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      You know how your footsteps echo in those concrete stairwells that lead from the parking lot to the inside of the building and make you wonder if someone else is in there with you?

      Between Christmas 2020 and New Year's 2021, I had that experience. As I reached the landing midway between floors, I looked up to find the other person there. No-one. Then I looked down.

      Lying close to the railing and almost hidden in the covering of dust and grime was a single lonely piece from a jigsaw puzzle.

      My first thought was how upset someone was going to be when they finished the puzzle and found a piece missing. It’s happened to me. A single missing piece shouldn’t stop you from seeing the overall picture but does.

      My second thought was, “Don’t touch it!”

      I wasn’t worried about contamination or exposure to something contagious.

      Inside my head was the idea that once I touched the puzzle piece, it would transport me into another world or dimension, and that remote watcher I imagined I’d heard in the stairwell above would claim another victim.

      “Senior moment?” my wife asked with raised eyebrows as she stepped round me and onto the second flight up, her flip-flops echoing up and down the stairwell.

      I followed her, and in my head the piece of jigsaw followed me.

      Suppose that puzzle piece acts as a portal to take you somewhere else? Where would that place be?

      Why pick me? Why choose you?

      The idea germinated for a few days, and I wrote a story that became Pieces of Silver. The finished story ended up taking place in a puzzle store on the Florida panhandle with a central character who needed a reset in his life, even though he didn’t realize it until the end.

      Once I had Pieces of Silver completed, I wondered how Mac came to own the store, and began that story.

      Something like two thousand words in, I realized it wasn’t working. Only Travis McGee wins big things in card games, and I didn’t like the person Mac was becoming. Mac wasn’t the same man as in Pieces of Silver, and the story didn’t quite fit the idea I had that he needed something resolved in his life.

      I put that attempt in the “discard for now and look at later folder” and started again.

      This time the story flowed a lot better. It came out much as I hoped, and The Tolling Bell tells how Mac comes to own The Puzzle Store.

      These two stories bookend Tales from the Puzzle Store, and in between are three more never published stories that take you to England, California, and the Mediterranean.

      And if you’re ever driving along I-98 between Destin and Santa Rosa Beach in Florida, keep an eye on the south side of the highway. Mac doesn’t have a sign up, but you’ll recognize the building, and he’s always got coffee brewing.

      You never know what you might find there.
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      I’d played a solo round of golf as the sun came up, hitting the ball through the light mist and dew-soaked grass, and watching the resort slowly come to life. I grabbed a coffee from the urn in the pro-shop, then got in the car and drove west along I-98, leaving Miramar Beach behind and going with the flow until I got to the Alabama state line.

      By that time the coffee was cold, and I’d driven eighty miles without being fully aware of my surroundings.

      I’d done that a lot in the last three months. Living in a haze like the mist blurring the greens that morning. It will take time, the doctor had said, but he hadn’t held his dead wife in his arms. I parked in the lot of a restaurant and sat watching the low slow rollers come up the Gulf and curl lazily onto the narrow strip of sand the restaurant advertised as a beach.

      After I’d laid Beth to rest and dealt with all the legal and administrivia that goes with the death of a spouse, my life was empty and without purpose. I’d been fortunate enough to step away from regular day-to-day work four years ago, and now I wondered why. Not that I wanted to go back to it. The industry had changed and technology had moved beyond my desire to catch up.

      A pair of gulls cruised the surf line, floating along on the breeze. They spotted something, folded their wings and dived, barely making a splash as they entered the water. I envied their purpose, even if it was just for food. On cue, my stomach growled, reminding me that cold coffee wasn’t a good source of nutrition.

      I didn’t want to stop and eat so compromised with a chicken sandwich from a drive-thru and managed not to dribble mayo on my jeans.

      I was midway between Destin and Miramar Beach when I saw the restaurant on the south side of I-98. The blue painted two-story building stood forlorn and alone in the middle of a sunken and otherwise empty lot with a parking area of crumbling concrete slabs that spun loose pieces stone into the underside of my Corvette with a discordant symphony of bangs and clangs that made me fear for the tailpipe or even worse, the transmission.

      I braked, slowed to the equivalent of a slow walk, and coaxed the low chassis over the last fifty feet of rough ground, turning the wheel carefully to avoid several puddles of dirt brown water.

      Close up, the eggshell blue paint was peeling from the walls, the guttering sagged in a couple of places, and there were rust-colored stains on the concrete where the runoff had pooled and dried in the hot Florida sunshine.

      I uncurled myself from the driver’s seat, stood with my hands on the roof of the car and twisted my back until I felt the lower vertebrae click back in to place. At fifty-nine, I was really too damn old to be driving a car you almost had to crawl in and out of, but I’d had this car twenty years and loved it as much as the day I bought it.

      The windows were dusty and grimy and dulled the appearance of the lights inside. The silver aluminum door frame was pitted with white corrosion spots. I’d noted the cracks in the concrete roof tiles as I came off the highway and wondered if the red neon sign saying “Open” was telling the truth.

      The handle was loose, and when I pulled the door open, there was a squeal of metal across concrete.

      Inside, the air was cool, circulating slowly and keeping out the ever present Florida humidity. I was expecting tables and chairs and a bar, and more light from the few working fluorescent tubes above my head. There was more light coming through the dirty windows behind me than the lights provided. In front I saw a waist-high counter and shoulder high shelving stretching off to the right and all the way to the back wall. From the back of the store, I could hear the excited chatter of commentary on a ball game.

      This wasn’t a restaurant. It was a retail store of some kind.

      “Hallo,” I called and moved toward the counter.

      “Be right with you,” a voice hollered back. The noise of the ball game stopped, and I heard the scuff of feet come along one of the shelving aisles.

      “Hi,” he said. “I’m Josh. You looking for a jigsaw puzzle?”

      He topped my six-one by a couple of inches. I guessed he was in his early twenties. He looked like he was still growing into his gangly body and the Crimson Tide sweat shirt hung loosely on his shoulders.

      “I was looking for coffee. I assumed this was a restaurant.”

      Josh smiled, showing a set of even white teeth. “About ten years ago, it was. The restaurant went out of business and my grandfather bought it. He made it one of the top five puzzle stores in the country.”

      I glanced around and despite my best efforts, couldn’t keep the surprise off my face.

      “I know,” he said with an apologetic smile. “You wouldn’t think it today. Grandad died nearly a year ago, and the store stayed closed. My Dad and his brother decided it was time to do something with the place, so I agreed to come down, clean it up and open for business.” He ran a hand through his tousled black hair. “I brought a machine with me so I can make coffee if you’d like. If you don’t mind the dust, look around as well. It’s no trouble and I’ll be glad of the company.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Black’s fine.” If I was honest, I’d be glad of the company as well. Someone who didn’t know me, who hadn’t known Beth and would talk about normal things. “What puzzles would you recommend?”

      He shrugged. “It’s still new to me. Kids’ puzzles are at the front on your right. The more complex puzzles go all the way back. We’ve got anything from cities to landscapes and fantasy. There’s an entire section on Game of Thrones and Harry Potter.”

      He turned away to get the coffee started, and I drifted over to the children’s puzzle area. There were wooden chairs, stools and tables all at the low height suitable for five or six-year-olds. A selection of puzzles was laid out on the tables, the artwork on the boxes faded and curling at the edges. With proper lighting, and without the dust, it would be a welcoming area.

      I don’t have grandchildren. Not yet anyway, so I carried on into the stacks of adult jigsaws. The sheer volume was amazing. There must have been hundreds of puzzles along the shelves. I didn’t realize anyone under seventy-five still bought them.

      I had old memories of visits to my grandmother in Rhode Island. Most times she had a piece of plywood laid over the lace tablecloth of her dining table. A board we had to move before eating, and move carefully so as not to disturb the partially completed puzzle on the board.

      In Tampa or Palm Beach, I could see the attraction, but Destin and Miramar Beach are known
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