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MISSION: The Guild promotes, supports, and encourages the writing arts for writers and editors at every level of experience.

VISION: The Guild’s Vision is that within the next ten years, through increased recognition and visibility of the Guild, we will be a more engaged community of writers and editors who support and utilize the services and programs of SDWEG. The majority of members will actively contribute to the growth of the organization.

CORE VALUES: The Guild’s core values are community, integrity, excellence, and creativity.

IN ADDITION: The Guild shall be governed by its Articles of Incorporation, its Bylaws, and the Procedure Manual, as amended from time to time. The Guild will not practice or permit any unlawful discrimination on the basis of sex, age, race, color, national origin, religion, physical handicap or disability, or any other basis prohibited by law. The Guild shall not carry on any activity not permitted to be carried on by a corporation exempt from federal income tax under Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code of 1986, as amended, or the corresponding provisions of any future federal tax law. No part of the activities of the Guild shall consist of any political campaign, nor shall the Guild carry on business with the general public like an organization operated for profit.

A WORD FROM THE PRESIDENT

––––––––
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Some may think it’s fitting that the theme for the thirteenth edition of our anthology, The Guilded Pen: Good Luck With That, includes reference to luck. After all, the number thirteen conjures up thoughts of misfortune. But we believe the stories in this anthology bring out a more important theme—a sense of the authors’ optimism. The stories show that we each have the ability to direct our luck through our choices, reflecting the optimism and dedication of our members to continuous learning and growing.

The thirteenth edition of The Guilded Pen is the Guild’s first anthology of just short stories, a departure from our past practice of collecting fiction and nonfiction, prose and poetry from our members, each piece centered around a theme. By selecting a single type of submission, we hope to find a broader audience for our members’ works.

The twenty-nine submitters presented brief descriptions of why they believe their thirty-six stories met the theme, Good Luck, or Is It? The stories range from historical fiction centering on a World War I German artist-soldier to an elementary school boy’s soap box derby ambition.

Other stories point out that luck is in the eye of the beholder. A man who experienced life-threatening injuries in an act of violence hears from others how lucky he was to survive, but he doesn’t agree. A boy who experiences painful injuries learns that his luck comes with even more pain through the healing.

Another common thread through the stories involves the ability to see silver linings in black clouds or the dark underbelly of presumed good fortune.

I hope you will find as much pleasure in reading the stories as the authors experienced while writing them. For me, the thirteenth edition conjures up not bad luck but anticipation of even greater accomplishments by our members in the future. Join us for the adventure.

Sandra Yeaman

President and Financial Administrator
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The development of the annual anthology is a daunting task that would not be possible without the generous support of our Board of Directors, the dedicated volunteer editors and the talented contributing writers. As a fiction writer myself, I found this edition especially rewarding to produce.

The variety of writing styles, plots, and characters within the thirty-six stories included is both vast and interesting. The twenty-nine authors represented in this volume each interpreted our writing theme—Good Luck or Is It?—in their own ways. Four authors contributed multiple stories, enriching the anthology with diverse voices and perspectives. This collaborative effort has made this collection an engaging and enjoyable read.

Bringing together the 2025 Thirteenth Edition of The Guilded Pen Anthology: Good Luck With That, could not have been accomplished alone. I extend my heartfelt gratitude to Al Converse, Richard (Rick) Peterson, JR Strayve JR, Marcia Buompensiero, Linda Harris, Pennell (Penny) Paugh, Patricia Watts, Julie Taylor, Bob Boze, Debbie Wastling, and Jean Spence. Their tireless commitment to reviewing, critiquing, editing, and supporting both the writers and the entire process has been invaluable. I sincerely thank each of them for their time, skill, and dedication, and wish them the very best in their writing careers.

Special acknowledgement is due to our board members, Sandra Yeaman and Pennell (Penny) Paugh, for their exceptional copyediting work. Their expertise has contributed significantly to the quality of this anthology, and I am grateful for their time and knowledge.

Additionally, I would like to thank Julie Taylor for her beautiful cover art, which adds a striking visual element to our anthology.

We hope you, the reader, will ﬁnd enjoyment, meaning, and emotion in the content presented here. We encourage you to reach out to the writers with your thoughts. (Contact information has been provided in the About the Authors section.) As always, leaving a review is a wonderful way to support the writers and the Guild.

Thank you,

Tamara Merrill, Managing Editor 2023-2025
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HIGH WATER 
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Patricia Watts

––––––––
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Looky there, sweetheart. The sun comin’ up and the whole world done changed overnight. Water stretchin’ far as I can see. It ain’t no pretty blue water like the ocean. All brown and dirty-lookin’, and like it’s got no bottom to it. All the roads gone, and there’s two roofs peekin’ up past those cypress trees.

That old water tower. I been seein’ that every mornin’ out this window since I was a girl, standin’ like a big ol’ giant. Silver with the big black letters painted on. “Rankin. Home of the Bulldogs.” Not the home of a governor or an astronaut. Like goin’ to high school is the top level you get to ’round here. Now you can’t even see the legs of it hardly, the water’s up so high, look like it’s floatin’ there.

I can feel you movin’ inside me like you agitated. There, now. Don’t you worry. They comin’ today. We just gotta hold on up here. You know when my great-granddaddy built this house, it was the only two-story in this part of town. He and Big Mama raised up ten children here. Then it was home to Granny. I stayed here with her when I was growin’ up.

I was wishin’ she was here with me last night. I didn’t sleep a wink. That rain poundin’ down like it was goin’ smash straight through the roof. The water lappin’ up against the walls outside and makin’ creaks and groans, so’s I thought this whole house would be carried away like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, ’cept we wouldn’t get set down in no Emerald City. And every now and then I hear somethin’ bangin’ downstairs, scarin’ me so’s I shook, wonderin’ if he was comin’ after me. And all the while, thinkin’ that water just goin’ to get higher and higher and how long we goin’ be safe up here?

Now it’s mornin’ like that song says, the sun’ll come out tomorrow, and that helicopter man said the boat comin’. I knew what it was soon as I heard that big noise whap-whapping over the roof. Ha, your mama must’a been a sight hangin’ out the upstairs window with my big belly and wavin’ that sheet. That voice boomin’ outta that bullhorn up above sounded like God himself speakin’ out of the heavens. Boat comin’ at first light, he said.

Some folks say God is a she, not a he. If I’m in God’s image, then she is, but if that’s so, why don’t she give us shes somebody that treat us good and gentle, instead’a ones that talk mean to us and hurt us and put a padlock on the pantry so’s I can’t eat what I want without his say-so. Nah, I think God gotta be a he for sure.

No matter, I know you a girl. I can feel you. Under my ribs, under my heart. And I know you the one goin’ be somethin’. Ain’t comin’ up pregnant at seventeen. You goin’ to college and make your own way, not depend on no one.

Settle down now. You ain’t got to do all that kickin’ and turnin’, ’less you just tryin’ to let me know you strong. We goin’ be just fine ’spite all this trouble. Silver linin’s, Granny used to say. Blessin’s that come out the worst times.

Oh, Lord! This ol’ house shiftin’. And that water down below I can smell it strong, sour like things in it gone bad. How long we got—no, I can’t believe it goin’ to end like this, no matter what I ever done, and you as innocent as can be.

Still, I didn’t have no evil in my heart yesterday. Even when he hit me so’s my head went to ringin’. I thought he’s for sure goin’ kill me this time and you with me. I don’t hardly remember grabbin’ that fryin’ pan, and he was on the floor. Then, it come to me sudden, clear as day what to do. Draggin’ him into the pantry. That ol’ padlock he left loose—click. The water down there was already up over my ankles. Silver linin’. The hurricane, this flood.

Listen, you hear that? Motors. The boats, they comin’. I’m settin’ by this window, so’s they spot me right off.

There they are! They shoutin’ out. They comin’ closer. How this goin’ happen? A rope ladder, a friendly face, strong arms. Easin’ over the windowsill. This belly makin’ it hard to climb down. I want outta here so bad, I hardly don’t care he’s gotta hold’a my hips through this thin house dress, and I got no drawers on. Careful now. Three more steps down. Steady. Oh, Lord, this boat’s a’rockin’.

“We gotcha. Easy does it,” a man’s voice comin’ up from the boat. He’s pullin’ a blanket ’round my shoulders and lowerin’ me onto a seat, and he says, “God bless you, don’t you worry none, hon. The two of you safe now.”

Two? What’s he mean? Oh, he’s here. They got him out.

My eyes dartin’ ’round, lookin’ for his face ’mongst the strangers on the boat, my body shakin’ like a rabbit in a trap. I’m goin’ press my toes down, stand up slow, back up ’gainst the side of this boat. Ain’t so high I can’t slip over. Push my hand down back there, grip the edge, fall back, float away from this life with you. That’s what I’m goin’ do. No God, he or she, goin’ blame me.

“Just you two, hon? You and the baby?” I hear that man say. “Ain’t nobody else in there, is it?”

“No,” I tell him, and I pull my eyes down, so’s he don’t see nothin’ in ’em. “Ain’t nobody else.” 

We movin’ now, escapin’. Hands settlin’ me on a metal bench and voices soothin’, meltin’ away. My heart flutterin’ light like a little bird. All I can hear is the sloosh of the boat partin’ the water. The sky blue and fresh goin’ on from here to Sunday. Ain’t no cloud nowhere. I’m huggin’ you all up and down and ’round my belly and you reachin’ and stretchin’ inside me like you huggin’ me back. 

Looky there, sweetheart, that sun risin’ up fierce.
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HOT DOGS & FISHING REELS 
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Al Converse

The old desk squeaked whenever I moved. The other desks in the seventh and eighth grade combined classroom creaked too. With a limited budget, the little Saint Mary’s School on High Street in Hamilton, Ohio, endured with archaic furniture and bedraggled books.

I sat listening to Sister Mary Magdalen and gazing at eighth grader, Marcia O’Malley. Her friend, Carol Swartz, had invited me to a party at her house the next Saturday from 8 p.m. to 10 p.m.

I still loved baseball. I played in my first organized football games the previous fall. The Soap Box Derby was coming up. But it was spring. It was 1955. I was twelve. I had discovered girls. I recalled my second-grade infatuation with Judy Sanderson and my crush on Nancy Hurley in the fourth grade, but the opposite sex now took on a more physical focus than in my early childhood.

“What was the Emancipation Proclamation, Alan?”

Sister always called me that, although she knew I went by the name Al. She did it to demean me and make me feel uncomfortable.

I had been daydreaming, as usual.

“Huh, aww, Lincoln, huh, freed the slaves.”

She cocked her head, raised an eyebrow. “It would be appropriate for you to pay attention, Alan,” she said.

George Webber, the class bully turned in his seat and wagged his finger at me. He displayed a wicked grin. Sister didn’t seem to notice him. Carol Swartz giggled. I wiggled uncomfortably in my chair.

That was my lot in seventh grade. I couldn’t keep my mind from wandering and it always ended with a focus on girls.

***
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Now the Soap Box Derby was something else. I had been working on my gravity racer in our garage. I looked forward to winning it all in Akron, Ohio, in August. In the meantime, I had to win the Hamilton race with its sixty entrants. My fantasizing jumped from girls to the derby after the sister’s warning.

Dad purchased an old oak plank, two inches, by twelve inches, and about seven feet long. The heavy wood became the key to my plans. The rules allowed a maximum weight of 300 pounds. My ninety-five-pound body helped, but using the oak for the floorboard added over one hundred pounds. My official axles and wheels, plus my steering and braking hardware brought me near the limit.

The gravity-powered racers were designed to compete on a downhill course. I figured the heaviest cars would win. The only other thing I needed to do was to make mine aerodynamic. That would put me in the winner’s circle.

***
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As the days passed, the derby occupied my classroom daydreaming, and the race car took shape in our garage. Dad bought some sheet aluminum which I cut and screwed to the plywood frame. By the finish of the school year, my racer needed only paint. I painted her black and named her “Maybellene,” after Chuck Berry’s hit song.

Scheduled for the end of June, the Hamilton derby grew near. I hoisted the racer up on two sawhorses so the wheels could spin freely. When not playing Little League baseball, I spent my time spinning and oiling her wheels to smooth the bearings for extra speed.

When the time came for the big race, the officials held a weigh-in at a local car dealer’s garage. I checked out the other racers as they took turns weighing in. Most weighed less than the maximum, more like 200 to 250 pounds. Many used the officially suggested papier-mâché covering over a chicken wire frame with plywood for the floorboard. I estimated only ten or twelve cars weighed enough to give me trouble.

Five of the racers looked too good to be true. I didn’t believe that a twelve-year-old could build that well. I figured the fathers built a lot of them. Three had aluminum shells like mine, but they were cut and screwed to the frame in a professional manner far beyond a kid’s skills. The other two displayed some sort of covering, not papier-mâché—maybe fiberglass.

When my turn came, my car and I hit 300 and one-quarter pounds.

“You’ll have to lose a quarter pound by the last weigh-in, kid,” one official told me.

That gave me an idea. When the final weigh-in came, I would make adjustments to hit the three-hundred-pound standard exactly. Then, before my heat started, I would eat a bunch of hotdogs to push my weight higher. My extra pounds would beat those kids with the father-built racers that weighed three-hundred pounds.

***
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Race day came on the last weekend of June. Mom and Dad drove me there. A mild, quarter-mile downhill slope leveled off at the finish line and rose sharply after that, ending in piles of baled hay. Prior experience of brake failure led the officials to add the hay.

True to plan I weighed in and hit 300 and one-half pounds. I unscrewed a small piece of wood, one of several I had attached to the inside for this purpose, and made the exact weight. Mom and my brother, Don, watched my racer while Dad and I walked to the hotdog stand. I downed as many as I could as the other two contestants in my heat weighed in.

We moved our racers to the start which had wooden holdbacks to keep us even. When the starter shot off his blank pistol, the holdbacks all dropped, and we were off. I executed my second secret plan. I sat up straight and jerked forward as we left the starting point, hoping to get an extra push.

My racer, the heaviest, won easily. When I hit the brake after the finish it failed to stop me on time. I smashed into the hay bales.

That turned into a bit of luck. Since the field had shrunk to fifty-seven entrants, the first races eliminated all but nineteen. Nineteen divided by the three slots for each heat meant one race would include only one contestant. The officials decided since I had to fix my brake and I did so well in my race, I could skip that round. That left six racers plus me for the semifinals. They decreed one heat of three and two heats of two would establish the three finalists. The officials assigned me to the three-man heat for the semifinals. A victory in the semis would put me in the finals with a shot to win a $1,000 savings bond and a trip to Akron.

I pictured myself laughing at George Webber and fantasized Marcia gazing at me, holding her hands in front of her, wiggling slightly, with romance in her eyes.

Al Converse, Winner of the Hamilton Soap Box Derby. Wow, that could happen.

They called for my heat. My stomach started reacting to all the hot dogs I ate. As we sat at the starting line, I felt like vomiting. The starter gun sounded. Our cars zoomed out of the gate. My stomach churned. I forgot to bounce forward in the car at the start.

One kid got off inches in front of me. The other, on my left, started even with me. I heard the crowd cheering. My car pulled ahead of the sleek but lighter one to my left. The car with the jump on me stayed ahead by inches. I couldn’t catch him. I came in second.

I didn’t vomit. I didn’t make the final. Of the other semifinal losers, I had a time that put me in sixth place.
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TWO OF A KIND 
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Jennifer Silva Redmond

––––––––
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The first thing he thought when he saw her was “Downtown”—not the old song, but the place. She’d live in a walk-up studio in a building where she had to step over sleeping bodies to get to her front door. She’d laugh about it, too—she’d find it interesting, would learn the people’s names, and always say hello.

What came to her mind was “preppy.” No, preppy sounded like a college kid, and he was older than that. She guessed wholesome was the right word, but it sounded more like an indictment than an adjective. Too young to be a professor, but dressed too nicely for a grad student.

“Hi,” he said. She’s pretty—I love her wild hair.

“Hello.” Whoa, nice smile—and sea-green eyes.

They were seated across from each other at a desk with a smoked-glass partition in the middle about chest high. They couldn’t see the other person’s hands or what was on their side of the table.

The graduate student who was running the experiment explained the use of the flash cards and the importance of verbal responses, while checking the camera mounted nearby. They nodded and shook their heads when asked if there was anything else they needed to know. Then the student stepped through the open door and shut it softly. They could see him moving behind a dark window. The camera was running, making a faint purr of white noise.

Having been selected to go first, she picked up a card. He tried to let his mind go blank as instructed but couldn’t help staring.

Her eyes are so dark, they’re almost black.

She glanced down at the card and then looked up.

Their eyes met.

I wonder if I can see the image on the card reflected in her eyes.

He looked deep into her eyes and seemed to see far out in space—and into the past. He had no sense of wonder at this insight. He simply took it in. He could sense other people around him.

Her voice broke his reverie.

He opened his eyes.

“Ready?” She smiled.

“Sure.” His eyes closed again, and the people were back. He looked over at the tall woman—that must be her mother—her arms encircled him as he soaked up her warmth, her love. The two young men had to be her brothers.

“Number one.”

He opened his eyes.

She was squinting, staring at him in an obvious concentration.

This is simple—I can read her thoughts. I wish she knew the Powerball numbers.

He closed his eyes again, pictured her family circle. “Circle?” he asked.

“No,” she said.

He opened his eyes, and she smiled.

“Number two.” She frowned now, knitting her brow in thought.

Even with his eyes open, he was conscious of images. A Christmas tree, a fireplace, her family. He was sure of who they were. He didn’t question that. One brother is laughing, clowning around with the star. They’re singing an intricate carol, harmonizing in four parts.

“Star,” he stated firmly.

“No.” She shook her head this time and her dark curls brushed her shoulders. Her eyes were interested now—they questioned him. “Number three.” She grinned, looking hopeful, and assumed her thinking pose.

He made himself sit back, relaxed his hands, his mind a blank once more. He heard a quiet voice in his head: Midwestern, that’s it. Big, solid, maybe a little—

“Square,” he said. He was positive.

“No,” she said, but there was a small hesitation in her voice.

A small mesh circle in the dark window beside them emitted a gravelly voice. 

“Change sender and receiver, please.” It didn’t sound like a request.

She handed the deck over to him.

He shuffled the cards as instructed. They were large, about four by six inches, with one blank white side and the other side printed with the red symbol.

He dealt three cards across the table, blank white cardboard side up, glossy.

“Ready?” His voice sounded strange to his ears, strained.

“Yep.” She was confident. She saw him turn over the card, study it, look up at her.

Her hair is so thick and wavy. I’ve got an urge to—

She felt his eyes on hers, on her face, her hair—he was caressing her hair, combing through it with his fingers, from the back of her neck up to the crown of her head. She saw his mouth move, form words, but heard no sound. His mouth was far, but his hands were near. They ran up her nape, trembled slightly as they caressed fistfuls of hair. She melted. Her hair was flowing like liquid—

“Sun.” It was one of the card patterns and it appeared in her mind a second before she spoke.

“Uh, no.” His voice was kind. Firm but gentle.

She watched as he ran his hands through his short hair. His hands were large and looked strong.

Jeez, girl, concentrate—this isn’t some lunch table flirtation. This is a scientific experiment.

She sat up straighter and so did he.

Looking down at the desk, he said, “Number two.”

There was a pause and he looked up again.

She closed her eyes.

She found herself in a void—no sound, no light, no image, only vague eyelid patterns and the feel of her body in the chair. The room tilted and swayed. She was at sea. Green, sea green as far as the eye could see. He was there. His smiling face and his green eyes, eyes the color of the sea. She was alone with him, and it felt like home. The sun was bright, and she felt the warmth of it on her naked skin.

She guessed this time—logic floated away—it was an effort to speak. “W-wave.”

“No. Are you okay?”

She murmured an assent, nodded.

“Number three,” he said.

She heard, “Come with me.” She smiled, closed her eyes.

He stared at her, imagined her in his arms.

Opening her eyes, she spoke just loud enough for him to hear. “Heart.”

His eyes smiled, but he shrugged apologetically, and his lips said, “Nope.”

She laughed or thought she did.

The voice said, through the glass, “Just a minute.”

He stared at her. I have to talk to her. Take her to lunch, take her to my boat, take her out sailing and never come back. His eyes met hers, and he blushed and looked away.

She smiled. The color had risen in his face before he averted his gaze. He actually blushed. She pictured herself taking him to meet her mom and the boys (she still thought of the twins that way, though they were grown). Don’t let him walk out of here. You’ll never get this chance again. I want to go walking with him—to hold hands.

The door opened and the grad student looked around it. “Thanks,” he said, “for the effort. We won’t do anymore with you two. This combination obviously isn’t working—no blame—some people just can’t read each other at all. You two are unusually unreceptive though, most teams get one or two just by luck. Thanks again.” He turned and walked out, shutting the door.

The voice came through the glass. “Send the next two in on your way out, okay?”

They stood up.

Leaning across the partition, he offered his hand. “I’m Henry,” he said.

She leant toward him and took it. “Laura.”

They held hands a moment longer than necessary, then stepped back, suddenly self-conscious.

They took their time picking up their belongings, delaying the walk out the door.

She zipped up her sling bag and settled it over her shoulder. I have to stop him, but what can I say? A drink sounds so presumptuous. She looked at him questioningly, lips parted, afraid to say nothing even more than she feared saying something silly.

I have to get her number. Coffee was so clichéd, but he had to try something.

“Are you busy right now?”

She looked up with a smile. 

“Do you want to...?” His hands indicated an unknown choice.

“Get coffee?”

He laughed in assent.

She smiled, “I don’t drink coffee, but if you’d like we could—”

“Take a walk?” he supplied.

“Yes, exactly,” she looked at her phone, “but I have to...”

“Walk your dog?” he asked.

Her eyes widened. “Yes! How’d you know?”

“Oh, just a lucky guess,” he said, reaching to open the door for them.
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86 THE 86 
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R. H. Riffenburgh

“Breaking news, breaking news,” blared the dismayed voice of an announcer. “Do not drive on Route 86 in the area of Morgan Bridge. I repeat: Avoid Route 86 in the vicinity of Morgan Bridge.”

On this frigid, stormy day, thousands of people heard the emergency announcement that interrupted the programming on their radios and TVs.

“The bridge is down. Ice floes hitting the bridge supports fractured them. The center of the bridge has dropped into the river.”

The announcer paused, then resumed. “Now this just came in. All lanes on the bridge are covered with ice and vehicles cannot stop by braking. Three vehicles have already slid off the bridge into the icy water.”

The announcer paused again. Then: “This is just in from the state police. They have been unable to post warning signs. I repeat the advisory: Avoid Route 86 in the area of Morgan Bridge.”

The announcement was complete. The interrupt was withdrawn with an electronic blip.

Gentle music resumed.

***
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Michael Ferndon didn’t hear the announcement. He had turned his radio off to focus on navigating the slippery roads. His insecurity was slowly morphing into fear.

“God almighty,” he told the steering wheel in a half moan. “I gotta hang on. Ten miles down, ten to go.”

A patch of ice caused his car’s rear end to swing to the side.

Then it righted.

Sweat and a shiver flowed down his spine.

He slowed a bit. “Better slow than sorry,” he muttered. His eyes were trying to close. He forced them wider. “Lordy, lordy. What a day to have had a deadline. I’m so tired.”

He gripped the wheel ever tighter, as if that would protect against ice.

The heater blew warm air, enfolding and comforting him from the chill. “Not the time for comfort,” he shouted out loud.

He turned the heater off.

But then, the windshield began to ice up.

He shook his head, half in consternation, half to stay awake, and turned the heater back on.

Designed for cars traveling at the 65-mph speed limit, the highway tilted down to the shoulder on a curve. He hit a patch of ice. At his 35-mph speed, the car lost its grip on the pavement.

He slipped sideways. His heart leapt into his throat. Reflexively, he turned the steering wheel toward the center of the highway, but there was no traction.

Wheels spinning, he continued to slide. “Aaah,” he shrieked, half scream, half whimper. His tires hit gravel on the verge of the pavement and suddenly took hold. The car, now past the ice patch, shot back onto the road.

Michael braked to a stop out of the traffic lane. He sat for a minute, panting, waiting for his heart to stop pounding. Then he spoke to himself. “Oh, man. That was close. I guess Lady Luck is with me today, thank God.”

He nudged the accelerator and very slowly moved out onto the snow-covered lane of Route 86 toward the Morgan Bridge.

Gradually, he picked up speed.
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SECOND INTERVIEW 
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Julie Taylor

Jonathan took a deep breath and knocked on the door of the lawyer’s office. There was no answer. He turned the brass handle, stepped into the vacant room, and felt the soles of his shoes slip on the hardwood floor. He steadied himself as he stared down at a pool of blood surrounding the motionless body that lay before his soiled brown leather oxfords. The man’s unblinking eyes stared blankly toward the ceiling.

There was no need to check for a pulse. It was too late for that. Jonathan backed slowly out of the room into the hallway, leaving his shoe prints trailing behind him. His hand shook as he fished into his pants pocket for his cell phone. His index finger tapped nervously at the keypad. The 911 operator answered his call, took his report, and assured him that help was on the way.

Jonathan loosened his tie as the stale air in the hall began to suffocate him. He made his way down the dimly lit hall in search of air, reaching out to the walls for support. Thrusting the heavy wooden door open, daylight blinded Jonathan, even as the cool breeze hit him like a slap in the face, jolting him back to reality. He sank down onto the concrete stoop of the brownstone and bent forward, resting his head on his trembling hands.

Self-pity inundated Jonathan as he thought about what had occurred. He should have known better than to think his luck could turn. Nothing ever came easily to him. Nothing. Today was no exception. Today was supposed to be his lucky day, his meal ticket. The interview was over before it even began.

Jonathan reflected it had all felt too easy. On Monday, he’d been chatting with his neighbor, Steve, and mentioned that he needed a job. Steve had told him he knew someone who might be able to help.

Yesterday, Jonathan was surprised when Steve said that he had arranged an interview for him to take place this morning. It was short notice, and Jonathan was astonished that Steve would make such an effort to help a mere acquaintance. It was a great opportunity, which he gratefully accepted. Steve had waved away his thanks and immediately changed the subject by asking to borrow Jonathan’s kitchen knives for his newfound interest in cooking.

Jonathan lifted his head as he heard sirens in the distance. The authorities were coming—at last. Jonathan was relieved. He just wanted to report what he had found and be on his way.

He stood up as the police cars pulled to the curb, tires screeching. Cops and crime scene investigators got out of the vehicles and headed his way. Jonathan pointed them to the lawyer’s office and sat back down on the step. He watched as the ribbon of yellow tape strung around the entrance to the building by members of the CSI team.

A man wearing a police armband approached and sat down beside Jonathan. “Inspector Larose” was his brief introduction. The inspector rubbed at his goatee and pointed to Jonathan’s shoes. “Looks like you need a shoeshine.”

Jonathan looked down at his new, now ruined shoes and back at the inspector, not knowing how to reply.

“So, you found the body?”

“Yes.”

“What was your relationship with the victim?”

“I never met the man before. I was here for a job interview,” replied Jonathan.

“So, the interview didn’t go so well, I take it?” Larose didn’t wait for an answer. He rose abruptly and sauntered over to speak with a man from his team.

Larose gave orders to and questioned his colleagues while Jonathan looked on. Jonathan observed the team responding eagerly to Larose’s directness and accepting his orders willingly.

Larose looked in Jonathan’s direction and then headed back to talk to him. “My team contacted the deceased’s secretary. The secretary claims there was no interview scheduled for today. You want to tell me the real reason you stopped by?”

“But my neighbor arranged the interview,” Jonathan insisted. “It was a last-minute thing.”

“We will need to get in touch with your neighbor.” Larose handed Jonathan a notebook and pen.

Jonathan wrote the information Larose requested from him. Larose flagged down a uniformed woman and entrusted her with the task of checking out the name and address. Meanwhile, Larose went inside the building to study the scene.

Jonathan sat waiting for the okay to leave. It was taking much longer than he expected. He grew restless. The wind blew dried leaves around him, and he shivered and shifted his body, tired from sitting so long. He really wanted to wash this day away and change out of his stiff suit into something more comfortable.

Larose popped his head out of the brownstone door and signaled for a CSI technician. He pointed in Jonathan’s direction and spoke a few inaudible words.

The man, dressed in a white jumpsuit, headed Jonathan’s way. He reached out to Jonathan with a gloved hand that held a clear plastic bag. “Drop your shoes inside. We need them for evidence.”

“Evidence? Am I a suspect?”

“Just following procedure.”

“How will I get home without my shoes?”

The man shrugged.

Jonathan cautiously pulled the shoestrings loose and carefully slid his feet out of his shoes, one at a time. He held the backs of the heels as he dropped each contaminated oxford into the bag, careful not to touch the blood that stuck to them. The plastic clung to the sides of the shoes as they edged their way down the bag.

Inspector Larose emerged from the building and sauntered over to Jonathan, holding a clear plastic bag containing a bloody knife. “It appears we have a little problem with your alibi. There isn’t anyone named Steve at the address you gave me. The room was cleared out this morning.”

“But ...” Jonathan didn’t know how to continue. His eyes focused on the stained knife, which had a little chip in the corner of the black handle, just like one of those he had graciously lent to Steve. Jonathan flinched as he recalled how Steve had followed him up to his apartment to collect the knives. He remembered how Steve had grabbed the wooden knife block, never touching the handles of the knives. On the way out the door, he had let out a chuckle and wished Jonathan luck.

“Don’t worry,” said Larose. “Today is your lucky day! I’m inviting you to the station for a second interview. Perhaps this one will go better.”

Jonathan rose from the stoop and reluctantly made his way to the waiting patrol car. Each step on the cool concrete sent a chill up his spine.
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AFTER MIDNIGHT: JADE TWO 
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Richard Peterson

––––––––
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After retiring as a detective from San Diego Homicide, Harriet Palmer created her own business, Argus Investigations. When her former boss, Jim Powell, retired, he became her partner in the firm.

***
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The Ritz-Carlton Hotel, Rancho Mirage, 1:20 p.m.

Harriet sipped cold iced tea from an insulated travel mug, grateful they’d been able to book a second-floor room. Its balcony afforded an excellent view of the hotel’s enormous swimming pool. Below them and across the pool, Loman, their subject of interest, was lying on a chaise longue reading a magazine.

Jim stood in shadow at the rear of the balcony. He brought a pair of Zeiss binoculars down from his face. “Man, this guy’s a hardcore sun worshipper.”

Harriet sat in a portable camping chair. She pulled tissues from a box beside her feet and blotted her face and neck. “No lie. Mr. L seems to thrive in this heat.” She shook her head. “I don’t get it. He’s a high-level executive. How can he spend so much time lounging around a damn pool?”

“Right,” Jim said. “That and talking up the ladies.” He paused. “But the question remains, is he malingering?”

She refocused on Loman. “All this time watching this guy,” she mused. “Tag-team surveillance, long-range visual, parabolic microphone when he makes cell calls or talks with someone. So far, nothing unusual or incriminating.” She looked down at papers on her knee.

“Let’s review. He claims chronic left shoulder pain. Severe muscle strain in neck and lower back. Torn ligaments in right knee. Intermittent headaches. And all from a bad tumble down some stairs.”

Jim sighed. “I know, I know. He uses a cane, moves like he’s in distress, blah, blah. I tell you, Harriet, if this guy’s playacting—”

“Well, he’s doing a bang-up job,” she said. “But we gotta stay neutral, even though the HR director at Deloitte suspects his insurance claim is bogus.” She lifted the travel mug and sipped more tea. Long minutes ticked by. Sunlight felt like a hot blanket on her skin.

She leaned over and pulled out more tissues. “Say, Jim, explain to me again why we thought this assignment might be intriguing.”

They both laughed.

***
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Same day. Copa Nightclub, Palm Springs area, 9:50 p.m.

Only a couple of tables were available, so Harriet grabbed one closest to where Loman sat. She ordered Arnold Palmer drinks for herself and Jim. The club’s cool air was a wonderful relief from the day’s heat. The upscale bar and tables faced a large dance floor, complete with pounding music and swinging, colored laser beams. Behind the long bar, tiers of bottles were backlit in red light. Nearby, three young women in stretchy spandex skirts and halter tops danced together, glasses in hand.

Harriet kept one eye on Mr. L. He was watching the dancers and sipping a beer. His head bobbed and one foot tapped to the beat of the music. She noticed two women, probably college age, seated three tables away. One had shoulder-length, raven black hair and silver hoop earrings. The other wore her black hair in a pixie cut, her face highlighted by scarlet lips and yellow-tinted glasses. Both good-looking.

As Harriet watched them, a plan began to form. Seconds later, she felt like smacking her forehead. So obvious. “Jim, I’ve got an idea,” she said. “When I point at you, just smile and wave.”

He gave her a puzzled look. “Is this another Harriet brainstorm?”

“Indeed, it is. Watch my handbag. Remember, smile and wave.”

She carefully made her way around the tables and over to the girls. Soon, she got close enough to make out their conversation.

“... comme cette chanson, c’est dur de danser ...”

“... tu as besoin de te détendre ...”

Great, she thought. Back to high school French. She stopped beside their table and waited until they looked up. She almost had to shout, “Excusez-moi, mesdames, parlez-vous anglais?”

“Yeah, sure,” said the one with yellow glasses. “We speak three languages, actually.”

Harriet clapped her hands. “Très bien. Listen, ladies, I have a bet with my husband. He loves to make bets, and too often I lose. But I hope you can help me win this time.” She turned and pointed at Jim. “That’s him over there. The guy with the mustache.”

On cue, Jim raised his glass and smiled. At that moment, the loud music stopped.

”By the way, uh, je m’appelle Harriet.”

“Je m’appelle Frederique,” Hoop Earrings said. “And my sister, Gabrielle.”
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