart of it all, the center of the gumshoe squished with a heart of love. His big brawn, built up by the years of factory work before his layoff, only served as an exterior for a giant heart, one Hazel missed quite often.

Hazel thought about a time not all that long ago when she’d gotten into one of her father’s hat and trench coats without asking. He’d found her in his bedroom playing detective and demanded she return both items to him.

"Taking something without asking is just like stealing," he reminded Hazel. "Detectives don’t steal. They find the bad men that did the stealing. Now take those off and put them on the bed right now, young lady."

With a sigh, Hazel did exactly as she’d been asked, but not without a little complaining.

"But Daddy," she pleaded with him. "I want to beat the bad guys just like you."

Hazel’s father knelt down slightly because even with Hazel as a growing teen he stood head and shoulders above her. He never liked towering over anyone and wanted to come to her level.

"Now listen, Hazel," she remembered him telling her ever so softly. "You have a great life ahead of you, Princess. A beautiful life. I’ve heard that voice of yours when you sing in school. Oh, it’ll take you places, wait and see. Meanwhile Daddy’s going to do everything in his power to protect you so all those dreams can happen."

"But who’s going to protect you?" Hazel insisted. "I’m old enough, I can do it."

"It’s a parent’s job to protect a child, Princess. You have enough to worry about."

Hazel hugged her father. 

"But I love you, Daddy. I’m always afraid you won’t come back."

Hazel’s father held her in a big bear hug and stroked her hair.

"Yes, sweetie I know. But you’ve got Aunt Luella looking out for you. She’ll teach you all the things you need to know to become a great and beautiful woman that I can’t. Your mama would be proud of you, Princess, for being so strong."

Hazel’s father released his bear hug and then grabbed his hat and trench coat.

"Now I have somewhere I have to be, it’s very important I don’t be late. Take care of yourself and your Aunt, Princess."

Looking back on that fateful day, Hazel started to wonder if her father knew he’d never be coming back from his rendezvous. His last words were to take care of Aunt Luella, not that he’d be seeing her later as he always said before, a discrepancy which haunted her to this day. The emphasis also proved unusual in that her father generally did not speak of and felt distant from Aunt Luella and saw having to move in with her rent-free in what used to be his father-in-law’s house as a necessity of the times. Before the layoffs, the two of them lived alone and her father just dropped Hazel over to be watched when he worked the factory night shift; the opinions he expressed of the Aunt back them didn’t serve to be very flattering. 

Hazel realized that a new mystery revealed itself. She now wanted to be certain whether or not her father left knowing that he would die that night. Also, perhaps there might be details about that night Aunt Luella knew but hid to protect her. Yet an opportunity might never come to solve that.

The next morning, Hazel saw her Aunt Luella off to work as usual. Not typical of her times, Luella ran the clothing store once operated by her father before his death. Hazel deduced that if the line of work wasn’t something such as clothing, which often could be perceived as women’s work, her Aunt would have been far less tolerated in a position of management. That said, many pressured Luella to hire a male manager to work for her. Luella countered, quite accurately, that she’d worked part-time alongside her father for years and knew the customers and their needs better than any outside management ever could.  Additionally, she’d made a bit of a mark as a local designer as well when some of their domestic clothing resources for the shop turned into military focused production during the War. Luella’s reputation kept the shop alive and in turn provided much needed income for Luella to raise Hazel.

After her Aunt left for the day, Hazel grabbed a cab and headed back to her manager’s. After the introspection of the prior night, she now knew she couldn’t finish the job he’d asked of her. In all fairness, Hazel knew she needed to return his money, but hadn’t quite figured out how to couch it, so she’d opted for just putting the money in his mail slot with a vague note.

However, Hazel never saw that plan through.

"Hey lady, looks like there’s something going on at that address you asked for," the cabbie pointed out as they approached the home of the manager. Police could be seen outside, and out on the step an officer spoke to a woman that Hazel vaguely recognized as Cora Gorton. They’d met a small handful of times in passing at various social occasions, but never really talked much before.

"I’ll still get out here," Hazel said.

"If you say so," the driver said. "But you might have trouble getting a ride home."

Hazel paid the driver, got out, and headed over to the brownstone. A cop spotted her.

"Hey, miss. This here’s a crime scene. You can’t stay here."

"But I know Mrs. Gorton. I stopped by to see her."

"Mrs. Gorton is not in a position to speak to anyone right now," he responded.

"Who is looking for me?" Cora Gorton interrupted. "I swore I heard my name."

Hazel saw Cora Gorton right as she remembered her. Self-centered, brash, and bold all summed up the wife of Hazel’s stage manager. The two women were pretty close to the same age. Hazel never quite understood why Franklin put up with Cora, except perhaps for the money. Cora’s family oozed wealth even in the leaner times, which made it possible for them to adopt Cora as a baby and raise her to be their little heiress. They’d even made sure to milk a ton of publicity out of it by showing how they’d given a poor unwanted little girl a new lease on life. Never mind she threw it away by eloping with a man who booked stage acts for a living, but fortunately for her Cora’s adoptive parents would rather endure the shame of a lower class husband than the shame of publicly cutting off their little public relations piece.

"Hello Cora," Hazel said. "I came looking to see if Franklin might be around. Or is he out venue scouting?"

Cora burst into tears.

"My Franklin is dead! Someone came and shot him cold!"

Then, with the cops still present, Cora’s sadness turned to anger and she pointed directly at Hazel.

"This broad was one of the last to see my Franklin alive! He was at her club performance last night and they came home in a cab. You should see what she knows!"

One of the policemen pulled Hazel aside.

"Is that true, miss?"

Hazel nodded.

"My name is Hazel Atwood. I am, well I guess I was, one of Franklin Gorton’s acts that he managed."

"Can you give us some of your time?"

Hazel answered all the questions the police had for her, and then an officer drove her back to her Aunt’s home, letting her know there might be follow up contact for any further questions.

Hazel worked on chores at home, tidying up the house when the bell rang. She went to the door and discovered the man who wanted an encore at the Swan Song stood at the front door.

"Quick, let me in," he requested.

"I’m sorry, but my Aunt’s not home yet. Can I help you?"

"I’m not looking for her really. I am actually seeking her niece, Hazel Atwood. Which I know is you, I heard you singing at the Swan Song."

"I can’t let you in. I don’t know you."

"Ah, but you do know me from the club. I called for the encores at the club to try and get your attention. This is highly urgent. It concerns the death of your father."

Hazel knew Luella would be very upset if she just let a stranger in. Yet this man seemed bound and determined to see her since last night and would only do so with privacy.

"All right then, quickly, come inside."

The man entered and Hazel shut the door.

"Hurry, before people talk about me letting in strange men when home alone."

"All right then, I’ll be quick. I used to be one of your father’s clients back when I owned a speakeasy, in times when getting drink was hard. I was the person who hired your father to find out why I no longer seemed to be getting the booze I’d been paying handsomely to have smuggled to my establishment in 1931. Because of what happened to your father, I sobered up – pardon the expression – and got out of the business."

"Then why are you here now?" Hazel asked, puzzled.

"Because I’m hearing rumors that the people who were behind the booze running are trying to come back into town in a big way, to try and run other illicit schemes. I don’t want to see you or your Aunt made out to be targets because of your connections to your father. So I wanted to warn you."

"So you just expect us to run while you get your revenge?"

The man shook his head in the negative.

"No, I’m just passing through to let you know. I need to try and stay one step ahead of them before they find me. I owe your father a great deal for trying to help, so I think it would be wrong of me not to try to warn his family."

The man grabbed the door and opened it.

"I must go now, I need to be on the move. Stay safe, Hazel Atwood."

Before Hazel could ask more, the man disappeared.

That night, Hazel tried explaining what happened to Aunt Luella.

"The visitor that came, what did he tell you?"

"He said that these people are the ones who saw to it that my father was killed, and that they’re working their way back on coming into town. Even though booze running won’t make them much, they’re looking into other ways to be profitable in the city."

Hazel saw the color drain from her Aunt’s face, and then Aunt Luella rushed to her bedroom. Hazel followed.

"Aunt Luella? Are you all right?"

Luella pulled out a suitcase and flung it open on her bed.

"We have to pack everything we can. We have to get out now!"

"What? Aunt Luella, I don’t understand!"

Luella began opening drawers and flinging contents into the suitcase. 

"Hurry, child!"

Hazel grabbed Luella’s wrist.

"Aunt Luella, don’t you think you’re overreacting just a little? If we run away immediately, everyone will know something is up. Besides, who will run the store? We’ve got to be cautious but think this through."

Luella eased off and calmed down.

"I guess you’re right. But please, be careful. If your visitor was correct, those were powerful people that took down your father. That’s why no one ever brought them to justice. But do know we will be leaving as soon as I can figure out what to do with the store. Surely these people won’t be back tomorrow. But we can’t risk staying."

"Thank you, Aunt Luella," Hazel said, and then she hugged her Aunt. She hoped this strategy bought enough time to figure out the truth.

That night, Hazel slept anything but soundly. Her mind filled with fitful dreams, all of them including the mysterious man that she first encountered at the Swan Song. Her dreams played out various scenarios as to whom he might be. Perhaps the man would be a long lost relative, or an old friend of her father’s. Hazel didn’t know and wished she had more information as right now she risked her very life on the words of a stranger.

The next day, Hazel stayed home until Luella left. Then she decided to go back to the Gorton brownstone one more time to see if she might learn anything else. As she approached the door, Hazel could hear that Cora already had a visitor, though she didn’t recognize the male voice.

"I know it is hard with your husband being gone," the clearly older male said. "But it will get better soon, Cora. I promise you that."

"What makes you so sure, Bertram?" Cora’s scared voice replied.

"Come tomorrow night to the old clothing factory I just purchased. Let me show you all the great things I have planned that you can be a part of, and that you were always meant to be a part of. Without your husband, you’re free to be who you were really meant to be, my sweet Cora."

Hazel listened as the man gave details and an address. As it sounded like he planned to leave soon, she darted away and hid behind some nearby trees in order to see the man exit. The man appeared to be well-dressed, confident, and seasoned – perhaps a few years older than Hazel’s own father would be if he still lived. She then recognized that a stylish model car parked on the street contained a driver that specifically waited for Cora’s caller, as its driver got out and then opened the door for the man. Then the driver got back in the car and it drove away. That Cora associated with others of money should be no surprise given her background, but what remained so important about this specific older man wasn’t clear. Based on what Hazel knew from the press clippings, the man would not fit the description of Cora’s adoptive father.
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