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			Praise for Stay Awhile: Scenes from Temecula Valley

			Each engaging short story, poem, and illustration in Stay Awhile: Scenes from Temecula Valley reflects to me a different aspect of one special place in California as well as one person’s idea for a story about it. The rich variety of genres, voices, and creative styles kept me turning pages to find new treasures—folk tale, ghost story, science fiction, fantasy, slice-of-life, drama, and more—set in time periods ranging from Temecula’s legendary past to its possible futures. I think this collection is well worth a read and then a re-read.

			— Gail A. Webber writes novels (including Ghost on the Path, The Speaker, and Finding Rachel), and short stories published in various journals, anthologies, and her own short story collection, Insistent Voices.

			________________________________

			These heartfelt stories range from ancient eras to the modern day, from philosophical to funny, with a wealth of exciting stops in between. Readers will come away with a true sense of the region’s unique personality, as well as the generous spirit of the folks who call the Temecula Valley home. 

			— Myna Chang is the award-winning author of The Potential of Radio and Rain.

		




			Stay Awhile is filled with intriguing stories and art that make you want to do just that — open your imagination and visit the Temecula Valley and its rich history with a wide band of fascinating companions as told by an equally rich and diverse group of authors who live there. If you enjoy storytelling and art, it’s not to be missed.

			— Bryan Thomas Schmidt is the #1 Amazon bestselling author of Shortcut and Simon Says.

			________________________________
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			This collection is dedicated to every creative —
well established, brand-new, or anywhere in-between — 

			that has ever toiled alone and longed for a community.

			What you hold in your hands is tangible proof

			that amazing things happen when we work together.
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			A foreword to…

		


			Stay Awhile: Scenes from Temecula Valley

			So, here’s the thing about short stories.

			They used to scare the living hell out of me.

			Then they scared the hell out of me in a totally different way.

			Now I love them.

			I’ll explain.

			My exposure to short fiction kicked off when I was ten years old and used my allowance money to buy a book called Conan the Wanderer. It was a collection of old and new short stories about the brawny barbarian Arnold Schwarzenegger would play. That movie came out in 1982, but I bought the book in 1968.

			I actually thought it was a novel. What did I know? I was ten.

			This was in late summer in one of the neighborhoods in Philly the locals tell you to avoid. Poverty, crime, drugs, abuse, and all of that. I took the book to a local park and, armed with a cold bottle of Coke and a box of Mike & Ike’s candies, I parked myself under a sycamore and dug in.

			The stories were wild, and in the genre of ‘swords and sorcery’. I was hooked. I’d been watching gladiator movies on the Saturday double feature on UHF and my buddies, and I used to make cloaks out of bed sheets, helmets out of metal pretzel barrels, and swords from broken broomsticks. We’d sack Rome, help Spartacus escape, defeat the Moon Men with Hercules, and do what we could to help Jason and his Argonauts find the golden fleece. That collection of stories, though, was darker than most of what was on TV.

			First week of the new school started, they had a Scholastic Book Fair. My grandmother told me I could pick any three books. I grabbed The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes by Arthur Conan Doyle, Tales of Mystery and Imagination by Edgar Allan Poe, and Nine Witch Tales edited by Abby Kedabra (yes, that was a fake name, even at ten I knew that.)

			Three books of short stories. 

			The Sherlock Holmes stuff wasn’t creepy or weird, but they were magical in their own way. That book engendered within me a love for Holmes and Watson that has only grown stronger with time. In fact, the very first short I ever wrote was “The Adventure of the Greenbrier Ghost,” a Holmes tale. But we’ll get to that.

			The Poe stuff was a mix of poetry and very creepy short fiction. And the Nine Witch Tales was a spooky collection of dark stuff from all over the literary landscape and included “The Witch’s Chant” from Shakespeare’s Macbeth, “The Horned Witche” by Geoffrey Palmer and Noel Lloyd; “The Huntsman and the Witch” by The Brothers Grimm; “The Cat Witch” by Maria Leach; “Baba Yaga, the Forest Witch” and others.

			Two results of reading those stories. First, they scared the living hell out of me. Again, I was ten. This was ’68, long before the Internet and access to a glutton’s feast of strange storytelling. Back then, especially in a low-income neighborhood of poorly educated people, there wasn’t a lot of this kind of thing just laying around. Sure, we had some cool stuff on TV — The Twilight Zone, The Outer Limits, and Star Trek. But somehow seeing it evoked a different emotional response from me than reading it. 

			Took me years to figure that out. When watching a TV or movie production, so much is handled for you. The interpretation of what the characters (and monsters) looked like. What they wore. How they spoke. All of that. 

			But when reading a short story, the writer left it up to the reader to fill in the blanks. We had to filter it all through what we knew or could imagine. Even as a kid, I knew I wanted to be a writer, so my active young mind went into overdrive to fill in every blank. To, essentially, co-create each story as I read them.

			Scary, but exhilarating, too. It allowed me to make those stories mine. That agency over details of look, mood, tone, and so on opened my mind to so many things. It made me think deeper than I read and to know more than I was taught in school. I lived in those worlds of mystery and horror, adventure and strangeness, wonder and magic. I found I liked being scared. At least, in terms of fictional scares. They were disturbing, sure, but they were also contained by the words on the page and the extrapolations in my head. Kind of like trapping a demon inside a conjuring circle of sand and herbs.

			As I grew, I had lots of exposure to all forms of writing. Nonfiction was always a big thing for me because I wanted to know things worked. Comic books made me believe I would eventually get big and strong and be able to escape from the neighborhood and my own supervillain (alas, my father). Novels took me deeper, bearing me along on longer adventures in history, in space, in fantasy realms, to the Old West and the beaches of Normandy and interrogation rooms in police stations.

			But I always returned to short fiction. I always had a beat-up paperback in my book bag or back pocket. I remember sitting under that same sycamore, freezing my butt off deep in the heart of the winter, reading Arthur C. Clarke, Ray Bradbury, Shirley Jackson, H.P. Lovecraft, Charles Dickens, Anton Chekhov, John Cheever, Oscar J. Friend, M.R. James, John D. MacDonald, Joyce Carol Oates, Guy de Maupassant, Saki, Rudyard Kipling, Edith Wharton, Isak Dinesen…and the list goes on and on and on. As I matured in my understanding of storytelling, my interest grew beyond the confines of specific genre. I read everything.

			Which is one of the magical qualities of the short form — you can try this and that. There isn’t the same time commitment as reading a novel. And that encourages a hungry mind to experiment. Admittedly, I tried Chekhov because of the character from Star Trek, and discovered real gems. The more I read, the more I wanted to read. Without all of that immersion into the many approaches and voices of fiction, I might never have tried writing it. 

			Which brings me to the other thing about short stories that’s really scary.

			Writing them.

			When I started writing for pro markets, it was all nonfiction. I graduated from high school shortly after Watergate, and like all of my contemporaries I wanted to be both Woodward and Bernstein. I landed a full-ride scholarship to Temple University’s Journalism program, and midway through I began selling magazine feature articles. Over the next several decades, from 1978 through 2006, I sold something like 1200 feature articles and a dozen nonfiction books (mostly textbooks for classes I taught at Temple, and those taught by friends who were good teachers but less skilled at writing). I read fiction but had zero interest in ever writing any.

			It was nonfiction that actually got me started with fiction. I’d had a four-book contract with a small Pennsylvania publisher, and after turning in three books on martial arts, I decided to write a book that explored cultural beliefs in the supernatural around the world and throughout history. It was a kind of thank you to my grandmother — she loved all things weird and believed in ghosts, goblins, vampires, and all of the other things that went bump in the night. While researching that book, I became fascinated by all of the folkloric versions of monsters, and noted that none of the movies about vampires or werewolves used the versions from folklore. All that stuff about sunlight, stakes through the heart, crosses, and so on were not part of any nation’s belief systems. We think they were because most people learn about folklore from monster movies, not from scholarly works. 

			I tried to find novels that used these older forms of classic monsters and was frustrated in not being able to do so. Eventually my wife got so tired of hearing me complain she said, “Why don’t you stop bitching about it and write one.”

			

			Which I did.

			I wrote a novel called Ghost Road Blues. Big shocker that it was about vampires and werewolves. Considering how I got my start, creepy stuff was hardly a reach. I surprised myself by enjoying my experimental foray into fiction — double so, since I hadn’t realized how much of the craft of fiction I’d picked up from reading it. I wound up getting an agent quickly, and she sold the book to the second editor who read it. It went on to win the Bram Stoker Award for best first novel. As validation for the whole ‘let’s try fiction’ thing, it was pretty big.

			Because of the success of the novel, I began to get reach-outs from anthology editors asking me if I’d like to write something. 

			That was the scary part.

			You see, I’d just written a long novel (150k) and was writing an even longer sequel (175k), with a third book in the deal waiting for about as many words. I think in novels. That’s what I believed. The very concept of trying to take a story idea and compress it down to five thousand words sounded absurd. And, well, scary.

			I agreed to try, though. 

			I sat down to write a short story. Like…eight times. Each time, when I got to, say, six or eight thousand words into that first five-thousand-word story I realized that I had a problem. My ideas were too big; the short story structure was too small.

			I very nearly wrote back to the editor to politely withdraw.

			I sat around and glared. It’s possible I even sulked. 

			Despite having read thousands of short stories, writing one was harder than doing a novel. But I hate quitting. Never was much good at that. Stubbornness has its moment.

			So, I gave myself some homework. I picked a dozen of my all-time favorite short stories. I read them again as a reader, then re-read each several times as a writer. I picked them apart. I mapped them out, trying to reverse engineer the plot outlines. I studied the balance of dialogue to narrative. 

			In doing so, I fell in love all over again with short fiction. There was a special kind of magic there. Different from the magic in novels or poetry. Instead of being limited by brevity, the short story writers built on it, and this made me realize why those stories worked so well for me as a kid. Because the short form doesn’t have room for much world building, the writer gives the reader only as much as is necessary to grasp the concept, and assumes that dedicated readers will fill in those blanks and build-out that world. Because the short form did not have several chapters of front matter to get readers up to speed, they rely on in media res — with things happening from page one. Because the short form did not always have time for tidy endings, the resolution (in whole or part) was often left to the imagination of the reader.

			Such incredible secrets to discover. Or, to understand as a writer having intuited them as a reader.

			I wrote that short story. A Sherlock Holmes piece, as I mentioned. Today, just before settling in to write this foreword, I finished my 161st short story. Nowadays I love it when an editor reaches out to ask me for a short story. 

			Which brings me to this collection.

			I had been invited up to speak at a Temecula Valley Writers and Illustrators monthly meeting. Writer groups run hot and cold. I’ve given a fair number of such talks, and afterward I had a chance to engage in some deep conversations with the members. There were all kinds of writers who did pieces of varying length in various forms and genres. Screenwriters, novelists, memoirists, literary writers, genre fiction writers, poets, playwrights, and more. And one of the really fun things was that this wasn’t a group of well-intentioned dilettantes but actual writers. By that I do not necessarily mean all successfully published or even prolific writers. What I discovered was that they were all serious about being writers. Serious about the craft of storytelling and serious about what Mark Twain once called “a good story, well told.”

			There were some at entry level and others with a shelf-full of their published works. There was a joyfulness in the air of that meeting and the conversations afterward. Here were people who had stories to tell, and were going to tell them with their whole heart and with real skill. There was a lot of talent in that room.

			This book reflects that.

			These stories are not all in the same genre. Far from it. This book, and the forthcoming companion volume, explore not only a range of engaging storytelling themes, but they showcase the range of this form. Short stories are magic windows, some that go into strange directions and explore arcane themes but also stories about our very own world right here/right now. And all of them take inspiration from Temecula Valley…itself a magical realm. 

			

			In its way, this is a very successful presentation of the scope of what short fiction can accomplish, even when the central inspiration is a real place. These stories look deeper into this part of California, discovering all kinds of stories wanting to be told. 

			I love these pieces. I want to read more. My guess is that you’ll love them, too…and want to read more.

			So, out of my love for the short story and my delight in knowing the stories here are good stories that are well told…I invite you to sit back, get comfy, and turn the page.

			There’s magic here, waiting….

			Jonathan Maberry

			San Diego, California

			July 2024
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			“Coyote”
Illustration by Marco
Acrylic

			Marco

			My artwork can best be described as Abstract Expressionism, Cubism and Post-Impressionism and sometimes a combination of all three. I love to explore multiple colors and textures while aiming to create a balance between the familiar and the abstract. I often play with scale and add multiple layers of paint and colors to better capture depth, movement and mood. I tend to anthropomorphize my paintings so I feel that every piece I create takes on a life of its own directed by itself.

			Learn more about the Art of Marco at jmarcogallery.com
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			SCENE ONE

			BADGER vs. BULLDOG

			A TALE OF THE RAMONA INN

			
Story by Bonnie Shennum

			Illustrations by Bonnie Martland
Ink & Watercolor

			________________________________

		


			Nineteen-year-old Elizabeth Price bent to ruffle the ears of her old wire-haired terrier, Max, trying her best to appear self-confident. “I’m ready, Mother!” she called from the foyer. She heard the measured click of heels on wooden floors as her mother approached from the sitting room. 

			“I do wish you would reconsider this journey, Elizabeth,” she fretted. “It’s much too far.” 

			Elizabeth stifled a groan. “It’s only to Temecula, Mother. More of a jaunt than a journey, I’d say.” Despite her airiness, Elizabeth was inwardly anxious. She had never been on an overnight trip alone before. But when she learned about the acts of brutality against animals taking place at a Temecula hotel, she knew she had to act. She summoned a bold face and declared, “Besides, Mother, it’s for a worthy cause.” 

			“Ah, yes,” her mother sniffed. “Your Society of Animals.”

			Elizabeth resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “It’s the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals,” she said with exaggerated patience. “It was at your urging, if you recall, that I become involved with a charitable organization.”

			“Yes, yes.” Her mother waved a dismissive hand. “It wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, but I should have predicted you would find some way to save the animals. You always did have a soft spot for them,” she said gently. “I just don’t understand why you must travel to the outskirts of nowhere for a badger.”

			“Pitting dogs against badgers is particularly cruel and vile, Mother! Los Angeles has already clamped down on dog fighting thanks to the Society’s efforts. But some of the less civilized and remote areas are still engaging in this so-called sport,” she stated distastefully. “I’ve heard from a good source that a certain hotel in Temecula regularly partakes in this horrible form of entertainment, and I intend to stop it.”

			“And how will you do that, Elizabeth? These sorts of activities tend to attract a particularly rough crowd of people.” Her brow crinkled in that way it did when she was more worried than disapproving. “What makes you think they will listen to a city girl like you?”

			“I haven’t entirely figured everything out, Mother,” she said kindly, mindful of her mother’s apprehension. “Much will depend, I suppose, upon the owner of the establishment and his willingness to listen to reason and compassion.”

			“Well, I do wish you would reconsider an escort,” she said with an exaggerated sigh.

			“Mother!” Elizabeth moaned, stooping to pick up her traveling case. “It’s 1923. Women work outside the home. We can even vote now! It’s perfectly acceptable to travel without a man. Now, can we please go? My train leaves in an hour.”

			
*  *  *

			The southbound train slowly gathered speed as it huffed out of the Los Angeles station. Temecula was 80 miles away, which would put Elizabeth there around dusk. Her destination was The Ramona Inn. Elizabeth felt a mixture of exhilaration and fear at the boldness of her undertaking, something she would never admit to her mother. She settled into the journey, watching the oak-specked hills roll by. In the aisle just ahead of her, a young woman, heavy with child, was trying to wrestle a suitcase into the overhead bin while corralling an exuberant boy of around ten. Elizabeth removed her shawl and set it on the seat next to her handbag.

			“May I offer you some assistance?” she asked, rising to help the flustered woman.

			“Oh, thank you, Miss!” the woman said, placing a protective hand over her belly. “That’s very kind of you. I’m finding it harder and harder to lift anything the least bit heavy,” She stepped back to allow Elizabeth to help. “Willie!” she scolded her boy. “Will you please sit down and wait patiently?” Willie plunked himself down in the seat next to Elizabeth’s with a pout.

			“There you are, Ma’am,” Elizabeth smiled as she tucked the woman’s case securely onto the rack.

			“Thank you so much,” the woman said, offering Elizabeth a nickel for her trouble.

			“Oh, no, Ma’am,” Elizabeth said, refusing the coin. “It was my pleasure. Have a nice journey.” It wasn’t long before the gentle rocking of the train and the warm compartment lulled her to sleep. 

			
*  *  *

			The jarring whistle and sudden squeal of brakes jolted Elizabeth out of her doze. Passengers were spilling into the aisle, dragging traveling cases by handles and children by hands as they exited the train. More passengers shuffled aboard. The conductor cried out, “Next stop, Temecula station!” Elizabeth felt her heart rate increase; the trip had gone much faster than she had anticipated. All around her were strange new faces, Willie and his mother must have exited the train while she was napping.

			She was suddenly filled with nervous tension, pondering the best approach to take with the owner of the Inn. Appeal to his decency? Educate him on the growing social movement of animal welfare? Elizabeth’s hands twisted in her lap, her palms sweaty. 

			Outside, daylight was waning, and again came the shrill whistle signaling the next stop on the south-bound route: Temecula.

			Elizabeth rose and collected her bag. She appeared to be the only person getting off at this stop. As she stepped onto the platform, she took in the scene before her. It didn’t look anything like Los Angeles. A rutted dirt road ran straight through the middle of the small town. On her right, an emigrant office was shuttered for the day. On her left, a mercantile was still open for business. She headed in that direction, her thoughts on a cold soda pop. Traveling had made her thirsty. 

			Elizabeth selected a cherry soda and took it to the counter to pay. “Good afternoon,” she greeted the shopkeeper, “can you please direct me to the Ramona Inn?” 

			“Just across the street, Miss, on the corner of Main and 1st. You can’t miss it,” he said, ringing her up for five cents on the register.

			“Thank you,” said Elizabeth, opening her handbag. Her purse was gone. A sick feeling overcame her as she recalled the incident with the woman and the boy on the train and realized she’d been tricked.

			“Are you all right, Miss?” the shopkeeper asked, taking in Elizabeth’s pale face and trembling hands.

			Elizabeth found she couldn’t speak. A belt of fear cinched her chest as she turned and bolted out the front door of the mercantile, leaving the soda behind on the counter.

			

			
*  *  *

			The sun dipped below the boulder-studded mountains to the west, casting the street in murky shadows. A sudden stiff breeze whipped down through the valley, snatching at Elizabeth’s hair and chilling the beads of sweat on her forehead. Alone in the middle of the unlit road, Elizabeth fought to corral her galloping thoughts and slow the jack-hammering in her chest. What was she going to do? She was alone in a strange town, miles from home. All of her money and her return ticket to Los Angeles had been stolen! The street scene before her blurred as panicky tears rose. 

			She took a deep, shuddering breath. Maybe Mother was right, she thought with dismay; she should have had an escort. “No!” she proclaimed aloud into the gloom. “I can do this,” she muttered with a sniffle. Elizabeth dabbed her tears away with the hem of her shawl, then squared her shoulders. She had come here full of righteous self-confidence to chastise this man for his actions. She realized she would just have to change tactics, now that she was in need of his charity. She forced herself to focus on her mission. One way or another, she intended to see it through. On wobbly legs, she set off across the darkening street toward the only other building that seemed to be open in this Godforsaken place.

			
*  *  *

			

			On the corner of Main and 1st, an imposing two story building loomed. ‘Ramona Inn’ was painted across the front in bold red lettering. A wooden sign advertised ‘Rooms to Rent’ and ‘Refreshments.’ A wide porch ran the length of the front of the hotel where two men in cowboy garb loitered. They gawked openly as Elizabeth approached. 

			“Evening, Ma’am,” one of the men said, tipping his hat toward Elizabeth as his eyes tipped toward her chest.

			“Good evening,” Elizabeth stammered, cinching her shawl tightly around her. “I have a small dilemma.” She noted the two men exchange glances. Elizabeth gulped. Her throat felt as if she’d swallowed a fistful of gravel. “I have, unfortunately, been the victim of a burglary and find myself temporarily without financial means.”

			“That so?” the tall man said with a leer. “Well now, that is unfortunate.” He pushed himself languidly off the rail and took a step closer to Elizabeth, who resisted the urge to take two steps backward. “Seems as if you need to raise a few dollars to help with your dilemma.”

			Suddenly, the front door swung open with a bang. A good-looking man in his forties stepped onto the porch. His dark hair was slicked back with enough pomade to grease a wagon wheel. One corner of his thinly mustached mouth turned up in what could only be described as a mischievous smirk. He strode toward the two cowboys like he owned the place. “Boyd and Lodi Callen. You wouldn’t be harassing this fine lady as she enters my establishment, now, would you?”

			Boyd and Lodi exchanged nervous looks. Boyd, the tall one, answered the man. “No, sir, Mr. Winkels. The young lady was jus’ relatin’ to us that she got her purse filched on the train into town.”

			“Did she, now?” Winkels mused, offering Elizabeth a sympathetic smile. He turned back to the Callens, “You two cowpokes behave yourselves or ride on out,” he said, ending the conversation. He then extended an arm to Elizabeth, which she tentatively took. “Welcome to the Ramona Inn. I am the proprietor of this establishment, Joe Winkels. Please, come inside so that we may discuss your predicament.” He held the door and made a small bow towards Elizabeth as she entered the building.

			
*  *  *

			Inside, the room was dimly lit and subdued. Elizabeth noticed a fellow at one end of a long bar drinking from a coffee mug; other than that, the bar was empty. In the center of the room, two men playing pool glanced up briefly, then went back to their game. In the far corner, five stern-faced men absorbed in a poker match didn’t even bother to look up. Near the rear of the building was a door that had the words ‘The Stables’ painted on it. She could hear muffled music and laughter coming from somewhere. “May I offer you some refreshment?” Joe asked with a roguish grin. Elizabeth was still parched from her journey but hesitated. 

			

			“That is kind of you to offer, Mr. Winkels, but as the gentleman on the porch explained….”

			Joe snorted, “I would hardly call Lodi Callen a gentleman. And as to your current plight, consider me at your service. I am always delighted to welcome a new guest to the Ramona Inn. Especially one as pretty as you,” he added, smiling widely beneath his thin mustache.

			Elizabeth felt a surge of uneasiness. She’d come expecting to confront a heartless and surly owner of a seedy hotel. It would be much harder to discuss the reason for her visit now that she was on the receiving end of his hospitality. Her stomach knotted, wondering at what cost that hospitality would come. 

			“I greatly appreciate your generosity, Mr. Winkels,” she said tentatively. “I will send repayment promptly when I return home.”

			“It is my pleasure,” he said, waving away her offer. “And please call me Joe. I didn’t catch your name?” He extended his hand.

			“Elizabeth Price,” she said, giving his hand a quick shake.

			“Very pleased to meet you, Lizzy…may I call you Lizzy? Elizabeth sounds so formal. The Ramona Inn is a place for relaxation and amusement. We don’t stand on formalities here.”

			She was in no position to object, so she just nodded with a thin smile.

			“Well, let’s get you something to drink, shall we?” Joe took her arm once more and led her past the bar to ‘The Stables.’

			
*  *  *

			They climbed a narrow staircase which opened onto another bar. Voices and music swelled, and a thick cloud of smoke enveloped them as Joe ushered her inside. Glasses clinked and laughter erupted from one of the tables. Women dressed in fringed tunics swayed to the music of a live jazz band. Unlike downstairs, this room was packed with patrons. Joe led Elizabeth through the throng to the far end of the smoke-filled lounge. Several well-dressed men reclined on leather furniture, puffing cigars. Young ladies in shimmering beaded dresses flitted about, chattering or dancing to the music. A woman with platinum blonde hair and a red headband sat flirtatiously on the knee of one of the men, one arm slung lazily around his neck, the other holding a wine glass. 

			Elizabeth realized with a start that she was in a speakeasy. She had heard all about these illegal operations serving bootleg liquor but never dreamed she’d be inside one. If only Mother could see her now!

			“Well, Lizzy Price, what are you drinking?” Joe asked cordially, raising one hand casually to signal the bartender, who gave a nod and headed over immediately. 

			“I would like a lemonade, please, if you have it,” she said. Joe looked at her as if she’d asked for a glass of pond water.

			“Two whiskeys…and a lemonade,” he said to the bartender who quickly fetched their drinks. To her surprise, he handed her one of the small glasses of amber liquid and lifted the other in a toast. “Cheers!” he said and swallowed the whole thing in a single gulp. Elizabeth took a small sip, just to be polite, and nearly gasped as the fiery liquid burned her throat and nostrils.

			Joe smiled, took the glass from her, and poured it into her lemonade. “Here, try that,” he said. “This seems to be the way the ladies like their booze. We call it a cocktail. So, what brings you to Temecula, Lizzy?” 

			Elizabeth froze, wondering if she should even broach the subject of the dog and badger fights. Her situation had taken such an unexpected turn. If she angered or offended the man, she might find herself sleeping on the street tonight. She took a big slug of her spiked lemonade. It was surprisingly refreshing.

			
*  *  *

			Fortunately for Elizabeth they were interrupted by a bespectacled gentleman in his thirties. “Good evening, folks,” he said seriously. “I see Joe has a new inductee to his Blind Pig.”

			“Blind pig?” Elizabeth questioned. She hoped it wasn’t another form of animal cruelty.

			Joe explained. “The Stables,” he gestured around the room. “A speakeasy. Blind pig refers to the local cops who mostly look the other way. Especially here in Temecula. Being halfway between Los Angeles and San Diego, the marshal can’t be bothered. As for our guests, The Ramona Inn attracts a fair share of celebrities,” he said with a touch of pride, gesturing toward the newcomer.

			“Erle Stanley Gardner,” the man extended his hand. He was square-jawed with intense eyes behind his wire-rimmed spectacles. 

			“Erle, I’d like to introduce you to my new friend, Lizzy Price from…” He turned to Elizabeth. “My apologies, Miss Price. I neglected to inquire where you are from?”

			“Los Angeles,” Elizabeth stated. “I’m here to—”

			“Ah, yes,” interjected Erle. “Another traveler on the road of life passing through the way station that is Temecula.” Elizabeth gave his hand a modest shake. “I, too, reside permanently in Los Angeles. But I find myself drawn back time and time again to this charming hamlet.”

			“Mr. Gardner here is an author,” explained Joe. “In case you couldn’t tell,” he added with a wink.

			“Also, a lawyer, sportsman, world traveler and boxing promoter,” Gardner added. 

			“Miss Price finds herself without a return ticket to Los Angeles. Might you be able to drive her on your trip home, Erle?” Joe inquired.

			“That depends,” Gardner said. “I plan on staying awhile. At least for the big fight tomorrow night. Jack Dempsey, the world heavyweight champ and Luis Firpo, the Argentinian. They’ve been going at each other for months. It should be quite the showdown.” He upended his drink and pushed his spectacles up his narrow nose, studying Elizabeth. “Not a boxing fan, I take it?”

			“Well, I don’t really follow sports much. Where is the match taking place?”

			“Right here at the Ramona Inn!” Joe boasted. “Got a full boxing ring upstairs. People will be coming for miles around to see The Wild Bull take on The Mauler. You really should see it, Lizzy.”

			Erle turned to Elizabeth. “If you decide to stay, I will gladly give you a ride back with me in the morning.”

			“C’mon, Miss Price. You don’t want to miss the thrills, do you?” Joe cajoled.

			“Well, I….” Elizabeth felt her resolve weakening. She had never seen a boxing match before. It did sound awfully exciting. Besides, she had little other choice. 

			“C’mon, show her the ring, Joe!” Erle urged. 

			“It would be my pleasure,” Joe said, extending his arm to Elizabeth.

			
*  *  *

			They proceeded down a long hallway, passing numbered doors and eventually arrived at an unmarked door secured with a heavy padlock. Joe stooped and unlocked it, opening the door with a flourish. The boxing ring was actually a square, slightly raised off the floor. Four padded corner posts and ropes were all that separated the spectators from the brawl about to take place. On the walls of the arena hung framed black and white photographs of shirtless men in the boxing ring, muscles rippling as punches flew, frozen in time. 

			“Impressive, no?” asked Erle.

			Elizabeth tried to picture the room shoulder to shoulder with people yelling and rooting for their favorite champ. It was bound to be an exciting night. “Yes,” she said, smiling. “I think I will stay for the show.”

			And then she saw it. A sign on the wall advertising ‘Bulldog and Badger Fights Out Back.’ Elizabeth felt a shudder course through her body. It was one thing for human beings to make a conscious decision to beat each other up for sport, quite another for an innocent creature to be forced to. 

			“Wonderful!” Joe exclaimed, clearly pleased. “Now, if you don’t mind. I have some hotel business to attend to,” he stated importantly. “I’m sure Erle will keep you entertained. Not to worry, he is a perfect gentleman.” He looked at Gardner then added, “Erle, you should introduce her to Buster.” They exited the ring, Joe carefully locking the door behind him.

			
*  *  *

			“Mr. Gardner—” began Elizabeth apprehensively as they made their way back to the lounge.

			“Please, call me Erle.” 

			“Erle, what do you know about the badger and bulldog fights? Is that something that really occurs here?” Elizabeth felt her pulse pounding. This was her mission, the reason for her journey.

			“Oh, yes, Lizzy. It is a foul and disgusting display of depravity. I, for one, can barely stomach it.” Despite his repulsion, Elizabeth couldn’t help but notice a slight lift at one corner of the man’s mouth, as if he were secretly amused.

			“Well, I think the practice is barbaric!” she stated more forcefully than she had intended. “Innocent animals torn to shreds or left grievously wounded to die! This can’t be permitted!” She paused to regain her composure before continuing. “Perhaps, if you find it as objectionable as I, you could join me in appealing to Mr. Winkels to put an end to it?” She took another big gulp of her lemonade, feeling unusually emboldened.

			“Lizzy, Joe is a businessman first and foremost. This form of…entertainment…draws folks from all over to his Inn.” He looked at her solemnly, “But, Lizzy….”

			Suddenly, the door to the lounge swung open and in walked a hulk of a man. Well over six feet tall, he looked like he’d been chiseled from a block of granite. He was accompanied, almost comically, by a diminutive stony-faced gentleman in a pork pie hat. 

			 “That’s Jack Dempsey and Buster Keaton,” explained Erle. “The big guy is the one who’s going to be fighting tomorrow,” he added, as if that needed explanation. “Buster’s in film. Interesting fellow. He never smiles, so don’t take it personally. They call him The Great Stoney Face. Come, let me introduce you.”

			But before introductions could be made, Joe Winkels burst into the lounge with Ellie
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