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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This is a work of fiction.  All names, characters, places, businesses and incidents are used fictitiously 
and are purely the product of the author’s imagination.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or 
dead, business establishments or locales is entirely coincidental.
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or Florence Hotson, 
through whose warmth and hospitality

this story began.
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THE SECOND VERDICT

CHAPTER ONE

Beads of sweat trickled down Ryan Edloe’s face as he stood in the shadow of what simply had 
to be a bad dream, a nightmare, but it was not. As the silhouette edged ever closer to him, a voice that 
whispered, yet uttered its words in a growl, pierced the silence.

“It has been written that vengeance belongs to the Lord. Those words had meaning where you 
came from, but they mean nothing here.” 

A thick mist of steam accompanied the words leaving a foul odor in the frigid air.
“Vengeance can be yours if you so choose.”
“Vengeance for what?” Ryan stuttered, not knowing where he was or how he got there.
The voice grew louder. “Don’t you know what place this is?”
Ryan tried to look around, but instead closed his eyes tightly and began to chant aloud, “This is 

just a dream. It’s not real. I’m going to wake up and it will all be over. It’s just a dream.”
As he spoke, he felt something tearing at the flesh of his right forearm. He looked down to see 

his shirt torn and his blood quickly soaking the tattered fabric.
“Tell me Edloe,” the voice spoke mockingly, “is that your imagination or your blood running 

down your arm?”
Ryan’s eyes watched as blood began to drip from his hand. Then, as if no longer under his 

control, his eyes slowly drifted upwards towards the shadow. As he watched, a figure began to emerge 
from the darkness. He was unable to identify it. It had the legs of a wild animal, but stood upright as a 
man. Its skin appeared weathered and wrinkled, but it had the muscles and posture of a youth. But more
than anything else, Ryan noticed the horns. The head of the beast had at least ten of them, and one 
appeared to have its own eye. 

Ryan was frozen with fear at the sight of the beast. It’s eyes pierced his flesh and penetrated his 
soul. 

“I am offering you that which only I can offer; true revenge. I’m offering you the opportunity to
exact your pound of flesh, to make the person responsible for your being here pay. I’m offering you the 
opportunity to watch his fear and savor his pain, and to witness his transformation, by your own hand, 
from sanity to utter madness. And all I ask in return is the pleasure of your company as my guest.”

Before Ryan could answer, his vision became blurred, and the image of the beast began to fade 
as if he were moving rapidly away from it.

“This time it was not to be,” the beast roared angrily, “but rest assured our paths will cross 
again.”

The image of what he had just seen melted into a blur of bright lights. As his eyes began to 
focus, the white coat of a medical attendant came into view.

“He’s back,” were the only words Ryan could make out as a siren screamed in the background.
Ryan’s heart pounded in his chest. He looked up with indescribable relief at the man attending 

to him.
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“How did we miss that?” the paramedic asked, pointing to a wound on Ryan’s arm.
“I don’t know,” a voice answered from behind him, “but it’s bleeding like a son of a bitch. Put a

few butterflies on it and wrap it up before we lose him again.”
Ryan’s eyes nervously crept downward until they saw the gash on his forearm. For a second his 

body felt a distinct chill and he could smell the stench as his mind unwillingly replayed the last few 
moments of a memory that would haunt him for the rest of his life. 

The ambulance screamed past the window in a small examining room on it’s way to the ER 
entrance. 

Brad Martin listened as the siren faded into the silence of the cold January air.
“Take a deep breath and hold it, or would you rather turn your head and cough?” The doctor 

was trying to be funny, but Brad found no humor in his remarks. Brad sat, his shirt unbuttoned, on the 
edge of the examination table with a cold stethoscope pressed to his chest. It was Tuesday, and Tuesday
meant the first of a twice-weekly visit to the hospital for treatment. Although Brad seemed a normal, 
healthy man of some thirty-three years, his body was fighting a disease which had, thanks to the 
experimental program in which he was participating, gone into remission. It was his intention, as it was
the intention of those treating him, that it stayed that way.

“So far, so good,” the doctor commented as he made his notes in what looked like a foreign 
language on the chart. “I feel guardedly optimistic about your condition.”

“Guardedly optimistic,” Brad repeated, “did someone write that for you guys or did you make it
up on your own?”

The doctor looked at him not knowing if he was serious or just kidding.
“That must be the most used line in the medical profession,” Brad scoffed as he slid down off 

the examination table and began to button his shirt.
“No, you're wrong,” the doctor argued. “That is by no means the most commonly used phrase in

the medical profession.”
Bred turned and faced the doctor. “Then what is?”
“Do you have insurance or are you paying for this yourself?” The doctor smiled, realizing that it

was all in fun, or at least partly so. “You can go back out to the lounge for a bit. If everyone gets here 
on time, we'll start the treatments in about twenty minutes.”

Brad tucked his shirt in. He was very conscious of his appearance. It was important to him. He 
believed it said a lot about a person, the way they kept themselves. Feeling sufficiently presentable, he 
walked over to the door and through it into the adjoining room.

The room was quite large and impressively appointed. It was constructed for the purpose of 
socializing, sort of a lounge where the patients could sit and talk while they waited for their treatments 
to begin. It was divided with furniture into sections. Couches and chairs were arranged in squares, and 
it was within one of these squares that four people, whose paths otherwise would never have crossed, 
became friends, and later, much more.

Despite the size of the room, it was never occupied by more than a few people at a time. 
Although the original purpose of this facility was to provide a very specialized experimental treatment 
to a large number of patients, numerous unforeseen budget cuts reduced the number of participants to a 
small handful. Consequently the room remained silent much of the time.
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Brad took his usual seat in a small cluster of chairs next to a couch by the treatment room door. 
He was always the first one there, the first of the four in his treatment group. He hated to be late. It was 
just his nature. The therapy offered by the center was a welcome alternative to accepting his condition 
and facing its consequences. 

Brad was a writer and had been for most of his adult life. His accomplishments consisted 
mainly of novels and short stories. Although he had been reasonably successful, he was still waiting for
that one thought, that one idea that would spark a best seller, and put him on top. His affliction, 
contrary to what many might think, did not hamper his ability to write. If anything, it enhanced it. He 
looked at life from a different perspective because of it. It had become his mission to write something 
so unique, so spectacular, that it would live on far beyond his limited years. And as he sat in the lounge 
of the treatment center this particular morning, he had no idea how close he was to actually living 
something that was more incredible and outrageous than anything he could have ever imagined.  

Brad was an exceptionally cautious individual in every aspect of his life except his stock 
trading. He took risks and long shots in the market more frequently than most would, and almost 
without fail, they paid off for him. This was the only area of his life in which he allowed any risk. 
Every other action was carefully planned and thoughtfully executed. He did very little spontaneously 
and nothing impulsively. This made him a more prudent individual, but it also made him a little boring 
at times. 

But Brad was happy with his life, or what he had left of it. He had been involved in several 
short, uneventful relationships with a couple of different women. None of them to this point had 
impressed him much past the invitation of a second date. I guess he wasn't really looking for a long-
term relationship. Nonetheless, his drive and determination to change his perception of his own 'long 
term' were the reasons he found himself sitting in the lounge of the treatment center this and every 
Tuesday and Thursday afternoon.

The same picture greeted Arthur Jensen each time he arrived for treatment; Brad sitting in the 
same place with his feet propped up on the coffee table in front of him reading a newspaper. Arthur 
would always arrive shortly after Brad. He was a stock broker, and since Brad invested in the stock 
market as heavily as his book royalties would allow, he and Brad always had something to talk about.

Arthur was the much-envied happily married man with a beautiful wife and two children.  His 
visits to the center were, in his mind, more for his wife's benefit than his own. Being ex-military and a 
combat veteran afforded him a certain toughness, but deep down inside he knew he was doing the right 
thing by coming here. That was very important to Arthur, doing the right thing. He saw so much around
him that was unfair and many times despaired over his inability to do anything about it. All of that 
however, was about to change.

Of Arthur's two children, one was as close to being the perfect child as any parent could hope 
for, and the other was as far from it as any parent could imagine. The younger of the two, his son, was a
typical nine-year-old, and responsible for nowhere near as many headaches for his dad as was his sister.
Angie was sixteen, a very dangerous age indeed. With all the confidence in the world, she was as 
outspoken as Arthur was steadfast.  

Despite the ongoing dissension with Angie, Arthur and his family were living the American 
dream. The only dark side to this dream was the reason Arthur was in the lounge this morning with 
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Brad.
“What's the temperature on Wall Street this week, Arthur?” Brad asked as Arthur took his place 

on the couch.
 “Don't ever have a daughter,” Arthur said, as if not even hearing Brad. “I'm telling you, you'll 

live to regret it!”
 “I take it this has nothing to do with stocks,” Brad muttered under his breath as he shuffled 

through some papers, trying his best to keep a straight face. 
“Purple hair, she wants purple hair. She even bought some purple hair dye. Sandy found it in the

bathroom. I didn’t even know they made that stuff in purple.”
“I've seen that before,” Brad recalled, staring pretentiously into the air. “I saw a tall, skinny girl 

in a long white coat with purple hair once. She looked just like a grape lollipop!”
“That doesn't make me feel any better, Brad.” Arthur peered at him over the top of his reading 

glasses. “How the hell do you deal with purple hair? When I was young we had long hair, sure, but 
that's the way it grew. It was perfectly natural; hair grows, but purple hair?”

“Look Arthur, she's probably doing all this to be attractive to her peers. Don't you have any high
school kids working part time at your office that you could introduce her to, you know, somebody from
the mail room or something?”

“I doubt she'd go for anyone that conservative. Besides, she's too young. Anyway, the last guy 
she brought home had three earrings in each ear.”

“You have a tattoo,” Brad countered.
“It’s from the Marine Corps. Quit siding with her, you're supposed to be an adult.”
The conversation paused as the two exchanged some papers. “This is what I have to invest,” 

Brad stated with confidence, handing a cashier’s check to Arthur. “This is my gambling money for the 
quarter, and I’ve picked a company that I want to invest in.  Don’t worry, I’ve done my research.”

Brad handed Arthur a copy of the stock page from the newspaper with a circle around his 
choice.

“You could lose it all,” Arthur warned. “It’s a start up company with a lot of debt, not to 
mention some well established competition.”

“I’m willing to take that chance,” Brad said confidently.
“Do you know something that I don’t?” Arthur asked.
“I always side with the underdog,” Brad admitted.
“I hope you know what you’re doing.” Arthur shook his head as he tucked Brad’s check away in

his briefcase.
The conversation was interrupted by the sound of the wind howling through one of the main 

entry doors as it opened.
Derek Williams was perhaps the only member of the group who led anything close to an 

average lifestyle, at least by today's standards. He was also the youngest. It seemed so unfair that a 
young man of twenty-four should be dealing with a life threatening disease such as this, but he 
persevered. He and his wife enjoyed a modest existence. Derek worked in a local iron works plant. His 
wife, Katie, worked for one of the city's newspapers and was pregnant with their first child.

Derek was a positive, optimistic person despite his condition. He was running a race not only 
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against time, but also against life itself; the life of his unborn child. No matter what, he knew he would 
experience at least some of the joys of being a father. His drive and determination were a testament to 
that.

Money was always a concern, or at least a serious consideration with Derek and Katie. It 
seemed there were always as many bills as there was income. They always managed to make ends 
meet, although those ends never did get to know each other very well. Money though, had never been 
the driving force in their relationship. 

Derek viewed Arthur as a sort of father figure, and Brad as an older brother. Despite the fact 
that their lots in life were significantly different, once inside the treatment center, the playing field 
became enigmatically level and each of them viewed one another in those terms.

“How's that beautiful wife of yours, Derek?’ Brad asked as Derek took his seat in the chair 
adjacent to Arthur.

“Pregnant and beautiful as ever,” was always his answer.
“Yeah, there's something about a pregnant woman,” Arthur spoke with a certain reminiscent 

conviction. Brad sat back and listened with a distant smile. Never having been married, he could only 
imagine what it must be like.

“So how are things at the plant?” Arthur asked.
“We're still working so I guess everything's alright, but you two guys couldn’t relate to that 

concept could you?” Derek remarked with some degree of false sarcasm. 
“Hey, I was young and struggling once too,” Arthur spoke in his own defense. 
Before the conversation could go any further, the unmistakable footsteps of the technician 

became audible as he made his way down the flight of stairs and into the lounge. He pushed open the 
doors as the rustling sound of the pages on his clipboard signaled the treatments were about to begin. 

“Where is the other one?” he inquired without looking up from his notes. Somehow he knew 
one of them was absent. There was a brief moment of silence that was soon broken by Derek. 

“Well you know how rich folks are.” He was referring to Evan Marshall. Evan really was rich. 
His father made sure of that. Dear old dad was very wealthy and never gave his son a chance to make 
anything of himself. Despite the best intentions of his father, Evan turned out alright. His dedication to 
the institute and his treatments occasionally became side tracked by more immediate concerns, usually 
women. Most were just after his money and usually got enough to make it an even trade, or at best, a 
modest compromise. Today's absence indicated there was a compromise in the works, or at least there 
was last night. 

Brad leaned over to Arthur, “I'd rather be getting laid than be sitting here myself.”
“Especially if she's one of Evan's girlfriends,” Arthur whispered.
“I thought you were a happily married man?” Brad added in an artificially surprised voice.
“Hey, I can look, can't I?” Arthur argued as they walked through the doors into the treatment 

room. 
“Sure, but it would be like a dog chasing a car. What would you do if you caught her? 
“Not a damned thing,” Arthur replied without even thinking. “Not a damned thing.”
The doors closed slowly behind them leaving an echo that faded away into the silence of the 

empty room.
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Two and a half sobering hours later, the three men made their way down the corridor to the 
parking garage. The conversation was usually a bit more guarded and restrained after the treatment 
session.

“You've been kind of quiet today Derek,” Arthur noticed, “Anything wrong?”
“Nothing that I can't handle,” he answered.
“Anything we can do to help?” Brad asked.
“No, it's no big deal.”
“No, come on. What’s wrong?” Brad insisted.

 “Well, the plant discontinued its monthly production bonuses,” Derek explained. “I had planned
to do something special for Katie this month with my bonus. I just like to do something every now and 
then to show her how special she is, but by the time we pay the bills and my share of these treatment 
costs, there's nothing left. Plus, I have to pass up two days worth of over-time every week to make 
these sessions. Sometimes I feel like quitting these treatments and spending whatever time I have left 
living a normal life.”

“Wrong!” Brad snapped, almost shouting. “These treatments are our only chance. You owe it to 
her to do everything you can do to grow old together.”

“You're right, I know. Sometimes I get to feeling sorry for myself, that’s all.”
As the three men buttoned up their coats and prepared to face the frigid January weather, Brad 

slipped something into Derek's shirt pocket. 
“Isn't it your birthday today?” he asked.
“No, not until June, why?”
“Didn't your parents ever teach you not to argue with your elders?” Brad slapped him on the 

back before he could answer. “You're never too old to learn. We'll see you on Thursday.”
Arthur smiled, knowing what Brad had done.
Brad and Arthur left Derek zipping up his coat. After the doors had completely closed, he 

reached into his pocket. In his fingers was a fifty-dollar bill. Part of him felt bad for taking it, though he
knew he shouldn’t.

The trip home that night found Derek making a mental list of restaurants and movies that he and
his wife had talked about. Should they do dinner and a movie, or a dinner and some shopping? Should 
he bring her flowers, or should he surprise her with a gift? Before he was able to make any decisions, 
he was turning onto a quiet street lined with modest wood frame houses. 

As he approached his house something seemed different. There were no lights on. Katie usually 
met him at the door on treatment days. He pulled into the driveway and turned off the car’s headlights, 
waiting for the motion light on the front of the garage to come on. It didn’t. He was sure now that 
something was wrong. Opening the car door, he ran across the yard and up the porch steps. He threw 
open the front door, paying little attention to the splintered and broken wood as he called out Katie's 
name. There was no reply. 

A dim line of light under the bedroom door was the only light in the house. He made his way 
down the dark hallway and opened the door. Inside he found Katie lying on the bed, her head facing the
wall. He touched her arm thinking she was sleeping. She tensed to his touch. He took her by the arm 
and gently turned her to face him. His eyes widened and his heart began to pound at what he saw. Her 
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eyes were both swollen almost completely shut. A large bruise had risen on her left cheek. Several cuts 
on her arms had left trails of dried blood to her hands.

“What happened?” Derek asked trying to control his hysteria. “Who did this?”
A single teardrop trickled down Katie's cheek. “I tried to get away, but I just can't move very 

fast any more.”
“Come on!” Derek picked her up from the bed and carried her through the house to the car. As 

they passed through the living room, he noticed the absence of his TV and computer. He carried her 
down the steps and over to the passenger side of the car. Opening the door, he carefully sat her in the 
seat, doing his best to maintain his composure. He fastened the seat belt around her and assured her that
everything would be alright. As they backed out of the driveway and sped off into the night, the house 
was once again silent.

The floor of the waiting area in the emergency room looks the same no matter where you walk. 
Derek knew this to be true because he had paced every square inch of it. In light of Katie's condition he
was not allowed to go with her into the ER. The fact that she was pregnant was the cause of great 
concern to the attending physician. She was placed on a stretcher and taken through the automatic 
doors. That was forty-five minutes ago. Derek came to hate those doors. He hated the sound they made,
that high-pitched electric whine. Each time the doors opened another helpless victim passed through 
entering into a place to which he was denied entry. One by one they passed through the doors, dozens 
of them. They all went in, but no one ever came out, nor would anyone for another thirty minutes.  

When the doors opened again a lone figure in a white coat emerged and entered the waiting 
room.

“Are you Mr. Williams?”
“Yes, how is my wife?”
“Have you notified the police?” 
“No,” Derek snapped, “I was more concerned about getting my wife to the hospital.”
“Well, we have. The assault on your wife has caused a complication. Do you know how far 

along is she exactly?”
“Almost seven and a half months, why? What kind of complication are you talking about?”
“Your wife was struck at least once in her stomach. This has caused the protective environment 

that surrounds the baby to rupture. In other words, her water has broken. We have no choice but to take 
the baby now. I know it’s a month and a half premature, but we have all the facilities here to deal with a
situation like this.”

“What are the chances the baby will be okay?”
“Right now, fifty-fifty.” Derek's face turned white as he dropped back into the chair behind him.

The doctor knelt down in front of him. 
“I'm needed back in there. I just wanted you to know what was going on and to tell you that we 

are doing everything we can. I'll come back when we know a little more.” 
The doctor stood up and the doors opened, as if they knew he was coming. Before he could pass

through, a stretcher emerged. Katie lay motionless as it passed by him. A nurse followed alongside 
carrying an I.V. bag. Derek jumped to his feet and ran to her. As she passed by he took her hand.
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“Everything's going to be alright, I promise.”
Her eyes gave a brief glimpse of comfort. He held her hand tightly as she was pushed down the 

corridor. Their hands were separated as she entered the elevator. The doors slowly closed leaving Derek
alone in the silence of the empty hallway. 

An overwhelming feeling of helplessness and despair began to overtake him. He needed to talk 
to someone. He slid his hand into his pocket as he walked toward the phones. He pulled his hand from 
his pocket. In it was a fifty-dollar bill.
 

The only light that was on in Brad’s apartment was the lamp next to his computer. He was 
working on the final chapter of his latest project. The phone was ringing as he hit the last few keys to 
complete his thought. He picked up the phone and a cup of coffee at the same time. Derek's voice was 
shaky as he identified himself.

“You're supposed to be out to dinner,” Brad told him sarcastically as he took a sip from the cup.
“I'm at Mid Town Memorial.”
“What's wrong?” Brad put his cup down, splashing the hot coffee on his hand.
“It's Katie. Someone broke into our house. She got beat up pretty bad. They have to take the 

baby tonight.”
Before Derek could say any more, Brad interrupted. “I'll be there in fifteen minutes.”
Derek was checking his watch for the forth time when Brad burst through the waiting room 

doors. 
“Have you heard anything more since we talked?”
“No. No one has even been in here.” The two men sat down next to each other. Brad looked at 

Derek. “You know, no news is usually good news.”
“Of all the houses in this city, why did he have to pick ours? We don't have anything worth 

stealing. Why not rob some rich person? 
“Anybody that would do something like this can't be too smart to begin with. Besides, it could 

have been worse. He could have had a gun.” 
Brad reached into his pocket and pulled out a pack of gum. He took a piece, and then offered a 

piece to Derek. Before he could get it unwrapped, the doctor came into the waiting room and sat down 
on the other side of him.

“How is she?” Derek asked eagerly.
“Well, first I want to congratulate you on the birth of your son. The doctor smiled as he took off 

his glasses.
“My son?” Derek turned to Brad. “I have a son.” He turned back to the doctor. “How is he, and 

how is Katie?”
“He is very premature and because of that he has a very low birth weight. What that means is he

has not had sufficient time to completely develop.”
“But he's alright?” Derek kept pressing the doctor for the answer he wanted.
“His condition is serious. We're by no means out of the woods. We anticipated these 

complications and we’re one of the best equipped facilities in the city to deal with premature births.” 
Derek seemed to be somewhat relieved by the doctor's words. “How’s my wife?” he repeated.
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“She is still sedated. She will be coming down to her room soon-second floor. If you ask at the 
nurse’s station they can give you a room number. You can wait for her there.”

“Is the baby in an incubator?” Brad inquired as the doctor stood up.
“Yes. He will remain there until he has developed to the point that he can better deal with our 

environment, probably a couple of weeks.”
Brad thanked the doctor as he left the room, then led Derek to the nurse’s station. Soon they 

were waiting for Katie in her room. They had been there only a few minutes when someone knocked 
lightly on the door. As the two turned to see who it was, a police officer opened the door to the room 
and identified himself.

“I'm Officer George Grant, Mid Town police. The hospital reported to us that someone in your 
family was the victim of an assault tonight.”

“That's right,” Derek answered, “my wife.” 
“I'll need to ask you some questions.” He turned to Brad. “Would you excuse us for a few 

minutes please?”
Brad looked at Derek, waiting for his unspoken response before leaving him.
“It's okay,” Derek assured him.
“I'll be just outside the door if you need me.”
Brad left the room, taking his cell phone from his pocket.

 The ringing phone in Arthur's kitchen interrupted his daughter's pleadings to stay out an extra 
hour. Brad counted the rings. Arthur was still talking to his daughter as he picked up the phone. “The 
answer is still no…hello.”

“Arthur, it’s me.”
“What's up, Brad?”
“I'm here at Mid Town Memorial. Someone broke into Derek's house and beat the hell out of 

Katie.”
“What? How is she?”
“They had to take the baby. They're both doing as well as can be expected.”
“How is Derek taking it?”
“Not too well. There is a cop talking to him now.”
“Do you need me to come down there?” Arthur asked.
“Not tonight. But if you and Sandy could come tomorrow morning it would probably be a good 

idea.”
“We'll be there.”
Brad slipped the phone back into his pocket just as the door began to open. As the officer 

stepped into the hallway, Brad stopped him. 
“What are the chances of finding the guy that did this?”
“Well, I'll need to talk to his wife and see if we can get a description. Then we'll get her to look 

at some mug books, and if he has ever been arrested before, maybe she'll be able to pick him out. Then 
it will be up to us to find him.”

“What if he doesn't have a record?”
“Then we get his description and start from there.”
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“Since no one was killed, will this case be given very much attention?” Brad asked.
“Lots of crime in this city. We just take them as they come.” With that the officer excused 

himself and continued down the hall.
Brad rejoined Derek in the room. “How did it go?”
“He said they'd do their best to find the guy, but I'll be surprised if they do.” Derek's concerns 

were for his wife. As he spoke, the door was pushed open and Katie was slowly wheeled in. Derek's 
expression changed as he saw Katie. She looked much better than she did at their house. He took her 
hand. Her eyes were still closed, but her fingers softly tightened around his. 

“I'm going to leave you two alone,” Brad said as he picked up his coat. “If you need anything, 
anything at all, you call me. I'll be back in the morning.” 

  Arthur tucked his son into bed and gave him a kiss on his forehead. He walked back downstairs
to his den and began putting some papers he had been reviewing back in his briefcase. As he closed the 
case, his thoughts drifted to Derek. His concern for his friend quickly turned to anger. He found himself
fighting to keep his rage from consuming him as it had a tendency to do. That rage was forced to take 
second place to Derek and Katie's needs, although it would not hold that position for long.
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CHAPTER TWO

Arthur and his wife weaved their way down the corridor as carts carrying the remnants of 
breakfast were being wheeled away. Approaching Katie's room, they noticed the door to be slightly 
ajar. Sandy gently knocked on the open door then peeked into the room. The bed was empty as was the 
chair next to it. Arthur took a couple of steps backwards to the center of the corridor and looked in both
directions. At the far end of the corridor, Derek and Katie were slowly making their way back towards 
the room. Derek was pushing her in a wheelchair. Arthur tapped Sandy on her shoulder and motioned 
for her to follow him. They walked down the corridor and met Derek and Katie halfway.

“We have just seen the most beautiful baby,” Derek said, his eyes gleaming with all the pride of 
a new father as he spoke of his son.

“He’s tiny, but the doctor seems to think he'll be just fine,” Katie added.
Sandy embraced Katie before the four of them made their way back towards Katie's room. As 

Arthur looked at Katie he began to feel the rage building within him again as he saw the cuts and 
bruises on her face. He did his best to mask it.

“When do we get to see this beautiful baby?” Sandy asked.
“For now they're only letting family members into the ICU, but they should be moving him out 

in a few days.”
“We can't wait to see him,” Arthur added. 
As the four made it back to Katie’s room, the fatigue from the trip was evident on her face. 

Derek helped her back into bed, and after a short visit, Arthur and Sandy excused themselves. Katie 
needed to rest, and Arthur had to get to work.

“Is there anything you need, anything we can bring either of you?” Sandy asked on her way out 
the door.

“No,” Derek said as he took Katie's hand. “I've got everything I need right here.” 
“We'll come back tonight,” Sandy promised as she and Arthur left the room.

The next treatment session once again found Brad and Arthur sitting, as they usually did, alone 
in the lounge. The order of rotation as it were, was broken this day by Evan's presence. Evan Marshall 
truly enjoyed the pleasures of life, but he would never miss more than one treatment because of them. 
He was, to a certain degree, the stereotypical rich kid although he was in his mid-thirties. 

Evan's father was a very successful businessman. His success though did not come without a 
price. He and Evan were much more distant than any father and son should be. In fact, he rarely saw 
his father, especially since his mother died. 

Evan's life was by no means empty. He lived on one of his father's estates, a large rambling 
place, much too excessive for just one person. But the house was paid for as were all of the bills, not to 
mention all of the trappings that go along with that degree of wealth and opulence. Evan's father had 
also set up a trust which disbursed funds to Evan on a monthly basis. The amount of money he received
each month was more than the average family of six would need to survive for a year, but Evan always 
managed to spend it.

“Where's Derek?” Evan asked as he took a seat opposite Arthur.
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“Someone robbed his house and put Katie in the hospital in the process.”
“What? Is she okay?”
“They had to take the baby. The little guy is in an incubator for the next few weeks, but the 

doctors say he'll be alright.” 
“Why didn’t anybody call me? We’re all family, remember.” 
Before the conversation was finished, Derek entered the lounge.
“How's Katie and...hey, what did you name you're son anyway?” Brad felt embarrassed for 

having to ask.
“We've got it narrowed down to three,” Derek said proudly. “I'll let you know when we decide. 

We didn't count on having to come up with a name so soon, but I'm not complaining.” 
Derek took his place in a large winged back chair.
“By the way,” Derek added as he got comfortable in the chair, “the police called and told me 

they made an arrest. Katie picked his picture out of a photo line-up.”
 Brad and Arthur were stunned. “When did this happen?” Arthur asked.
“Last night. They brought some pictures for Katie to look at and she picked the guy out right 

away. Seems he pawned some of our stuff. The pawn shop got busted and the owner gave the guy up to
make things easier on himself. Now I'm glad I took the time to put my driver’s license number on 
everything.”

“So Katie picked his picture out? She knew what he looked like?” Arthur seemed surprised. 
“She picked him out, so I guess she did.”
“When does the case go to court?” Evan inquired.
“About four weeks, according to the cops, why?” 
“We'll be there,” Arthur stated rather matter of factually, almost angrily, “all of us.” 
The others looked at him, surprised by his tone. Arthur shrugged his shoulders. “I just want to 

get a look at this guy, that's all.” Then he turned to Brad. “So do you, don't you?”
Brad looked at Arthur as if waiting for an explanation. But before the conversation could 

continue, the technician appeared, and soon after the treatments began.

Four weeks passed very quickly. The baby grew stronger and was no longer in the hospital, and 
Katie's injuries had almost healed. Things were getting back to normal. It was eleven fifteen when Brad
checked his watch. He, Arthur and Evan were sitting side by side in a very crowded courtroom. There 
were many cases to be heard, and the Judge was going through them very quickly. The three men were 
somewhat surprised at the whole process, never having been directly involved in the legal system 
themselves. 

“He sure doesn't take much time with each case, does he?” Evan remarked. 
“Well, they got this guy dead to rights,” Arthur whispered confidently, “he'll do some time for 

what he did.”
The gavel sounded. The next case was Katie’s. A man was led into the courtroom in hand cuffs. 

He was a relatively young man, in his late twenties, and unshaven for several days. He had a total look 
of contempt on his face. It was almost as if he knew he was going to get off. 

The man stood behind a table next to his court-appointed attorney. The Judge took a few 
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moments to look over the papers that he was handed regarding this case. After what seemed an eternity 
of silence, the Judge took off his glasses and laid them down on the file in front of him.

“Young man,” he began, “you stand accused of a very serious crime. You robbed and assaulted 
a pregnant woman causing the premature birth of her child. And if I understand it correctly, some of the
stolen property was in your possession at the time of your arrest. Your obvious lack of remorse only 
strengthens my suspicions that you are a predator.”

Arthur nodded in agreement. Derek and Katie were sitting several rows in front of him. He was 
sure their hearts were pounding as hard as his was.

“How do you plead?”
The man's attorney answered, “Guilty, your honor.”
“Then I am prepared to pass sentence.” The Judge put his glasses on and looked down at the 

accused and his lawyer.
“This is not the first time you have been charged and convicted of a crime such as this. It is 

clear to me that you pose a very real threat to society. Unfortunately,” he continued, “there are many 
people out there who pose an even greater threat to society than do you. In order to accommodate those
persons in our prison system, I am sentencing you to five years probation and one hundred twenty 
hours of community service.”

“What?” Arthur said aloud. “This is bullshit!” Arthur’s words were loud enough to be heard by 
most everyone in the court room. As he began to stand up, Brad grabbed his sleeve and pulled him back
down to his seat. 

“What are you doing?” Brad whispered angrily. “Do you want to get yourself thrown in jail?”
“Are you kidding?” Arthur's voice was thick with contempt. “This son of a bitch obviously 

doesn't lock anybody up.” 
“Bailiff, next case.” With that, the Judge's gavel sounded, and it was over.
Derek and Katie got up and made their way towards the doors at the rear of the court room as 

the prisoner, soon to be set free, was led away. Arthur, Brad and Evan also made their way to the doors 
and met with Derek and Katie in the hallway. The Judge watched from the corner of his eye as the 
doors slowly closed behind them, looking helplessly remorseful.

“I can't believe he can do something like this and get away with it,” Katie said. She had gone 
through a lot for it all to end like this. 

“Well, it’s over,” Brad said, doing his best to keep a bad situation from getting worse, “so the 
best thing we can do now is to try and put all of this behind us and move on.” 

“You're right,” Derek agreed. “Katie is getting back to normal, and our son is getting stronger 
every day. I guess we have a lot to be thankful for.” 

“Besides,” Evan added, “he'll probably screw up again and somebody will really fix his 
wagon.” Arthur had been silent throughout the conversation. Evan's comments didn’t seem to help 
much. 

“That's right,” Arthur added, “it’s over and let’s just move on and leave all of this in the past.” 
Arthur's comments surprised Brad who, only moments earlier had to restrain him. 

“It’s also lunch time,” Evan announced, “and lunch is on me for anybody that's hungry!” 
“Sounds good to us.” Derek said eagerly. “Let’s go.”
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Several days passed before the next treatment. Brad had hoped that time would help to heal the 
whole unfortunate incident. He was concerned about Arthur. He had never seen him act so impetuously,
almost to the point of recklessness, as he did that day in the courtroom. As he locked his car and walked
briskly through the crisp winter air to the treatment center doors, he hoped his concerns would be 
nothing more than that.

When he entered the lounge he saw Arthur sitting alone in his usual place. In all of the eleven 
months of treatments, Arthur had never arrived before Brad. He stopped to check his watch, thinking he
might be late. His watch and the clock on the wall were three minutes apart. 

“This is a switch. Did you get fired or something?” Brad's voice echoed as he walked across the 
empty room.

“No, I wanted to talk to you before anyone else got here.” Arthur leaned forward as Brad sat 
down in the chair in front of him. Before he had a chance to begin, the lounge doors opened and Evan 
entered the room.

“What the hell is this?” Brad looked at Evan. “What are you doing here so early?” 
“I had no idea the woman was married,” Evan confessed. “Besides, Arthur asked me to get here 

a little earlier today.” 
“I'm glad you're here,” Arthur remarked. “Now I can discuss this with both of you.”
Evan took his seat, looking as puzzled as Brad.
“We're a very close group here,” Arthur began. “You all are the best friends I’ve have ever had. 

We're like family, and we have to look out for each other like family. When something happens to one 
of us, it happens to all of us. Something happened to one of us, and nothing got done about it.” 

It was becoming clear where this conversation was going. Brad leaned forward in his chair. “I 
know what you're getting at Arthur, but the Judge passed sentence. It's over.”

Arthur sat back in his seat, his face showing only a trace of his indignation. “You're right, the 
judge did pass his sentence.” Arthur paused for a moment. “Now I'm going to pass mine.”

Brad's eyes widened and his jaw dropped at Arthur's comments. “What are you talking about? 
Do you really think you can take the law into your own hands? You’re not a vigilante. You were in the 
Marines for heaven’s sake.”

“Somebody has to,” Arthur argued, “besides, what can they do to us? We've already got a death 
sentence hanging over our heads. And you know what they say; a dying man has nothing to lose.” 

“I hate to admit it,” Evan confessed, “but the man is right.”
“Oh not you, too,” Brad pleaded. “You're talking about breaking the law here. We’re all 

professionals, not criminals.”
“That's exactly right,” Arthur replied, “we’re all professionals. We have the skill and the ability 

to do this without getting caught.”
“To do what?” Brad demanded, his voice growing louder. “What do you want to do, kill him?”
“Of course not,” Arthur scoffed, “I got enough of that in combat. He needs a dose of his own 

medicine. Let’s just say a more creative form of retribution.”
“Count me in,” Evan said, bringing his fist down on the arm of the chair.
“Thanks,” Arthur nodded before shifting his attention to Brad. “Can I count on you?” 

18



Brad sat silent for a moment, fighting a battle between his emotions and common sense. He was
passive by nature, but even he had been angered by this whole incident. In the end, when push came to 
shove, he really didn’t believe Arthur would do it, so he conceded.

“Alright, alright, I’ll do it. You guys will probably screw it up if I'm not there to help you 
anyway!”

“Oh, listen to him,” Evan laughed.
“Derek can't know anything about this,” Brad warned. “He’s not a good liar. If he was ever 

asked he would probably tell.” 
Arthur stood up. “It's not safe to talk here.” He looked over at Evan. “Why don't we get together

at your place sometime within the next couple of weeks? That work for you guys?” 
Both men agreed. Their acknowledgment came at the same moment as Derek pushed open the 

doors to the lounge. As he approached the three, something seemed different about them. He couldn't 
put his finger on it, but his three friends all looked like the proverbial cats that had eaten the canary. As 
he slowly sat down, Brad asked about his son and things soon seemed normal.

Three hours later, Brad was making his way through the icy streets to his apartment. His radio, 
which usually stayed on all the time, was turned off. He was uncomfortable with the decision he had 
made, but his sense of loyalty to his friends left him with no other choice. He remembered reading in 
the Bible who it was that vengeance belonged to. He felt as if he was breaking more than a few rules 
here, but he hoped the reasons would count for something. After all, one could conclude they were just 
carrying out a sentence that the system was unable or unwilling to carry out itself. That's it, he thought 
to himself, we are just making our contribution to the judicial system. Brad was so immersed in his 
thoughts that he drove through a red light. A car approaching him from the cross street slammed on its 
brakes and slid sideways through the intersection, missing Brad's car by only inches and quickly 
snapping him back to reality.

Brad drove a block then pulled over to the curb to catch his breath. “This crap is not my cup of 
tea,” he said aloud. He regained his composure and continued his journey home. 

Several days passed with no mention of the conversation that had been weighing heavily on 
Brad's mind. The days soon turned into a week. Brad began to think that it may have been just a bunch 
of talk to make Arthur feel better, and that was fine with him. But the ringing telephone in Brad's 
apartment that cold, winter night dispelled his hopes that this would all disappear like the snow in 
spring time. Brad was sipping a cup of tea and watching a TV sitcom, something he rarely did. He 
reached for the phone that lay on the arm of his chair. It was Evan. 

“Got any plans for this Wednesday night?”
“None that I can think of,” Brad answered.
“Well, you do now. Arthur says he has all of the details worked out and wants us all to get 

together. Eight o'clock okay with you?”
“What details? What are you talking about?” Brad had put the whole thing out of his mind in 

the hopes that it all would just go away, but deep down he knew it wouldn't.
“You know,” Evan prompted, “the court room, the injustice? I think Judge Arthur is about to 
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pass sentence.”
“Damn,” Brad winced as he straightened up in his chair, “I was hoping he’d forgotten about all 

that.” He ran his fingers through his hair in frustration.
“No chance,” Evan quickly answered. “He has been working it out ever since we talked about it

a week ago. He's called me nearly every night.”
Brad stood up and walked across the floor. This whole business was against his grain. He really 

didn't want any part of it, but he had committed himself.
“Alright,” he conceded, “I'll be there.” As he hung up the phone, he wondered how great a 

mistake he was making.

Wednesday was a day like any other for Arthur. He managed a team of stock traders for his 
company. His was a very fast-paced line of work. He had little time to pause and think about what they 
were planning to do, nor did he have any idea that this one act would so profoundly change their lives. 
Charting profitability, calculating return on investment, it seemed just another day at the office. Being 
in a management position, he was responsible for the actions and decisions of a number of stock traders
within his department. Everything was running smoothly as it usually did. Indeed, it was just another 
day.

Life was beginning to get back to normal for Derek and Katie as well. Their son, who they 
decided to name Derek Jr., was growing stronger every day. There was barely any evidence of what had
happened all those weeks ago on Katie's face. Her wounds had healed. Somehow the entire incident 
made them even closer to each other. They were both looking forward to their lives together with their 
new son. Most of Derek's free time was spent getting the baby's room finished with new paint and 
wallpaper, curtains, and all those things hanging from the ceiling that babies seem to love. Life had 
indeed, returned to normal.

Wednesday night found Brad and Arthur sitting at the bar in Evan's den sipping something that 
neither one of them had ever heard of before.

“What is this stuff?” Arthur asked, looking at the pinkish colored liquid in his glass, “It’s pretty 
good.”

“It ought to be,” Evan touted, “it costs a hundred and eighty dollars a bottle!”
“A hundred and eighty dollars,” Brad almost choked on the swallow he had just taken. “I don't 

drink a hundred and eighty dollars worth of liquor a year.”
“How can you spend so much for one bottle?” Arthur asked.
“I didn't. It’s just something from the wine cellar. Dad has expensive taste.”
Arthur picked up his drink and walked over to what seemed an entire wall of electronic 

gadgetry. He stood shaking his head as he looked at it all. There were flashing lights, lights that stayed 
on all the time and lights that only came on when something was wrong. The house that Evan lived in 
was one of five that his father owned. The den was the nerve center for the security system. There were
cameras constantly scanning the grounds, the main gate and the entrances. The house was protected by 
an alarm system second to none. There were sensors and motion detectors everywhere, not to mention 
pressure sensitive areas in the floor that could detect the presence of the most methodical intruder. 
There was also a state-of-the-art audio and video system occupying the same space which made it all 
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look terribly complicated.
“I just can't get over all these knobs and switches.” Arthur was the practical type and could not 

understand why anyone would want something like this.
“I bet there's a switch here somewhere that wipes your ass.”
“Third row down,” Evan replied casually, “but use the bathroom, it’s so much more sanitary.” 
Brad sat tapping his fingers impatiently on the bar. “Can we get on with this?” His discomfort 

with this whole affair was becoming evident. 
“Okay Brad.” Arthur walked back to the bar and poured himself another drink. 
“I've given this a great deal of thought over the past week. I have worked out every detail very 

carefully to afford us total protection. I guarantee you there is no way anyone will ever find out who 
did it.”

Brad was somewhat surprised. He came here expecting to discuss whether or not they should 
even try to do something. Arthur apparently had arrived at that decision some time ago and was 
proceeding at a much faster pace than Brad expected.  

Over the course of the next hour, Arthur laid out every detail of his plan. It was obvious he had 
spent a great deal of time working all this out. And he was right, it seemed no one could possibly tie 
them to it. 

By the time Arthur was finished, everyone's glass was empty, as was the bottle. The hour was 
late. A date had been decided. Justice would be served this coming Friday. Arthur directed all of them 
to review their individual tasks in their minds until they could perform them blind folded, then he and 
Brad left, leaving Evan washing the glasses in the sink behind the bar. 

Evan sat the wet glasses upside down on a towel next to the sink and poured himself one last 
drink. He turned the lights off as he left the den and went down the hall to a formal living room.

 In this room was a large portrait of his father. Evan sat down in a chair directly in front of it. 
The small light above the portrait was the only light in the room. As he sat staring at the portrait, he 
began to reminisce about the times he spent with his father. Evan never really became what his father 
wanted him to be. Sometimes that bothered him more than others. This was one of those times.

“I hope you understand why we're doing this,” he spoke aloud as he gazed at the portrait 
hanging on the wall. “Your interpretation of right and wrong has always been a little different from 
mine. That always seemed to keep some distance between us. I never intended it to be that way. Despite
our differences, I really do love you dad. I just wish I could say it to your face.”

By this time, Evan's eyes had drifted downwards, and he was looking at the floor. It's funny he 
thought, how everyone thinks I have it all when I would gladly trade all of it for the one thing I don't 
have. He stood up, raising his glass to his father, and bid him good night. Then, turning off the light, he 
left the room.

Arthur's finger pressed against the button on the garage door opener as he approached his home.
The door rose as he rolled up the driveway and into the garage. Once inside, he turned the car's engine 
off and closed the garage door. He sat momentarily in the silence, his mind drifting back to a small 
village in a remote Middle Eastern country. Gun and rocket fire were being hurled back and forth. The  
small village was caught in the crossfire. 

Arthur and his platoon were dug in and shooting from behind an abandoned building. The 
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villagers, caught off guard, were running and hiding for their lives. There comes a point when the 
aggressiveness with which one fights is overtaken by the instinct of survival. Arthur had reached that 
point. He was no longer aggressively fighting as much as he was just defending himself. In the midst of
the gunfire and the shelling, a young child, unnerved by the noise and the panic, broke free from his 
mother and ran screaming into the line of fire. He was struck several times. The child's mother, in 
desperation, ran to retrieve her injured child. The soldier next to Arthur took aim and shot the woman, 
killing her instantly. Arthur saw the woman drop and passed it off as a misfortune of war. At that 
moment, the soldier next to Arthur nudged him.

“Got her,” he boasted. “She won't be making anymore little enemies!”
Arthur looked at the man in disbelief. “You son of a bitch!” he yelled, “She was a woman!” 
Arthur dropped his rifle and grabbed him by the front of his uniform with both hands. The 

soldier raised his rifle and pointed it at Arthur's throat.
“She was the enemy!” he shouted, “and this is damned near treason.”
“She was a civilian. She was unarmed.” Arthur ignored the weapon pointed at his throat, his 

sense of reason blinded by his rage.
“She was the enemy. You were brought over here to kill the enemy. She'd have killed you in a 

heartbeat if you gave her half a chance.” The exchange of words was barely audible over the shooting, 
but both knew what the other had said.

Arthur could have easily killed him right there for what he had done. That memory haunted 
Arthur to this day.

The garage light came on and popped Arthur back to reality. Sandy opened the door into the 
house, and the aroma of a late dinner embraced him, his thoughts becoming temporarily diverted.

Brad hurriedly unlocked the door to his apartment hoping to catch the ringing phone before his 
answering machine picked it up. It was his publisher in Denver. 

“Brad, any chance you could come down here Friday? I have a client that's interested in talking 
to you about a re-write of one of your books for a TV movie, but I can't get hold of your agent. Can I 
tell them you're interested?”

Brad paused momentarily, searching for a reason to say no that didn't make him feel as if he 
were a criminal.

“I've got another commitment Friday. Could we set up a conference call and work out the 
details?  If not, I'd be glad to come down next week.” Brad's voice was growing shaky.

“Sure, I guess that would work.” The voice on the phone hesitated. “Are you alright, Brad?”
“Yeah, I'm fine. Just got a lot going on right now. Call me back when you have it set up.” 
The voice on the other end agreed and Brad hung up the phone, heaving a sigh of relief. He 

wasn't sure if he should feel relieved or threatened. Just my damned luck, he thought to himself.
Brad put on a kettle of water for tea. He thought about Derek and Katie. What would they think 

if they knew what was going to happen? Would they even believe it? He still wasn't convinced that 
what they were about to do was right. Then he thought about Derek, Jr. Was it right that he had to come
into this world under the circumstances he did? A smile that could have been a sigh crept across Brad's 
face as he thought about the baby, but soon the persistent scream of the boiling kettle brought him back 
from the place his thoughts had taken him.
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CHAPTER THREE

Friday came as it inevitably would, despite the better wishes of Brad, who by now regretted 
ever getting involved in the whole affair in the first place. The bitter February air greeted him as left the
security of his warm apartment. Fumbling with the key, he locked the door. The frozen snow crackled 
under his feet as he made his way down the stairs to his car. The plan was to meet in the parking lot of 
a local mall. Their cars would be inconspicuous there as the mall was always very crowded. It was only
a ten minute drive. His car barely had a chance to warm up before he pulled into the mall parking lot. 
Brad parked in a secluded spot away from the light. 

After locking his car and setting the alarm, he walked across the frigid parking lot to the mall 
entrance. He entered the mall and headed for a bookstore where he’d purchased a number of books in 
the past. Almost arbitrarily he selected one from the closest display to the front of the store without 
really looking at the title. The plan was to purchase it with a charge card. This would provide him with 
proof that he had been shopping if they came under suspicion.

As he stood in the check-out line, he looked at the faces of those around him. He felt profoundly
conspicuous, considering himself to be the only person whose purchase was nothing more than an alibi.
Nonetheless, he was now the proud owner of a book on the history of modern atomic principals, a 
subject to which he had given little if any consideration in his lifetime.

At precisely six o'clock, as planned, Arthur and Evan pulled up in front of the main entrance to 
the mall. Brad was waiting for them inside. Seeing them, he walked outside and across the sidewalk. 
Evan reached behind him and opened the rear passenger door. Brad got into the back seat, and the three
sped away. 

“Whose car is this?” Brad asked, knowing it wasn't Arthur's.
“I rented it.”
“You what? Oh that's just great, Arthur.” Brad was surprised he would do something so foolish. 

“If something happens, they will trace this car right back to you.” 
“No chance,” Arthur argued, “I rented it under another name.”
“Who, John Smith?” Brad asked sarcastically.
“No, Myron Schwartz actually. I've even got a fake driver's license with that name on it, see.” 

Arthur passed it back to Brad. After looking at it, he burst out laughing. He passed it up to Evan who 
also got a good laugh out of it.

“Myron Schwartz,” he heckled, “you look about as Jewish as the Pope!” Their laughter was 
short lived. 

“Did you confirm Derek's alibi?” Arthur asked, looking at Brad in the mirror.
“Yeah, I called him last night. He got the tickets to the dinner show in the mail three days ago. 

They're taking Katie's parents with them.” Brad seemed to have his end under control.
“Where did you mail the tickets from?”
“I gave them to a friend who mailed them from a small town in South Carolina as he was 

passing through.” 
So far, miraculously enough, everything seemed to be going according to plan. 

23



 Katie was applying the last of her make-up as Derek checked his watch for the third time. 
“Are you almost ready? Your parents will be here any minute!” 
Katie smiled as she looked at Derek in the mirror. “I lived with them for twenty- one years. 

Daddy knows I'm never ready on time. Besides, he thrives on consistency. It would upset him if I were 
ready when they got here.”

Derek, realizing that he was dealing with something he had absolutely no control over, left the 
bedroom and walked down the hall. The doorbell rang before he reached the living room. “If he thrives 
on consistency, he won't be disappointed tonight,” he mumbled to himself. Derek unlocked the door 
and opened it.

“Where's that darling baby?” his mother-in-law asked as she rushed past him towards the baby's
room.

“Wait for me,” her husband said, briefly greeting Derek with a nod as he passed by him. Derek 
closed the door and smiled. He had heard it would be like this. It seems when you are the parents of a 
newborn, you temporarily become an ‘un-person’ to the new grandparents. But that was okay. He was 
living a dream himself, and the cloud he was riding on felt as if it would last forever. Maybe my luck is 
changing, he thought to himself. Maybe indeed.

 The street light outside the bar provided just enough light for Arthur to attach the device to the 
valve stem on the right rear tire of the older model sedan. He returned quickly to the car where Brad 
and Evan were waiting.

“Explain to me again how that thing works.” Brad was not at all mechanically inclined.
Evan rolled his eyes. “It works on the basis of centrifugal force. As the wheel turns, the 

centrifugal force pushes outward and forces a valve open which, in turn, slowly lets the air out of the 
tire. The faster the wheel turns, the faster the air will come out.” This was his third attempt to explain it 
to Brad. 

“Where did you get that thing?”
“I made it,” Evan replied, much to Brad's surprise, “it's kind of a hobby.”
“You know, I never thought you'd have a hobby like that,” Brad admitted, “your hobbies are 

usually more...”
“We all know what his hobbies are,” Arthur interrupted. He had been paying very little attention

to the conversation to this point. Suddenly he leaned forward in his seat, his eyes fixed on a figure 
across the street. A lone man walked out of the bar and headed towards the parking lot. It was the man 
they had seen in the courtroom. He had the same look on his face that he did back then. He felt he had 
the world by the tail. He had no idea how wrong he was.

A cloud of bluish gray smoke billowed from the exhaust pipe as the car left the parking space. 
Arthur turned the key and started the rental car. He pulled away from the curb, driving several hundred 
feet down the street before turning on his headlights. He kept a reasonable distance between himself 
and the car they were following as they both disappeared into the darkness.

“When is that thing going to start working?” Brad asked, still confused about it’s function. 
“It's working now,” Arthur snapped impatiently. “In about another two minutes, the tire will be 

flat and he'll have to pull off the road.” 
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Arthur allowed a little more distance between the two cars. Sure enough, within a couple of 
minutes, the car slowed down and pulled off the road. Arthur passed the car then pulled off the road in 
front of it so what they were about to do would not be done in the light of their car's headlights. The 
three got out and walked back to find the man kneeling next to a very flat tire.

“Need some help, buddy?” Arthur asked.
“No, I got it,” the man replied, paying little attention to him.
“You sure?” Arthur asked as he reached into his pocket. His eyes moved towards Evan. Evan 

nodded, and in an instant, Brad and Evan were on top of the man, holding him down while Arthur held 
a wet cloth over his face. In a matter of seconds the man's body went limp. Arthur removed the device 
from the valve stem, while Brad and Evan quickly drug him back to their car and pushed him into the 
back seat. Brad slid in next to him. Arthur jumped back into the car almost at the same moment as Evan
and put the car into drive. Evan pulled his door closed, and as quickly as it all happened, they were 
gone, leaving the man's disabled car in the darkness.

Just as each man had a task in the preparation of this exercise, each had a task in its deployment.
As Arthur made a U-turn and headed back into town, Evan reached under the seat and handed Brad a 
brown paper bag. Brad removed its contents. 

“Where did you get this anyway? It isn't yours I hope.” Brad's eyes showed his concern as he 
unfolded a white shiny robe and odd looking pointed hat.

“Hell no, it's not mine,” Evan replied. “My dad is a major share holder in a production 
company. It's just a stage prop, but it looks real, doesn't it?” It most certainly did look real to Brad. 
“You don't really think I'd be associated with that bunch, do you?”

“No, I know you wouldn't,” Brad said as he slipped the white robe, hat and face mask onto the 
man. “I guess this is my first encounter with the clan,” Brad announced as he strapped the limp figure 
back into the seat-belt. The man could have passed for the grand wizard himself. His appearance 
epitomized everyone's perceptions of them.

Brad, having completed the man's transformation, looked out the window to find row after row 
of run-down apartment buildings. In a vacant lot a car sat up on blocks, its wheels and doors removed. 
This was a part of town he had never been in before, and hopefully after this, would never have 
occasion to visit again. Arthur slowed the car down and began looking intently up ahead. As they drove
on, they passed a large empty lot. The remnants of an old building were strewn across the property. 
Great chunks of graffiti covered concrete were scattered among the debris. It all looked surprisingly 
enough like it belonged in this neighborhood. 

Arthur slowed down once again then leaned forward, straining his eyes to see through the 
darkness. The figures of three black men standing under a street light could be seen a couple of blocks 
ahead.

“Get ready,” Arthur warned. The three of them put on ski masks and black gloves. Arthur 
crossed the center line of the empty street and stopped in front of the three men. A faint electric hum 
could be heard as he lowered his window. The two men on the curb looked in amazement as Arthur 
spoke.

“Look what we found.” At that moment he lowered the rear window, exposing the man in the 
white garb, who by this time was beginning to regain consciousness.
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“You want him?” 
“Hell yeah. Turn that boy loose. We'll take him!” The largest of the three men stepped towards 

the car. Brad unfastened his seat-belt as Arthur reached behind him into the back seat and opened the 
door. The man looked down at what he was wearing just as two very large hands pulled him from the 
car.

“Hey, what's going on here?” the man demanded.
“You're about to get your ass kicked,” one of the other men on the curb answered.
“No, wait…”
As soon as the man was out of the back seat Arthur hit the gas. The tires squealed, and the rear 

door closed by itself from the acceleration. Brad looked back to see the man being drug into an alley. 
As he turned around, he removed the ski mask and gloves. “You don't suppose they'll kill him do you?”

“No,” Arthur spoke, in a more relaxed voice, “but they’ll probably beat the living crap out of 
him.”

“Well, you were right, Arthur,” Evan observed, “he got what he deserved, and somebody else 
did it.” 

“We're not out of the woods yet,” Brad warned.
“You worry too much Brad,” Arthur complained, looking at Brad again in the rear view mirror. 

“The chloroform will blur his memory of what happened at his car, and the beating he's getting right 
now will blur his memory of us.” 

Brad did not share Arthur's optimism. 
The three eventually made their way back to the mall. Arthur pulled up once again to the mall 

entrance. “Don't forget to buy something else,” he reminded Brad, “that will seal your alibi.”
“What are you two going to do?” Brad asked.
“I'm going to follow Arthur across the state line,” Evan answered.
“That's where I'm dropping the car off,” Arthur added. “We'll be in touch in the morning.”
“Drive carefully,” Brad cautioned as he closed the door and walked back towards the mall. 

Arthur and Evan drove out of the parking lot and disappeared once again into the frigid night air. Brad 
made one final credit card purchase then went home. As he drove, he thought about what they had 
done. Maybe it wasn't as bad as he had imagined it would be, but he was uncomfortable with it 
nonetheless. He was glad it was over, and he swore to himself that he would never again be a part of 
anything like this.

The following morning Arthur and his family were sitting around the breakfast table. The scene 
was a familiar one, his daughter pleading her case to set a new standard in outrageous attire and his 
wife putting up a gallant, but losing the battle to change her mind.

“But mom, everybody wears tee shirts with things written on them. Why can't I?”
“Do you mean to tell me that every girl in school wears a tee shirt that reads 'Man Handler'? I 

can't believe you bought that thing in the first place.”
“Well, not exactly every girl, just sort of the cool ones.”
“Well, not exactly, but sort of get upstairs and kind of change into something else. You're not 

setting foot outside this house with that on.” 
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Her mom's words seemed to be final. But the battle was never over until both her parents 
concurred.

 Arthur leafed through the newspaper as he sipped his coffee, oblivious to the conversation 
going on across the table from him. He found what he was looking for in the metropolitan section. 
'Man in Controversial Garb Attacked in Housing Project', the headline read. According to the article, a 
man wandered into the project and made threats to several black tenants who, fearing for their lives, 
were compelled to defend themselves. The man was in the hospital with multiple fractures, abrasions 
and broken bones. No mention was made of anyone else. Arthur smiled, then put the paper down and 
stood up. As he took one last sip of coffee, Angie asked him the question.

“So what do you think?” She waited impatiently for his answer.
“About what?” he asked as he grabbed his suit jacket and brushed by Sandy, giving her a quick 

peck on the cheek. “See you tonight, honey.” he said, then headed towards the garage door. Angie stood
with her hands on her hips, blocking his path and fully exposing her 'Man Handler' tee shirt, her actions
begging a response.

“Nice outfit,” he commented as he made his way around her, giving her a similar peck on her 
cheek.  Angie was stunned by his remark. Was this the same man, who only last week, told her that 
clothes looked like they belonged in the circus? Grown-ups, she thought to herself.

A thin trickle of smoke rose from the circuit board as Evan soldered the final connection. The 
phone rang as he carefully returned the soldering gun to its holder, still managing to burn himself in the
process. The ringing phone was buried under several layers of electrical schematics and as many pages 
of handwritten notes. Holding his burned finger in a glass of orange juice, he threw aside the papers to 
expose a phone wedged between two electronics manuals. He picked it up. It was Arthur.

“Read the paper yet this morning?” 
“No, not yet,” Evan answered, “but I’m sure you did.”
“As a matter of fact I did. Let me tell you what I read,” Arthur said in a sarcastic tone. “Seems 

some stupid son of a bitch in a racist get-up wandered into the wrong part of town and made some 
threats which initiated a confrontation for which he was ill-prepared.”

“Was there any mention of how he got there, or his car or the flat tire?” Evan questioned.
“Not a word. He was probably considered to be drunk when he left the bar so nothing he says 

will carry much weight. I knew we could do it. It was just a question of working through all the 
details.”

By this time Evan's phone was clicking, signaling another call was coming in. He said goodbye 
to Arthur and pushed the button to answer the other call.  The voice on the other end was unfamiliar to 
him. It was the voice of an older man. His tone was very clear and his words, exacting.
 “I know what you did.” There was a pause.

“Who is this?” Evan demanded.
“That's not important right now,” the voice replied. “What is important is that you understand 

what I’m telling you. I know what you and your friends did last night.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Evan responded nervously.
“You know exactly what I’m talking about.” The man’s voice was precise and confident while 
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Evan’s grew anxious.
“So what do you want?” he asked.
“We'll discuss that when next we speak.” 
The line went dead. Evan hung up the phone and sat in the silence. 
Son of a bitch, he thought to himself.
He began going over last night's activities in his mind. Who could have seen them? Everything 

went off so well. He picked up the phone and began to punch in a number but quickly changed his 
mind and slammed it down. 

Beads of perspiration formed on his forehead as he left the room and walked down the hall to 
the closet. He pulled on his coat and buttoned it up as he hurried out of the house to his car.

 The buildings passed by quickly as Evan weaved through the morning traffic to a large office 
building with dark glass windows. He pulled into the parking garage, his tires gently squealing as he 
came to a stop in the closest space. His pace quickened as he walked through the garage to the lobby of 
the building and into an open elevator. His foot tapped nervously while the bell sounded the passing of 
each floor. The doors opened after it had rang seventeen times. He quickly regained his pace, passing 
through the double doors of ‘Atwiler and Fisk Investments’. The girl at the front desk had no 
opportunity to stop him as he rushed past her to a door at the end of the corridor. He threw the door 
open. Behind a desk in the office Arthur sat still holding the receiver of his phone in his hand.

“I got a phone call this morning,” Evan barked, but before he could say anymore, Arthur 
interrupted.

“So did I.” Arthur placed the receiver slowly back down on the phone.
“Who the hell is this guy?” Evan asked as he closed the door and sat down in a chair in front of 

Arthur's desk.
“Damned if I know.”
“Well, what do you suppose he wants? Did he ask you for anything?”
“No, he talked to me for less than a minute.” Arthur thought for a moment. “If he knows us well

enough to call us like he did, he must know that you could probably lay your hands on some cash if you
needed to.”

“But he didn't ask me for money. He didn't ask for anything. That's what makes it so weird.” 
Arthur leaned forward in his chair. “What exactly did he say to you?”
“He told me that he knew what we did and that he would call again. Said he wanted to talk 

some more.” 
Arthur leaned back in his chair and ran his fingers through his hair. “If he calls Brad we may 

have a problem. He really didn't want anything to do with this in the first place. Now I feel bad that I 
got him involved.”

“Well, maybe Brad's not at home this morning. Maybe he's out.” Evan too, was concerned.
The boiling water made the kettle scream a little longer than it normally did as Brad finished the

sentence he was writing. As he made his way from his computer into the kitchen, the noise from the 
kettle was joined by the ringing telephone. Brad grabbed the receiver on his way to the stove.

“Brad.” The voice on the other end of the phone sounded excited. 
“That's me,” he replied.
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“This is Lenny. Remember me? I helped you out with some one-liners in a book you were 
writing last year. Remember?” 

Brad thought for a moment. “Of course I remember you, Lenny. You're the funniest guy I ever 
met. How could I forget you?”

Lenny really was a very funny guy. Brad ran into him at a comedy club last year while working 
on a book with some humorous twists. He struck up a conversation with Lenny between shows and 
ended up paying him to help with some of the humor in the book. As Brad recalled, he told Lenny to 
look him up if he ever got back into town. 

“Where are you?” Brad inquired.
“I'm in town for a couple of shows and thought I'd look up my old pal. You still writing?” 
Brad dropped a tea bag into his cup then filled it with water. “Yeah, I'm still writing. Guess it's 

the only thing I know how to do.”
Lenny laughed a little as he always did when he spoke. “How about catching the show one 

night? I'll send you over some passes. That way I can use you and your lady friend in my act.”
“Hold on a minute. There is no lady friend, Lenny,” Brad confessed.
“What the hell are you waiting for?” Lenny snapped. “You're not getting any younger, and 

you're certainly not getting any better looking. Now, I'm not saying you're ugly, but if my dog had a 
face like yours, I'd shave his ass and make him walk backwards.” 

Brad began to laugh. He knew Lenny was on a roll and there was no stopping him.
“And I'm not saying you're old,” Lenny continued, “but did the movie ‘Jurassic Park’ remind 

you of your childhood? And that nose. It's not the biggest one I've seen, but when you lean your head 
back, it looks like a two car garage!”

“Enough,” Brad conceded, “I'll go, I'll go. I'll even bring a date if you promise not to embarrass 
her too badly.” Once again, that annoying but familiar clicking was heard on Brad's phone signaling 
that another call was holding.

“I've got another call. I'll see you tomorrow.” Brad hit the button switching the phone to the 
other line.

“Hello...” There was a pause. Brad thought perhaps the caller had hung up.
“I've told both of your friends, now I'm telling you.”
“Who is this?” Brad asked, his voice sounding serious.
“I know what you did last night, the three of you. Do you understand what I'm saying? I know 

what you did.” 
“I don't know what you are talking about,” Brad nervously responded.
“Yes you do. We'll talk again soon.” The voice on the phone seemed unaffected by Brad's 

denial. There was a click and he was gone.
Brad slammed the phone down. His clenched fingers remained wrapped around it as he stared 

intently off into space, his body trembling with shock and panic. Before he could release his fingers 
from the receiver the phone rang again. Brad pulled it back to his ear.

“Look, I don't know what the hell you're talking about!” he shouted.
A very surprised Arthur was on the other end of the phone.  “I take it he called you too.”
“Hell yes he called me. I just hung up from the son of a bitch.” By this time Brad's fear had 
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turned, as it always would, to anger. “It looks like we're about to get busted.”
Arthur spoke to Brad in a calm reassuring voice. “Brad, if we were going to get busted, we'd 

have been busted already. This guy is not a cop. And I don't think he's trying to blackmail us.”
“Then what the hell does he want?” Brad asked, regaining his composure a little.
“I don't have any idea, but I'm sure he'll tell us when he’s ready.” 
Brad was still shaken, but the fact that Arthur was not overly concerned at this point, gave him a

little comfort.
“Why don't you meet Evan and me for lunch today, and we'll try to figure this thing out.”
 Brad agreed then hung up the phone. 
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