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For Readers:

Thank you for choosing to engage with Don’t Leave Me Hangin’—your participation is definitely needed.  Each story intentionally stops at a point where you have to decide what happens next.  The possibilities are as endless as your imagination.  Consider reading these with a group of family or friends.  Compare notes on what you think happens—banter, argue, but above all enjoy the journey.  

For Teachers:  

I got the idea for Don’t Leave Me Hangin’ from The Lady or the Tiger by Frank R. Stockton.  My 5th grade teacher read it with us and had us write the ending.  I loved it.  From this experience, I decided to write my own stories to be used to spark students’ imaginations.  There are 40 stories in this collection to allow you to use one a week during the school year.  The collection is arranged in four Acts, not by genre, but by emotional and cognitive escalation.  Readers move from curiosity to danger then reality distortion and finally personal and moral stakes.  Teachers may read straight through or select stories by Act depending on maturity level, theme, or instructional goal.  A teacher guide to story use is provided in the back of the book.  
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I formatted this book to be 8 ½ by 11 for ease of copying.  Your purchase of this book allows you to copy and distribute the stories for your classroom only.  If more than one teacher in a building wishes to use this resource, please purchase one copy per teacher.  The Teacher’s Guide gives some suggestions for student groups and discussion.  I hope it will help make this collection a meaningful adventure for your class.  Thank you again for doing the hardest, most rewarding job!

Blessings, 
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How to Use Don’t Leave Me Hangin’
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1. Free Write Friday (10–20 minutes)






	Read the story aloud or have students read independently.

	Stop at the end.

	Prompt: What happens next? Why?

	Emphasize: there is no single correct answer.


Why this works: low pressure, high creativity, easy weekly routine.

2. Structured Ending (Paragraph or Short Story)

Give one or two optional constraints:

	Must introduce one new character

	Must resolve the central tension

	Must end with a twist / consequence


This helps students who freeze when given total freedom.

3. Discussion-Based Use (No Writing Required)

Great for:

	Reluctant writers

	Substitute days

	Oral language practice


Prompts:

	What clues did the author give?

	What should happen vs. what could happen?

	Which ending feels most realistic? Why?


4. Extension Options (Optional)

	Rewrite from another character’s POV

	Turn the ending into a comic strip

	Act out two different endings

	Vote on the most convincing ending and defend it
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The Phone Call
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By:  Amy Brailey
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Wednesday, March 2, 2025

It started off just like any other day.  I was running late for work—an unfortunate habit I have.  I had stopped at the cross walk, waiting in the sea of humanity looking for a break in traffic through which they could sprint to their jobs in one of the many skyscrapers that made up the Chicago skyline.  Normally, people in these situations don’t make eye contact.  They check their watches, sigh, glare at the traffic, rearrange their briefcases, etc.  But, they don’t look.  And they really don’t talk.  

That’s why what happened was so strange.  “Can I borrow your cell phone?” she asked.

I looked up from my watch to see a twenty-something lady in a smart business suit.  “What? You mean now?”

She looked pointedly at the speeding cars and back at me.  “Please.”

It was the please that got me.  “Fine.  Just hurry.  I’m late as it is.”

She took the phone and walked a few paces away.  I now watched the traffic with a hammering heart.  It’s weird how much a cell phone becomes a part of who you are.  You feel almost a withdrawal without it.  But, seconds later, she handed it back.

“I’m sorry,” she said.  I thought she was apologizing for needing my phone a9nd had just looked back to tell her it was fine when I noticed her eyes.  They were red and starting to get puffy.  “I’m so sorry,” she said, and darted out into traffic.  

There’s no telling how long I would have stood there had not the man behind me jostled my shoulder in an attempt to catch the brief window of time the neon green walking man was still on the sign.  I came to my senses and rushed across the street, glancing around me for the woman in the suit.  She was nowhere to be seen.

I made it to my engineering office—late, as usual—and took the elevator to the fourth floor, mind reeling.  “Morning, Julia,” I said, automatically greeting my secretary.

“Morning, Mr. Thomas.  I see the train was running late again.” she replied, grinning. “The Astoria Tower plans are on your desk.  Mr. FitzGerald says they take top priority this morning.”

“Thanks, Julia,” I smiled, “You’re the best!”

“If only my paycheck reflected it,” she sighed, swiveling back to face her computer.  

I shut the door of my office and leaned against it, sliding my cell phone from my pocket.  The Astoria Tower was just the excuse I needed.  Julia would hold all my calls, and I could figure out what had just happened.

I tapped “Recent” on my phone menu and stared.  There were no new calls.  Yet though my eyes were on traffic, I clearly remembered the woman talking animatedly as she paced near me.  The last call was mine to Terracon.  Wait, not mine.  The time was wrong.  “Now, why would you be calling my office, lady?”  I thought.  

A knock broke my concentration, vibrating my back as I leaned against the door.  Strange.  Julia usually filtered out interruptions.  Turning, I swung the door open to reveal a face I didn’t recognize.  A squat looking, nervous man stood before me, hat in hand.

“Mr. Thomas?”  he asked.

“That’s me.  May I help you?”

“I think you must,” he responded.  My eyes travelled down to his hands, where a Kahr P380 rested comfortably, carefully shielded from camera view by the hat he held, just tipped so I could see.

My heart hammered in my chest, as I stepped aside, gesturing inside my office, where, I was all too aware, there were no cameras.  “By all means, then.”

He took a few steps into the office and waited for me to shut the door.  I thought about shutting him inside and calling security, but the locks were on the inside, and I was sure he had at least 6 rounds to do some damage before help would arrive.  Instead, I mentally surveyed my office and my own skill set, trying to develop a plan—preferably one in which the whole office, including myself, stayed alive.  Fear has a way of driving such strategies out of one’s mind, however.

I moved behind my desk, thinking at least this barrier would be helpful.  The man watched me go, gun still pointed, but carefully concealed from the windows.  He waited until I was seated and moved to the chair opposite mine.

“So, what would you like from me?”  I asked warily.  

“I’d like you to lead us to the next target.”

“What?”

“The next target.  Unless, of course, you want the trail to die here.  And when I say ‘die,’ I do mean quite literally.”

I stared at him open mouthed, then surveyed the corners for out of place objects.  There had to be a camera here.  “Are you serious?”

He followed my gaze then smiled a measured smile.  “Most serious, Mr. Thomas.  I would have thought that would be obvious, given—” he inclined his head towards his hat. 

“Then, give me some details.  What trail?  What target?  What are you even talking about?”

He sighed deeply, looked at his watch, punched a few miniscule buttons, and waited.  After a few agonizing seconds, he seemed to reach a decision.  “Did anything strange happen to you today?”

The question caught me off guard.  “What?”

“Strange.  Out of the ordinary.  Something you wouldn’t expect.”  He surveyed me with keen interest as my eyes widened.

“That woman.  With the cell phone.  Is she with you?”

He laughed, inclining his head again.  “In a manner of speaking.  She also was just a link in the chain.  But, she brought us to you.”

“And what can I do?”  Sweat was beginning to run in rivulets down my side.

To my surprise, he got up and began to pace, hat still clutched tightly in his hand.  “Have you ever heard of the game “Bigger or better?” he asked, stopping to look me in the eyes.

“Sure.  I think we played it at youth group.  Everyone starts off with a small item and goes out in the neighborhood asking random strangers if they have anything bigger or better to trade. The game continues for a certain amount of time.  When you meet back up, whoever has the biggest or best item wins.”  I laugh, in spite of myself.  “I think I traded for a couch once.”  

He smiled indulgently.  “That’s the one.”

“I’m still lost.”  

“Well, we are looking for the biggest or best plan of attack.  Right now, you’re it.”

“Me?  I’m an engineer.”  I laughed.  “This has to be a joke.”

He’s no longer smiling.  “Exactly.  An engineer. At one of the largest construction companies around.  In a major metropolis.  You have offices in how many states exactly?” I felt the blood drain from my face, but he continues.  “Not to mention projects around the world:  bridges, towers,” he glanced at my desk, “Condominiums.  Any idea what kind of chaos a bit of malfunctioning steel could cause?  She definitely made a good choice selecting you.”

“But, that woman was a stranger.  I’d never seen her before in my life.  How could she know what I do?” My mind was reeling.  

He pointed at the jacket I hadn’t gotten around to removing.  “Gives a whole new meaning to Terracon, doesn’t it?”

I sank back in my chair.  “This can’t be happening.”

“So,” he let the word hang in the air, looking at me.

“So, what?” I asked, not in the sarcastic way I normally would have said it.

“So, are you going to help us, or take us to someone better?  The choice is yours.  But don’t answer just yet.  Take some time to think about it.  You have until Friday to act.  Otherwise, you help, or the trail dies, if you catch my drift.”

I did.  All too well.  Betray my country, help out potential terrorists, or throw someone else to these sharks.  These were my options—unless, of course, I wanted to die.  

“Oh, and don’t bother going to the cops.  Remember how the game works.  I’m not the only team playing.  A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Thomas.”  And with that, he turned and strode out of the office, letting the door close behind him.
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Friday, March 4, 2025

Sloan locked his car over his shoulder and walked determinedly towards the shuttle.  He glanced at his watch to confirm he was, indeed, the customary three hours early required for an international flight.  Today was an important day.  He set his briefcase on the seat next to him to discourage any conversation.  The shuttle had just taken off when a man approached him.  He looked like one of those big wig office workers in his suit and tie and company jacket.  Sloan looked out the window, but the man kept coming. 

“Excuse me, sir.” Sloan looked up.  “May I borrow your phone?”
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Where is Sloan going?  

Tell what happens when he arrives.
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Jarold MacNeil

and 

the Case of the Vanishing Art
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By: Amy Brailey
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It started out like any other night.  As a bachelor, I ate out a lot, and tonight’s cuisine was Mexican.  I slid into my favorite booth at La Carreta, leaned my head back, and closed my eyes, letting the rhythmic salsa music wash over me.  Things at the office had been pretty sticky lately.  I had this case I couldn’t shake.  

“Perdóneme, Señor.”  I opened my eyes.  A short, dark man stood shyly beside my booth, shoulders slightly slumped.  I could tell he was uncomfortable disturbing me.  Strange. I thought I knew all the waiters here.  I glanced at his name tag.  Misael, it read.

I sat back up, smiling to demonstrate I had no hard feelings.  He placed the chips and salsa on the table, pulled out his pad and looked at me expectantly.  “Something to drink, Señor?”

“Coke,” I replied.  He set down the menu and turned to stride back towards the kitchen.  I watched him go, analyzing his walk, his tone, his discomfort.  Being a Private Investigator isn’t a switch you turn off.   Not like being a waiter:  Come to work, wait tables, go home, repeat.  Nothing out of the ordinary.  Nice and predictable.  A predictable life would be a nice change.  No Harding case keeping me up at night.  

Monique Harding was a Virginia billionaire, best known for her collection of priceless art.  Her gallery contained more originals than the Tate Modern.  She was the talk of the art community at any given time, but everyone was talking about last December.  That’s when the strange pattern began.

Mrs. Harding had come home from the Kennedy Center Honors to discover a Rembrandt missing.  The frame was still hanging untouched on the wall, seemingly undisturbed, but there wasn’t a trace of the canvas or a sign it had been disturbed.  The police, completely stumped, had called me.  My agency of Jarold MacNeil and Associates had handled difficult cases before, but nothing like this one.  

I took the case and had been examining the limited evidence available—no fingerprints, no forced entry, no sign of a struggle.  The painting appeared to simply have vanished.  Mrs. Harding was understandably hysterical.  The Rembrandt had been a gift from her deceased husband.  

The situation got worse when a second piece of artwork came up missing a month later:  This time a Monet chalk drawing, a rare piece Mrs. Harding had purchased at auction for $80 million.  Over the last four months, four more pieces of artwork had disappeared without a trace.  Mrs. Harding’s hysteria was whipped to a frenzy, while I had a pain between my shoulder blades that never quite disappeared.  Instinctively, I reached up to rub the spot.

“Shake it off, MacNeil,” I chided myself.  “You can do this.”  I sighed, opening the menu.  I don’t know why I bothered;  I always ordered the same thing:  Chicken Chimichangas.  My eyes focused on a slip of paper taped to the menu.  I blinked.  My heart hammered as I read:

[image: ]

The note was unsigned.  I read it through three times in quick succession, my mind reeling and my palms starting to sweat as I resisted the urge to glance around the restaurant.  I had done my traditional casing of the joint when I’d walked in but hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary.  The Harding Case!  I had been working on that for six months.  My curiosity won out, and I looked around.  

Misael must have taken this as a signal, since he immediately came over to take my order.  “Are you ready to order, Señor?” he asked, cocking one eyebrow.

I had to make a decision.  Forcing a smile, I carefully prised the note from the menu and slid it into my pocket.  “This could be a trap, but I have to find out the truth.”  I shut the menu and studied Misael again.  Nothing out of the ordinary caught my eye.  “I’d like to wait a minute, if you don’t mind.  I’ve just learned I will be joined by another person.”

Now it was Misael’s turn to study me.  His intense eyes held mine.  Finally, he nodded.  “Very well, Señor.  As you wish.  I will bring another place setting.”
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Who is Jarold meeting?  

What happens when he/she arrives?
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Advice From a Bag Lady
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By:  Amy Brailey
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Johnny ducked his head as he walked by Marcus.  “Be invisible,” he wished. He was not that lucky.

“Hey, idiot.”  Marcus yelled, much louder than he needed to since Johnny was only a few feet away.  He hated himself for looking up.  

Marcus's friends all laughed.  “Look!  He knows his name.”  Tommy said, and Johnny felt his face grow hot.  Just once, he’d love to say something back.  But, there were four of them.  He knew better than to take on four.  He'd tried it at his old school with his other family, before they knew they couldn't handle him.

“He should.”  James added.  “I'm sure it's what his dad calls him.  Oh, that’s right.”  He looked at Johnny.  “You don't have a dad.”  

The door slammed shut behind him, blocking out the rest of their jokes and the reminder that, until recently, he hadn't had either parent.  Still, the walk in was only the beginning.  Adrian shoulder checked him in the hallway.  “Jerk.”  

He slumped in his desk in Mrs. Elizondo’s class.  It was going to be another long day.

He tried to focus on math—he really did.  But, what did it matter anyway?  Maybe they were right.  He wasn't ever going to be anything anyway.

At recess, he sat alone—close enough to the teacher to make the other boys keep a distance, but far enough away that his reason for sitting there wasn’t obvious.  No one asked him to
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