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Praise for Writing Alone and Other Group
Activities






This collection of engaging stories has something for
everyone—drama, noir, sci-fi, romance, historical fiction, fantasy,
and more. Whether you approach this book as a reader or a writer, I
believe you’ll find inspiration as well as entertainment.

If you’ve ever considered collaboration, this book
describes how one writer’s group accomplished that. Each story was
written by a team, with the collective experience of multiple
authors enriching the characters and plots. Some of these stories
have stayed with me long after reading.

—Gail A. Webber, author of Time
of the Cats, Ghost on the Path, and the newly
released The Speaker






This anthology is based on an intriguing concept: can
a group of writers separated by distance collaborate effectively to
write stories? The answer is yes.

Personal favourites are the two stories set in New
Orleans (“Dark Providence” and “Hail Mary, Hail Marie”). Two
different teams produced distinct stories which complement without
crowding each other. They stand well alone, and they are better for
each other.

Also included are essays from the authors on the
process of writing collaboratively and notes on the stories
themselves. Those interested in the craft and sociological
considerations of writing as a group, or indeed the subtext of
drama within a group, may well find interesting material there.

—Ali Abbas, author of Like
Clockwork






Writing Alone and Other Group Activities has
stories for everyone, about relationships from fractured and
abusive to loving and supportive. With settings ranging from the
paranormal, interstellar, and apocalyptic to professional,
personal, and home life, these writing teams have created a rather
fascinating study of human nature.

What I valued most was the authors’ viewpoints on
their team-building experiences with the writing process, with a
72-hour deadline. I don’t imagine they realized they were learning
to work remotely across several time zones as a real-life condition
in a pandemic!

I found the entire book entertaining in its varied
stories—winners, all—and a valuable, honest, personal study with
its authors’ self-evaluations. It will hold a place on my shelves
in both fiction and philosophical reference. Kudos to the
teams!

—Barbara Carlson, haiku poet and editor
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 Introduction

 


Writing tends to be a private process for
many. Whether we’re squeamish about someone watching over our
shoulder as we work, or we need to work up a great deal of courage
to share our polished draft, we are pouring a piece of ourselves
into our creations. And this is work best done, we’ve told
ourselves, alone. After all, we spend hours alone at the keyboard
researching, revising, creating, rereading. Perhaps because of
this, writing is often thought of as a solitary activity.

But perhaps we don’t spend enough time
talking about the solidarity of writing. Emphasis should be placed
on the trust we put in beta readers, editors, agents, publishers,
readers, and friends. In these ways, writing truly is a group
activity. There is always a waiting audience if we venture out of
our comfort zone.

But can we take that one step further?

The authors and contributors of Writing
Alone and Other Group Activities surely thought so.

In the pages that follow, you will find the
spoils of our labor; a selection put together by three teams during
a group writing competition. Each week, we’d receive a prompt, for
which we had 72 hours to work together to produce a story. The
short stories within the pages of this book span an array of genres
and styles. They will introduce you to a host of new characters and
take you, sometimes literally, to the end of the world and beyond.
In total we faced five prompts, and each team chose their four
favorite stories. As you read, we’ll intersperse the work with our
reflections, thoughts, and advice.

In addition to the stories, we thought it
would be important to share our experiences working in groups in
order for our readers to truly understand the unique challenge of
collaborative writing. Our experiences are just as much a part of
the work. As Cayce Osborne, from SUblime SUperscribes, explains,
“When I look at [these stories] I see the people I worked with and
the ideas we shared, and that’s a success in and of itself,
regardless of how the story was judged.”

“I’m proud of my contribution in each,”
Wayne Hills agrees, “but also pleased, and a little humbled, to be
associated with such a talented group.”

Between the stories, you’ll find sections
dedicated to the authors’ fears, frustrations, strategies, and
successes. We offer up what we have learned should you ever decide
to try this for yourself.

As you read, we hope that ultimately you’ll
see that though the process was different and had a learning curve,
we created ideas and stories that we never could have conceived
alone, and we learned more about ourselves and writing along the
way. S W Fox, from Sneaky Little Scribes, attributes the team
structure—the roles and obligations—to allow diving deeper and
focusing on “what matters most.”

We do however realize, as intriguing as the
process may be, collaborative writing isn’t for everyone, and
that’s okay. We recognize that even if our work has a solo creator,
writing is and always will be to some degree a group process. Our
agents, editors, publishers, and anyone whose advice we seek prior
to publication help to shape our final product, or sometimes ensure
it gets completed at all. Our relationships may be complex,
sometimes unsatisfying, unifying, elating, or disappointing, but
they all drive us in our journeys as authors.

The last section of our book is a collection
of essays dedicated to all the people in our writing lives. The
ones who lift us up, push us down, and drive us forward. That guy
in the writing workshop who criticized us unfairly. The advisor
that convinced us to never give up. The friends who are always
ready to read. The awkward real-life writing groups, and the ones
we hope we never leave.

If there’s one thing we hope this collection
of stories, reflections, and essays makes clear, it is that as a
writer, you are never truly alone.

 


Meagan Noel Hart

March 2020


 


 

 


 


 


“Writing collaboratively is like baking a
cake. The writers are the ingredients, each playing a role and
adding a certain flavor or texture, allowing the cake/story to
rise. But each cake also needs a baker to stir the ingredients
together evenly and put them in the oven so it can cook properly.
In this sense, every story needs a baker as well. A leader who will
oversee and make sure everything is added at the right time and
cooked at the right temperature, so you don’t end up with a soggy
pile of disappointment that no one would want to (metaphorically)
eat, or (actually) read.”

—Cayce Osborne

 




Facing Fears & Getting Started

 


There can be a lot of fears facing
collaborative writing. While some jump into the process with
excitement, the majority do so with trepidation. How will my voice
merge with someone else’s? How can we avoid a Frankenstory? Do I
know these people well enough? For some, the hardest thing is
figuring out how they can truly share their creative process and
ideas.

“I’m stubborn and independent and
opinionated and extremely passionate about my craft,” says MM
Schreier. “Therefore, one of the hardest parts of my first foray
into collaborative writing was setting aside ego.” Like Schreier,
Wayne Hills found that “giving up control of [his] vision was a
scary thought” and that it “hurt when a story or thread went in a
direction different from where [I] saw the story going.” But in the
end, Hills says, “ultimately all the stories I worked on, after the
internal struggles to let them go, turned out much better for it.
It’s along the lines of the old saying that ‘two heads are better
than one,’ except we had the blessings of many more, all
imaginative and talented storytellers working toward a common, and
sometimes unforeseen, goal.”

When you get writers working together, what
many realized is that collaborative writing isn’t about individual
ideas. It isn’t about abandoning ideas or turning them away. It is
about allowing ideas to mix and evolve, until something entirely
new, that you could never make on your own, exists.

“Anyone who knows me knows that I’m an idea
guy,” explains S W Fox. “I generate all kinds of really original
ideas in a short period of time with very little prompting. Those
ideas in turn grow to large proportion with a complete world and
backstory. I was terrified that if I handed my ideas over to a team
they would be ruined, that the story would be taken in a direction
that undermined the worldbuilding and the value I had created in
all of that. What I discovered was that sometimes things got ripped
apart, taken in a different direction and totally undermined the
value of what I hoped to achieve, but other times, the input was
novel and worked like a catalyst for further growth, and amazing
stories developed as a result.”

But how do you let go?

“Let’s face it, all creative types have [an
ego],” explains Schreier, “and working within the constraints of
group vision, it can be frustrating and disappointing when you are
excited about an idea, but the team decides to go in a different
direction. It’s important to remind yourself that those different
directions can be exciting too. There’s a delicate balance between
speaking up if you believe the piece is going down the wrong path,
and shutting up and exploring something you may have never tried on
your own. When the team took a turn away from my personal ideas, I
found it helpful to write my thoughts down and tuck them away in my
‘rainy day’ pile. It keeps those concepts safe for individual
exploration at a later date, while freeing up headspace to fully
commit to the group vision. When I did that, it was such a pleasure
to discover new vistas born out of group creativity.”

Some writers worried about putting forth
ideas and others excitedly flung their ideas into the process. All,
however, were most concerned about the collaborative process.
Specifically, how would their group creativity get managed?

“[A] concern of mine was that we would have
difficulty making a decision,” says Serena Armstrong. Armstrong
wasn’t alone, as several teams didn’t have a system going in. Cayce
Osborne, who like many authors writing collaboratively for the
first time, “was both excited to meet the challenge and concerned
about potential clashes in approach and personality.”

“Every writer has a process in how they
develop a story,” explains Fox. “That process usually takes many
years and many many words to refine. When collaborating, it makes
sense that it’s challenging to get everything to sync up among
everyone. Each process might be a barrier or hindrance to someone
else’s process. But, I found that with patience and determination,
if I kept working with the same team and allowed for time and for
insight to flow freely, then the things that started as failure
would often lead to success.”

Each team had their own method for
determining how decisions would be made, how disagreements would be
managed. It was a process of trial and error. Some went in with
plans while others played it by ear, but the takeaway in the end is
that every group not only worked it out, but learned something in
the process. Armstrong found that differing opinions did slow her
team down on occasion “which was not ideal,” but that “in each
instance [we] were able to come to agreement or to leave the final
decision with the Story Manager for that piece.” The Story Manager,
the person in charge of final creative calls, was a rotating
position that many teams made use of during the weeks of writing.
It allowed for final decisions. As we discuss in a later chapter,
many teams found that determining clear roles for each story saved
time and kept stories progressing smoothly.

“Collaborative writing is both easier and
harder than I thought it would be,” says Fox. “My fears came true,
but also sometimes they didn’t. The neat thing about working with
the same team over the course of several stories is that it forced
me to confront fears about the collaborative process.”

And facing those fears allowed authors to
learn about themselves and the writing process. “It was a challenge
to write as a group,” says Osborne, “and I enjoyed the back and
forth of ideas, the way we fed off one another, and our success in
juggling various outside commitments and time zones to produce
something wonderful. Our group was not without its clashes. But
where there were disagreements, I learned from each one: how to
better deliver and take criticism, how to stand up for ideas I
truly believe in, and how to meet a deadline despite such
clashes.”

As it turns out, writing collaboratively may
require us to be a little braver, to put ourselves out there and to
share ideas before they are polished. It also offers us rewards we
don’t get when we write alone. We learn more about the writing
process, our own strengths and weaknesses, and our comforts and
discomforts more readily when we’re in a team. We learn how to
coordinate, explain, edit, and get along. And perhaps most
importantly, we don’t have to take the leap of faith that solitaire
writing so often requires.

But finding someone to take that leap with
may be just as frightening—how on earth do you form a team and who
is it comprised of? Is it safer to go with friends, or worth
risking a group of acquaintances, or even strangers? In the case of
the teams that contributed to this book, they were brought together
with a single contest in mind, but it may surprise you to know that
they weren’t all friends beforehand.

Hills had never met any of his teammates in
real life, although he “[knew] several through [online] writer’s
groups.” Hills says, “It didn’t bother me at all that I hadn’t
interacted with some others before because we all had the same
goal. I quickly learned everyone’s strengths, and I believe they
learned mine, so we worked together well.”

For other writers, like Osborne, meeting new
writers was actually part of the draw. “I didn’t know anyone in my
group before beginning the team challenge. A few of them I’d
interacted with briefly online, but some of them not even that. One
of the reasons I decided to sign up for the competition in the
first place was to get to know my group members better, and I’m so
glad I did. Some of them continue to be trusted readers and
friends. Not having done a team event before, I’m not sure what the
difference between knowing and not knowing my group mates would’ve
been. But I’m not sure I would’ve done it without the added bonus
of making new writing pals!” In fact Osborne says that getting to
know the other writers was “the most enjoyable result, without
question.”

Even for writers who knew their teammates
prior to writing, they felt they gained more in friendship
throughout the experience. “I pretty much knew my whole team from
previous writing adventures online, but had never met any in
person,” says Fox. “I had never collaborated with any of them but
was thrilled to get to know them better over the course of the
writing experience. They helped me get through some really rough
stuff as well, and I consider them my friends these days.”

For Victoria Kelsey, knowing her teammates
was part of the fun. “Our group had a core that was well-known to
each other, not through collaborative writing, but through trusted
beta reading and friendly competition in various writing contests.
The one person I didn’t know before the collaboration began was so
fantastic and organized that everything felt very comfortable from
the beginning. It made it a lot easier to jump right in and
mind-meld. I’d like to say I’d try it with complete strangers, but
I’ve been so spoiled by this experience that I think that would be
a tiny bit of a fib.”

Ultimately, each group came together with
different experiences, fears, solutions, and relationships, They
created stories and learned things about themselves and fellow
writers they wouldn’t have comprehended just by asking. While
collaborative writing may seem scary or messy, that trepidation is
merely the cost of admission, at least the first time around. As
you read through that finished piece, it can be a true thrill,
spying each little piece you contributed and realizing you made a
difference, regardless of your fears.


 


 


 


 


 


Dialogue Only

 


Each story in this section had to rely
purely on dialogue.

No exposition. No descriptions. No tags.

This was the first challenge our teams faced
together.

 



 Dead Air

Team: Lexical Literati

 


“Really, Dave? ‘Love Shack’?”

“What? I give the people what they want. We
get any callers yet?”

“You know it. We got a Barbara from Chicago,
a Jim from 42nd Street, and in case they both fail you, a Carlie
from Columbus.”

“Carlie from Columbus, too bad she isn’t
first. Love the sound of that. But Jim from 42nd? What city?”

“Didn’t say. Hey, care if I sneak a smoke
break after this?”

“I thought you were quitting.”

“Huh.”

“I thought you were quitting...you
there?”

“Sorry, thought I heard someone at the back
door.”

“Not possible. We don’t even get a guard on
Sundays anymore. Not after the latest budget cuts. Probably just
your imagination. And a good way to change the subject. You
promised you’d give up the cancer sticks.”

“I’m a big girl, Dave. I’m weaning off, and
I really did hear something.”

“Since when do big girls ‘wean’?”

“You got five seconds, smart ass. Three,
two, on air.”

“All right, that was ‘Love Shack’ by the
B-52s. Interesting note, the love shack mentioned in that song
there was actually based on a real shack. It even had a tin roof.
It’s where the band conceived ‘Rock Lobster.’ But you all know that
‘Love Shack’ was really about having a little kinky fun, right?
That’s what the ‘rusty’ implies. Hope you like that little tidbit
for our Roll It Back Sunday here on KWZE. Speaking of fun facts, we
still haven’t had anyone guess our city of the day. Just a
reminder, the city we are looking for is named in the same song
with Ugly, Texas, and Peculiar, Missouri. Let’s go to Barbara from
Chicago, Illinois. Barbara, you with us?”

“I sure am, Dave!”

“All right, Barbara, do you have an answer
for us?”

“Is it Last Chance, Iowa? Kind of like my
love life at thirty-five? Last Chance....”

“Ah, sorry, Barbara, no. Though I imagine
that’d make a good song.”

“Yeah, I’ve got loads of material, like that
time that I—”

“Sorry, we’re out of time, and sadly that
isn’t the answer I was looking for. Thanks, Barbara, let’s go to
our next caller. Hey, Jim, you’re on the air!”

“Hey, Dave.”

“You got an answer for us, Jim?”

“You could say that, Dave.”

“All right, well, you got us on pins and
needles—or should I say you’re on ‘Needles and Pins,’ like Smokie
in their chart-topping UK hit? That’s a 1977 song reference for our
youngster listeners. Okay, Jim, let’s see what you’ve got. What
place is mentioned in the song along with Ugly, Texas, and
Peculiar, Missouri?’”

“I hate how you try to confuse callers Dave.
Now it’s a place? Earlier it was a city and before that a
town.”

“Are you stalling for time, Jim? Waiting for
the Google to load? If you don’t have an answer I’ve got a Carlie
from Columbus who’s dying for a cha—”

“Ah—Dave!”

“Alice? Uh, my trusty broadcast assistant,
Alice, is weighing in today folks! Why the, um, interjection
Alice?”

“I just, wanted to—make sure you let Jim
answer, Dave. He’s waited...a long time....”

“Well, Alice. Time’s running out, but I’ll
give him a couple seconds more. Again, for those of you at home,
that lovely voice is Alice. Remember that! Could be a quiz question
someday! You don’t usually get to hear Alice on the air, but
she must be really excited to hear Jim’s answer. Like I said, we’re
all on needles and pins! Jim? You, ah, gonna make our lovely Alice
wait any longer? What’s the city?”

“That’s cute, Dave. I think Alice is on
something a little sharper than needles and pins, and she’s also
done waiting.”

“Da—”

“What was that? Jim? You sound out of
breath. You calling from the gym, Jim? See what I did there?”

“I’m multitasking. The answer is Nameless,
Tennessee. Though you cheated, Dave. It isn’t a city at all, it is
an unincorporated community. That’s a big difference, don’t
you think? That’s the shit I was talking about earlier. But I
wasn’t going to let you trick me this time.”

“Oh whoa, there Jim. Don’t forget, this is a
family show. Sorry folks. Hopefully Alice caught that one. Also, I
think I said ‘place,’ technically, so....”

“You said town first, Dave, then city, then
place, and you circled back to city just now. As usual, your
wording lacks precision.”

“Hey, well, city or community, a right
answer is a right answer.”

“Unincorporated community.”

“Right, right. Alice, you forgot to mention
where Jim is from. Alice? Hmm, must be on that break. She’s got
wacky timing sometimes, folks. You know, Jim, Alice didn’t tell us
where you were calling from. You from around this unincorporated
community? From someplace ‘Nameless’?”

“You could say that.”

“I could, huh? Man of mystery. Well, all
right then. You know what song that’s from, Jim?”

“‘My Dark Life.’ Elvis Costello. 1996. Back
when singers told stories and DJs knew when to shut their
traps.”

“Spot. On. The. Nose. Too many DJs just run
at the mouth. Not me, though, I stick to the music as much as
possible. So we’re going to play that now! And Jim, if you could
stay on the line and let Alice get your contact information, that’d
be just swell. Jim here is winning a twenty-five dollar gift card
to Subway, and speaking of Subway, here is another interesting
fact: there are three Subways that surround Nameless, one at the
north and two at the lower east and west ends. I guess they really
like their sandwiches down there in Nameless. So here’s the song,
and we’ll be right with you, Jim.”

“Okay, Dave. But one thing before you hang
up. Are you going to promise to stop cheating callers out of their
prizes?”

“Jim, we’re already off air now. I’m going
to transfer you back to Alice to enter your information and get you
that gift card—”

“No you’re not, Dave.”

“I’m not, huh? Not a fan of Subway? Maybe
Alice can throw a different card at you. I don’t mean to brag, but
half a dozen local restaurants sponsor us.”

“Yeah, you could say I wasn’t a fan of Alice
either. Though that’s unfair, really. She’s rather pleasant now.
Doesn’t talk. Doesn’t smoke anymore, either.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Don’t worry, it’ll become clear soon
enough. See, this is the problem, Dave. You take a half-set of
information, you draw conclusions, and you think you know it all.
In reality, you’re little more than an amateur trivia nerd who
feels robbed when he comes in third on quiz night at the Retake
Room. Isn’t that right, Dave? Isn’t that how you spend your
Wednesday nights?”

“You must have been there yourself. You take
fourth place or something buddy?”

“I was there to check in on you, Dave.”

“Oh criminy. Alice, we’ve got a stalker on
our hands. This is just great. Cut the line and call the cops,
please.”

“I told you. Alice can’t do that. Focus,
Dave. We’re here to discuss your indiscretions. Take this contest,
for example. You cheated again. You asked for a city. Nameless is
an unincorporated community, Dave. It isn’t a town or city. This
isn’t the first little error—”

“All right, thank you and goodbye.”

“Don’t interrupt me Dave.”

“Dammit, my switch isn’t working.
Alice?”

“Dave. Focus. Your errors. I’ve caught you
making so many on this show. You must be more precise, Dave. It’s
only fair. You’re sloppy and careless. It makes every riddle a
muddied trick.”

“I think we’re talking semantics here. Look,
guy, it’s a stupid radio quiz. One you won, I might add.”

“But could Barbara have won if you hadn’t
mis-worded the question? Would she still be a fan if she knew the
truth?”

“Town, city, ‘unincorporated community,’
aren’t they all the same thing? Take your average listener—they’d
never know the difference. Clearly Barbara didn’t know the song.
She just wanted her chance at fifteen seconds of fame, and I can’t
say I blame her, and I—can’t believe we’re arguing about this.
Alice, can you cut the line? My switch isn’t working.”

“I told you, Dave. I already transferred
Alice to the next life. Alice doesn’t have to listen to your shit
anymore. Look around, Dave. The control room’s gone dark. Do you
see anyone here to save you?”

“O-okay, nice try. Okay, I get it. I give.
Alice, is this just to get back at me for that prank at Halloween?
This is a bit dark, but payback given. Come on now, this is getting
a bit too creepy. Alice? You hearing me, Alice?”

“Dave, Dave, Dave. Is this denseness the
reason you’re so crummy at trivia, too? Alice has gone dark.
There’s only me now, Jim, and ‘You Don’t Mess Around With Jim.’ You
see what <I>I </I>did there?”

“Yeah. You’re a real clever one. Alice, last
chance. I’ll tell them who’s leaving cigarette butts in the rain
barrel, I swear it. You hear me? The song’s almost over. You can’t
take this prank live!”

“Enough! Look at the control room now
Dave.”

“Holy Hell! How did you get in there.
Where’s Alice? What’s in your hand? Is that a knife? Jesus.
Fuck.”

“Do I have your attention now?”

“Look, guy, Jim, I’m sorry you don’t like
Subway or radio games or…or me. If that’s the case, just don’t
listen! You know what I’m saying? Fucking Christ, this better be a
goddamn prank. Alice!”

“Forget Alice! Focus. I love radio games,
Dave. I am a big fan. But not of yours. You smudge the rules. Get
inaccurate. You thought no one would notice how unfair you were
being, Dave, but I did. Do you remember last year, Dave? When you
asked who played the riff in ‘My Guitar Gently Weeps’? I called in,
Dave, do you remember? I told you it was Eric Clapton, Dave, and
you laughed at me. Laughed. Told me that would have been a
‘hoot,’ and when I tried to educate you, Dave, you said that it was
a crazy little ‘theory.’ The whole county heard you make a joke out
of me.”

“Uh, okay, okay. I remember that. It
was an interesting theory.”

“It was a fact, Dave. A cold, hard
fact. Clapton played for Harrison, and to return the favor Harrison
played uncredited for Clapton. If you really knew music the way you
pretend to, you would have known this. You should know this, Dave,
especially since you proclaim yourself to be a fountain of musical
knowledge. But you didn’t know. And you gave my prize away. I’d
promised my girl we were gonna eat at the steak place on that
prize, and you stole the dinner right out of our mouths. Tina left
me the next day, Dave, and it wasn’t my fault, it was yours. So I
looked into you. Did you know in the past year, you’ve made 113
errors, Dave? That’s a lot for a daily quiz question. It makes you
a sham, Dave. A fraud. Alice, too. She keeps each day’s list of
questions and answers right in front of her! She clearly let them
all slide or was just as ignorant as you.”

“Look, I’m sorry, is that what you want to
hear? I’m sorry you felt like I robbed you. I’m even sorry your
girl left you, but it’s not like it was over a stupid gift card, I
can tell you that.”

“You’re live in five, Dave. Better not fuck
this up, or I’m coming in there.”

“Jesus.... Hey, everyone! Uh, miss
me? That was, was, where, oh yes. That was Elvis Costello and ‘My
Dark Life,’ which is also turning out to be a bit of a, uh, theme
for today, not to mention the song for today’s radio quiz, where he
names three odd cities—”

“It is not a city.”

“No, no. Get out of here. Help! Call 911!
It’s a fucking radio quiz! He’s got a knife!”

“It’s an—”

“Arrrrrrrrrgh—”

“unincorporated—”

“Arrrrrrrrrgh —”

“community!”

“Arrrrrrrrrgh....”

“I am sorry dear listeners of KWZE, but Dave
has signed off, for good. I know I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,
but what the hell. Dave was a liar and a cheat. I could enumerate
all of his errors for you, but I haven’t the time. Dave isn’t the
only sham on air, and I intend to rectify that. Now that he’s gone
though, the KWZE prize drawer is wide open. And Tina, baby, I hope
you’re listening like I asked you to. I told you I’d make this
right. I’ve already grabbed the card that was rightfully mine. The
rest of you lovely listeners, sorry, but I’ve got to run. I’m going
to leave you with the legendary Jim Croce, and his classic, ‘You
Don’t Mess Around with Jim.’ My sincerest apology for the dead air
that follows.”


 


 


 


 


 


ABCD

 


For this prompt, the stories needed to focus
on four separate characters. Each character had to seem
independent, but by the end, all four storylines had to collide
into one in a completely unexpected way.
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For Officer Rocky O’Sullivan, mornings did
not include sleep-laden eyes opening to birdsong and dappled
sunlight. They didn’t include unicorns or freakin’ rainbows,
either. Those luxuries were denied him by five hard years on the
night beat, and only recently was he reassigned to the early shift,
where he still had to get up at the butt-crack of dawn.

This morning was no exception.

His early sweep took him past the city’s
largest park. Only a few joggers, homeless people, and early birds
populated the sidewalk. The streets were still empty of vehicles,
the air only occasionally rent by the rip of a motor. Rising with
the sun might suck, but at least the majority of idiots weren’t out
yet. He noticed the silver sedan—the one with the ridiculous
license plate—still in the same spot, where it’d been parked for
days.

The red tape machine moves slowly.

Rocky scowled. He should’ve been on day
shift years ago. Should’ve had his stripes and a cushy desk job.
But if they couldn’t even get their shit together enough to tow
away abandoned cars, well, it explained why he was still stuck on
the beat.

He pulled out his citation pad and began to
write, chuckling when he copied down the license plate: LUCKY. He
placed the ticket under the windshield wiper along with the other
dozen already there.

The sun came out. The city noise grew to a
constant roar. Morning was in full swing.

Rocky sighed, feeling his gut strain against
the confines of his uniform, and tucked his pad into his back
pocket.

 


***

 


The sun had a nasty habit of shining in
Nance’s eyes whenever she slept on the park bench.

“Good morning to you too, you bastard.” She
stretched the cold from her fingers while shielding her eyes from
the light. It was a cool morning, but pleasant, and no one had come
to push her off to some shelter, where only the worst types sought
refuge.

Actually, she had a pretty sweet set-up. The
bench was nestled among a stand of woods, which provided some
shelter when the weather got nasty. The hotdog vendor, Carl, was a
bit soft and would give her a frankfurter in the morning and
sometimes late in the afternoon, if he had a surplus. He also gave
her his newspaper after he’d finished reading. It made her feel a
little more human to receive it from a person, rather than
snatching it from the trash.

Carl probably thought she used it for
insulation or toilet paper—which she did, when desperate—but she
read it first, to keep her mind sharp. People saw her frizzled red
hair, took in her tattered, dirty clothes, and smelled her
particular funk, and assumed she was stupid. They would never have
recognized her as Nancy Veloster, disgraced CEO of the
second-largest accounting firm in the state.

Nance sniffed the air. The smell of hotdogs
wafted on the morning breeze. Carl had started early today,
presumably in preparation for the cold snap which would drive
people indoors later in the afternoon. She rolled up her sleeping
bag and checked that her possessions were safe.

Nance made her way along the park path to
the stand, eyes down. People often lost things when jogging around
the park, and she had received quite a few free meals in return for
lost items. There had been one bitch who had accused her of
stealing a bracelet, but Nance had shown her—she threw the thing
into a prickle bush. The memory made her chuckle, and she glanced
at the shrub as she passed. Something glittered, down near its
roots.

She walked over to it and pushed aside a
fern to reveal a set of keys hanging from a low branch. Sunlight
reflected from the gold four-leaf clover keychain. She carefully
extracted the set of keys and turned the clover over in her palm.
Carolyn was etched on the backside. With a name, it should
be easy enough to find the owner. But something was bothering her.
The prickle bush was off the path, too far for a lost item to
drop.

The keys hadn’t fallen—they’d been
thrown.

Nance mulled over the possibilities as she
made her way to Carl’s stand, where he was flipping his dogs. There
were no customers when she arrived, so she walked right up. She and
Carl had an understanding: she’d hang back when there were people
around to avoid him losing out on business. It was cruel, but
mutually beneficial. Nance wasn’t too keen on people anyway.

“Morning, Nance, you sleep ok?” Carl asked,
handing over a hotdog with bits of bacon sprinkled on top.

Toppings? Must be in a good mood.

“Felt like I had a plank jammed up my ass
for half the night, but otherwise alright.”

He laughed. “Now there’s an image. Anyone
ever tell you you’ve got a way with words?”

“Once,” Nance replied, her grin slipping a
little. “Thanks for the bacon.”

“Supposed to be freezing tonight. Thought
you could do with a little extra protein. I want to make sure
you’ll still be around to greet me in the morning.”

“Think I’m afraid of a little frost, Carl?”
Nance picked off a piece of bacon and popped it in her mouth. “I
appreciate you thinking of me.”

“No worries. What have you got there?” he
asked, spying the keys.

“Found them in a prickle bush on my way over
here. Got this weird feeling that someone tossed them back there,
on purpose.”

Carl frowned, pausing his wiener
rotation.

“You should turn them in. Don’t want to get
caught with them if something shady’s going on.”

Nance looked back up the path to the street,
where the occasional cop could be found writing parking tickets or
questioning teenagers about illicit substances.

“You’re probably right,” she replied, taking
a bite of the hotdog. “See you tomorrow.”

 


***

 


“9-1-1. What is your emergency?”

Jim opened his mouth to speak, but no sound
came out. He cleared his throat and tried again.

“Hell—hello? Yes, my wife Carolyn has, um,
been missing for a couple days. I’m really...I don’t know what to
do. Can you help me?”

“Yes, of course, sir, please remain calm and
speak clearly. Your wife is currently missing?”

“Yes, Carolyn. S-Shaw. She’s...gone.”

“When was the last time you saw her?”

“Already said. It’s been a couple days. No
sign of her.”

“Yes, sir, I understand. I meant the time,
hour, and circumstances when you saw her last.”

“At home before we both left for work.
Around...7:30 in the morning, I guess? I kissed her goodbye, got in
my car and drove away. I assume she did the same a little while
later.” As Jim said the words, he felt the lie settle heavily on
his shoulders. There had been no goodbye kiss, not for years.

“What day was this, sir?”

“Jesus, a couple.... Two days. Um, Friday. I
haven’t seen her since Friday. She works long hours sometimes, and
a day here or there isn’t a big deal but it’s been.... This is an
emergency and you’re dicking around with days of the week! Just
send someone to find her already.”

“Can you please describe what she was
wearing when you last saw her?”

“I don’t...nightgown and robe, I guess. She
wasn’t dressed yet. I know she got ready eventually, though,
because she took her car. Never leaves the house without being put
together. She drives a silver four-door Toyota.”

“Was your wife distraught when you last saw
her? Do you have any reason to believe she would harm herself?”

“Jesus, no. She’s...no. Just find her.”

“Yes, sir. I am sending officers to your
location. They will take your statement. Please stay on the line so
that I can take your name.”

“Jim. I’m Jim. And hurry. I can’t stand
this.”

 


***


Wisps of morning mist clung to the overgrown
shrubs that lined the path. Chris pulled his jacket zipper all the
way up to his neck to fend off the chill. His retriever, Lovecraft,
tugged at the leash, straining to sniff every last weed and rock,
then lifted a leg to leave his scent.

The path hugged the edge of the city park.
Chris preferred to walk his golden retriever along the west end
where the trees were thicker and the terrain dipped, shielding them
from the bustle of the city. Scrawny rabbits occasionally sprung
from the ravine near the little bridge. The stream bed had been dry
ever since Chris could remember, but the riot of wildflowers was
almost as alluring as the trickling brook might have been.
Lovecraft barked, sending a brace of sparrows into the gray morning
air.

Chris scanned the area, but saw
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