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Isiah’s
Skirmish (verse)


 


An
animal I am; for the sustenance I must partake.


Mindful
of broken glass and heart beating with explosive, seismic retribution.


A man
I become; for the unburdening of lives at stake.


Pillars
of faith borne of viscera and shame bear the frostbitten marks of institution.


 


An eye
for an eye for an eye; weakens the moral constitution.


Olympian’s
journey bleeds red the edges of the soul, engaging an emotional quake.


Unbridled
then, but enchanted now; a black thorn of isolation.


Farewell
harvest of magnanimous love; the faithful, the faithless, and the snake.


 


A frayed
leather journal- the nightly sponge bath of a tortured mind, body, and soul.


Enduring
scars on the masks of comfort, corruption, and contention.


A
toolbox full of cash- the daily bandage of an empty glass, plate, and bowl.


An
innocent tongue chokes on the seizures of power, greed, and reflection.


 


Nostalgia,
reflection, denial complexion; hiding within the words, within words.


Sins
of good intention come to collect; the divine fruit of youthful ideas.


Exfoliate,
sulfuric, dreaming barbaric; musical within the chords, within chords.


Nails
of bitter invention come correct; serving their master’s grim subpoenas.  


 


An
animal I am; for my wanting intervention.


Powerful
of electric light and eyes staring with amorous, tempered rage.


A man
I become; for recognizing the damnation.


Immortal
stains of ignorance and saturated fear washes over innocent of age.
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I. The Best Intentions


         



In
the immortal silence of the night, a pen scratches neat words in a small,
secret journal.  These words are scribed tediously, and with passion, as
they are borne from a decade of disappointment and longing.


         
It is 2 a.m. in a small Chicago suburb, and a wounded heart is trying to find
itself in the saturated pages of a private journal.  The author has
labored late many nights, losing contact with the world, and exploring the
depths of their mind.


Tonight’s entry is as
follows:


 


Aug.
16 


 


The train rolled
steady again today.  I smiled and pretended to enjoy the ride with all the
others.  Somehow it reminded me of the zoo, all the animals watching each
other, parading around, knowing that they were being watched.


  They all proudly wore their masks; it took all
my strength to keep my head up, embarrassed and disgusted for them.  Their
masks reminded me of survivors of a shipwreck, floating, slowly, dying an hour
at a time, but pretending to be calm and in control.


 


  I am disgusted by the masks.  That is why I
love you, my renegade.  You were the first one to ride the train without a
mask.  It was so natural and real.  Every time I look at you now, I
feel awake.  Your every move is a righteous dance of rebellion against the
suffocation I used to feel inside.  At every intense moment, you find
peace through the carnage.  You have broken free from the bonds of the world,
and that is why I love you.  


 


…Lately you have been developing a mask; a weakness
that could make you another slave on the train.  As much as I love you, my
renegade, I cannot allow you to fall.  Maybe the mask is temporary, but
why betray your natural self that has set you free?  Masks are for the
weak, miserable, and invisible.  You were beautiful once, but have already
started to fall; our bond must be broken- you must die.


         
A few teardrops fall lightly on the pages of the journal, as if to certify
these words.  The wounded heart wraps the leather bound journal with
elastic bands, putting their head down on the bed, and breathing frantically
with sadness.  After a long moment of silence, the journal is slid back up
underneath the bed, wedged neatly between a gap in the box springs and base
boards.
















Aug 16th
05:30 hours:         


The
alarm breaks the silence of the early morning with its usual repetitive tones,
waking Isiah from his rest.  He stretches his long, tan arms for a moment,
and then turns off his digital alarm clock, staring through a haze of wanting
more sleep at the bright red 5:30 on the display.  His bed feels so
comfortable with the nice, soft fabric, fresh from the dryer yesterday and
still smelling great.  With a few internal phrases of tough love for
persuasion, he is able to sit up and look around the room.  Now that he
has accepted the reality of being awake, he rolls out of bed, stretching his
leg muscles while he moves across the soft, navy blue carpet on his bedroom floor,
already preparing himself for an energetic morning run.  As he rubs the
sleep from his eyes, Isiah’s shoulder blades show off his toned, muscular
body.  Within just two months he would be turning eighteen, but his height
and muscle mass are more that of a twenty-one year-old.  After a quick
yawn, he throws on a pair of sweat pants and a hooded fleece, then proceeds
downstairs quietly, moving his feet swiftly over the soft blue carpet.


         
It is still dark outside this early in the morning, and the walnut stained
kitchen cabinets cast deep shadows as he enters the kitchen, not bothering to
turn on a light.  Isiah slowly removes a glass from the cabinets, ignoring
the slight squeak from the hinges, being careful not to wake his foster parents
and grandfather.  After he draws himself a glass of water from the faucet,
he holds it against his cheek for a moment to enjoy the soothing cold, and then
quickly drinks the water down.  Now feeling somewhat hydrated, he sets the
glass down carefully in the sink and leaves through the back door.


         
Out in the streets of Chicago, Isiah feels his blood start to flow with
passion.  This passion permeates through his muscles, and he begins to run
under the streetlights.  In this pale lighting, Isiah’s Israeli features
stand out boldly, and his brown eyes stay hard-focused on the path ahead. 
His olive skin renders deep shadows as he moves hastily over the
pavement.  The young man’s facial expression shows that he is deep in
thought, and his chin is jutted out slightly indicating a sense of pride and
desire.


         
As usual, he makes incredible progress, covering a great distance on his way
toward the metro area of the city.  Rather than using a watch to keep
track of his progress, he starts his run each day at the same time, keeping
track of how the sunlight crests over the horizon during his beloved morning
runs.  His lungs fill greedily with fresh air blown in across the city,
and he can smell the moisture from a recent rainstorm still clinging to the
weeds and blades of grass nearby.  With each block, the view gradually
changes from green lawns and shrubs, to shops and concrete buildings.


         
Here Isiah can plainly see homeless people covering up with pieces of fresh
cardboard, rolled up inside makeshift shelters composed of large factory
boxes.  Some are awake early this morning, watching him with mistrustful
eyes while meditating over the ashes of a trash fire.  In this part of
town, people sleep with their possessions as pillows, awaiting a rude awakening
from either the city, or local hoods out for a thrill.  His mood begins to
change to concern as the fresh lively rainwater from a few blocks back has now
given way to an exhibit of human suffering in the city that is open twenty four
hours a day, seven days a week.


Isiah
knows this from experience, given that these streets were a home for him from
the time he was seven.  Many years ago he learned about ‘the street,’ and
the people unfortunate enough to live there.  Never in his life had he
seen such strength in people, even more so than his grandfather’s military
friends back in Israel.  


         
As his feet pound the cement of the sidewalk in earnest, he remembers the first
homeless person he saw in America.  The man had thick stubble, smelled
awful, and was weighed down by heavy coats and sleeping bags.  As this man
staggered up the street slowly, he was glared at by a woman who walked
by.  When the woman glared at him, he stopped moving, and brought forth a
toothless, but deliberate smile from under his thick stubble.  It was the
greatest display of inner strength Isiah had ever seen, the type of infinite
willpower that is earned from countless days spent in hell.


         
During this time he also remembers his life when they first came to America; a small child being taught to have the strength of a man by his grandfather. 
There were long lessons spoken over late night fires about the amazing wonders
of war and how men were shaped or broken in battle.   In this new
Country, even after learning the English language his whole life, it sounded
strange coming out of his mouth.  Everything was always moving too fast in
  America.


         
They lived for over five years on the streets until his grandfather became sick
during the winter and went to be cared for at the hospital.  Then American
authorities put Isiah into an orphanage for a few months until he was adopted
by the Tolmans; an older, loving couple.  It had only been a few months
since they allowed his grandfather to move in with them after they had bonded
with Isiah enough to feel that he was family.  


         
His memories of his first home are locked away in youthful corners of his mind;
there were celebrations, and it was a safe, secure place.  Isiah remembers
his parents as loving people, and he vaguely recalls a night when he and his
grandfather had to flee, starting a long journey across the desert, then
through various towns, until they reached a cargo ship that brought them to
some remote area of Canada.  


His
mind churns with frustration as he longs to know more about his parents, but
his grandfather gives very little detail about why and how they came to be in America- as he gives little detail about anything else in life, except for the expectations
of a soldier.


         
While these thoughts are swimming in his mind like a school of curious eels,
Isiah quickens his pace, slamming his feet down on the pavement as though he
were trying to break it open.  When he gazes at the homeless people in the
early morning light, he suddenly brings his run to a halt, leaning over an
empty bus bench and gripping it with both hands.  Then he peers down upon
the many bodies of those suffering in this part of town with the fresh morning
sun cast down upon them, and speaks with sincerity, “I am here for you, my
children.”  


         
Now in the full sunlight, Isiah runs past shops, banks, and theaters, making
his way meticulously up and down the streets, like a mouse searching for cheese
in a maze.  To the untrained eye, he is just getting some exercise, but in
his mind, he is creating a map of the area.  Soon he finishes his route,
then jogs straight home to get ready for school.
















Aug 16th
10:00 hours:


Black
smoke burns the inside of Sil’s throat and mouth.  He awakens, breathing
what feels like red-hot ash and sulfur.  His eyes are filled with tears,
and his nose spasms from the strong fumes.


“You’ll
never cheat on me again, you asshole,” decrees a familiar voice.  “I can’t
believe you tried to pull this off behind my back,” the woman shouts.  


With
a rapid jerk, Sil leaps up from his bed, trying to see anything through the
flood of tears pouring from his eyes.  He reaches out blindly,
desperately, hoping to find anything familiar.  


“Does
it burn, baby?” The woman asks. “Because you burned me ten times as bad when
you screwed that little whore.”  


Sil
leans down a bit with his hands stretched out, and his fingers find the smooth,
metal nightstand.  He slowly puts both hands on top of the nightstand,
feeling a chill from the black metal.  His breath comes out in short,
painful gasps; the sulfur in his throat and nostrils feels like an acorn passed
through them.  He shakes his head, opening and closing his eyes as he
hovers over the nightstand, still trying to understand what is happening.


“What
in God’s name did you do to me, Jessie?” Sil asks through the severe
burning.  


Jessica
freezes after hearing this.  She slowly looks around, pretending that she
doesn’t hear what he says.  This beautiful blonde seems satisfied as she
places her hands on her slender hips.  Her faded jeans are covered with a
blue liquid, and her striking brown eyes are full of tears, draining away the
layers of jade eye shadow she applied earlier in the morning.  Even
wearing just her jeans and a simple lime green blouse, the young model is
something to behold.


She
watches Sil now with amusement, his normally clear, healthy face has been
singed, and he is using the nightstand to keep his balance.  Her eyes
wander over his tight, black jeans and rebellious gray T-shirt on up to his
strong jaw and short, black hair.  He looks very innocent to her now as he
feels the burning on his face and through his nose; like the man she fell in
love with.  After a moment, she snaps out of this thinking and Jessica
glares indignantly at the ceiling as if to say that he had it coming, then she
stomps lazily out of the room, leaving her boyfriend to fend for himself.


“JESSICA,”
Sil cries out, “where are you going?”


Sil
moves away from the nightstand and walks to the bed again.  The sulfur is
fading from his mouth and nostrils.  He brushes the tears from his face
again, and then looks down at the bed; their red satin sheets are a crumpled
mess.  At first, he can only see their soft, cozy blanket, but when Sil
pulls the blanket aside, he notices a black ashtray, methodically placed next
to his pillow.  Inside the ashtray are the remains of several books of
matches, no doubt struck right under his nose while he was sleeping.  


“Good
hell,” Sil exclaims, and then walks to the bathroom to flush his eyes with
water.  


In
the bathroom, Sil turns on the faucet and looks at his face.  But in the
mirror he doesn’t see himself; he sees a demon.  The area surrounding his
eyes is red and inflamed almost in the shape of two diamonds.  The stubble
is singed halfway off on the left side of his upper lip, and the skin is burned
beneath, along with the skin at the bottom of his nostrils.  Soon he can
feel the sting from these burns, realizing that Jessica held the ashtray and
burning matchbooks directly under his nose to make sure he knew her pain. 


Sil
begins to cough, then feels his stomach tighten up in a spasm. 
Instinctively, he hovers over the toilet, and half a second later, vomits
violently from the heavy sulfuric stench.  After coughing a few more times,
he returns to the sink, washes his eyes, and carefully blots the burned skin
with a small, damp towel.  


Still
wincing from the pain of the burns, Sil takes a look at the demon in the mirror
again, then tosses the towel aside and returns to his bed.  Near the bed,
Sil carefully moves the heavy, black designer ashtray out of the way and lies
down on his back, still twitching a bit from the fresh wound.  He looks
around at their various pieces of black and white wall art, pictures of Jessica
during her modeling shoots, and their walk-in closet filled with expensive
dresses and shoes.  His small portion of the closet looks to be completely
cleaned out.  Sil sighs with frustration as he stares up with clear blue
eyes at the French ceiling fan above his King Size bed.


“Honey,”
Sil calls out from the bed, “I need to talk to you.”


After
some hesitation, Jessica’s white running shoes are heard slowly trudging across
the carpet.  She enters the room carefully, as if watching a whole swarm
of hornets from a distance.  Her demeanor is steady, but her eyes are
speaking with fear.  


“Why
did you do this?” Sil asks gruffly.  


“I
told you that I never slept with that girl,” he proclaims.  “She didn’t
even know my name.  Think about that!”


Jessica
folds her arms and glares at the ceiling, seething with contempt.


“If
that’s true, Sil,” Jessica says, pausing to roll her tongue over her teeth
before she finishes, “then where have you been going every day?”


“I
told you where I was, Jess,” Sil explains, “but you’re too psycho to
listen!  You’ve always been a jealous freak who can’t handle being without
someone.  If I left, you’d be screwing the first toothless fugly that came
along.  Grow up!”


These
words sink deep into Jessica’s heart.  Like seeds of darkness, they
consume her mind, wrenching away her strength and anger in one poisonous
movement.  This feeling turns her face pale, and she slumps down next to
Sil in the bed.  Then Jessica lies down on her side, facing Sil.  She
slowly wraps her legs around his and holds him tightly with her arms.  As
she rests her head on his chest, tears of remorse flow as heavy anvils down her
cheeks and spatter softly against his muscular torso.  


The
wetness of Jessica’s tears signifies a victory for Sil, and he smirks slightly,
knowing that she is vulnerable.


“What
kind of woman are you?” Sil asks.  “Why don’t you find some loser tuh’
shack up with, and leave me alone?’


Sil
pushes Jessica aside and slowly gets up out of bed.  He walks steadily to
the dresser next to the bed and grips the smooth brass handle of the second
drawer.  From this drawer, he retrieves a small silver revolver, and then
holds it backwards in front of him with the barrel facing his chest.  With
the revolver in hand, Sil tightens his eyes threateningly at Jessica, displaying
a face full of anger.


Jessica
looks at Sil without a hint of surprise.  Then she unbuttons her lime
green blouse and removes it from her sexy, slender torso, exposing a lacy black
bra.  After that, she rolls on her stomach, and bends her head to look at Sil
as if waiting for him.


Sil
stares defiantly at Jessica’s half-naked body, taking careful notice of the
deadly, beautiful creature that lies in his bed.  With the pistol held at
his side, he approaches her, keeping the barrel pointed towards him. 
After he reaches Jessica, Sil carefully massages her back with the smooth
wooden grip of the gun, making slow circles around her shoulder blades.  


On
the bed, Jessica remains rigid, apparently afraid to move or speak.  He
brings the pistol down fast and hard toward the middle of her back, then stops
short just above her skin.


“Don’t
worry, Jess,” Sil whispers in a hollow voice as he drops the pistol on the
bed.  “You’ll get yours.”


Without
another word, Sil walks rigidly out of the room, making his way back to the
bathroom.  Here, he looks at himself, the demon, in the mirror
again.  From the corner of his bloodshot right eye, he sees something on
the floor of the shower; a silhouette at the bottom of the glass door. 
With an expression motivated half by curiosity and half by irritation, Sil
steps toward the shower and opens the sliding glass door.


“Judas
Priest,” he exclaims, looking down at a pile of his bleach soaked clothing on
the shower floor.  


Jessica
had chosen to destroy his most expensive suits and shirts; around $4,000.00 in
designer clothing.  Sil laughs to himself a bit, thinking back five days
ago when he met the young redhead and her crafty little boyfriend.  Even
after all the years he has spent living radically, nothing could have prepared
him for what he learned during those few days.  Smirking with
anticipation, Sil begins to pick up his clothes from the shower floor,
remembering her gleaming red hair.  Jessica had a good reason to be
jealous.
















FIVE DAYS EARLIER


Aug 11th
11:30 hours:


      
With his hands steady against the cold linoleum, Isiah pushes his body up off
the floor, following the gym coach’s orders as he barks them out over the
class.  While he holds his body in the air using the heavy muscles in his
shoulders, he keeps a judicious face, glancing up at the bleachers and
basketball standards as he waits for the coach to continue.


         
“THIRTY-TWO,” the gym coach growls impatiently as he paces steadily back and
forth among the ranks of young men.  His gaze is disgusted as he looks
upon the bodies trying to perform this simple exercise; thinking to himself
what he could have done with their strength and dexterity at his age. 
Coach Clyde runs his fingers through his smooth, gray hair as he considers this
fantasy of being young again, wanting to go back thirty years into his
twenties. 


         
With a grin, the silver fox remains silent for a moment, making the entire gym
class hold their bodies up in the air.  In his blue and white striped
jogging suit, the coach walks like a man on a mission to save the world. 
He smirks, thinking that most of the young men in his class do not believe in
saving the world one pushup at a time, but for him it is discipline, honor, and
manliness.  The sweat that pours out of their bodies is the salty wine
that the Gods of fourth period gym class demand.  In the silver fox’s
mind, today is critical, because this class has been slacking, and he longs for
the days when ‘men were made of steel and ships were made of wood,’ as his
father used to say.


         
“THIRTY-THREE,” the coach bellows from his barrel chest, rubbing his hands
together to keep them warm in the cold emptiness of the gymnasium.  


         
“THIRTY-FOUR,” the coach shouts quickly.  “THIRTY-FIVE. 
THRITY-SIX.  THIRTY-SEVEN.  THIRTY-EIGHT.  THIRTY-NINE. 
FORTY.  Now rest, gentlemen.”


         
The entire class gasps for breath, heaving from the strenuous stopping and
starting during a two and a half minute session of pushups.  As he sees
their exhausted reactions, the silver fox rolls his eyes slightly, wondering
how these young men could have ever lasted a day back in his gym classes long
ago.


         
Unlike most of his Weston High School classmates, Isiah moves himself smoothly
to a sitting position with ease, and appears unaffected by the long round of
callisthenic exercises.  He takes a moment to look around the gymnasium at
the scowling faces of the other young men near him and soon focuses on his friend
Martin who is staring sickly at the shiny laminated floor.  After glancing
quickly to make sure the silver fox isn’t watching, Isiah moves to where Martin
is sitting and silently drops next to him on the floor with the balance and
speed of an antelope.  Once Isiah is near Martin, he looks closely at
Martin’s face, which holds an expression as if he just swallowed a baby
scorpion, and can feel it crawling around inside of him.  Martin appears
extremely out of place in this gym class, especially with his short frame, wide
glasses, and pale complexion.  His hair is naturally curly and black,
showing off his Jewish descent; the culmination of these features providing the
other boys with inspiration to exploit his physical weakness.  It was this
weakness that helped the two young men bond as Martin’s mental strength was a
great compliment to Isiah’s physical strength.


         
“What’s wrong?” Isiah whispers.


         
Martin does not reply.  He gradually closes and opens his soft, brown eyes
as if waiting for the scorpion’s deadly sting, ignoring Isiah as if he’ll go
away like some household pest.      


         
“You can’t do this,” Isiah warns.  “Being afraid now will only make things
worse later.  We need you to be strong today!”


         
“What if something goes wrong?” Martin asks.


         
“Nothing will go wrong if you’re not afraid,” Isiah replies, pointing to
Martin’s forehead with his index finger.


         
“How the hell do you know what’s going to happen?”  Martin inquires,
turning his palms upward.  “I think we should wait and try to learn more.”


         
“I—“


         
“Time for a twenty minute run, gentlemen,” the silver fox broadcasts from his
powerful throat before Isiah can speak.  “Off your seat an’ on your feet!”


         
The young men rise up from the floor and begin to file out the door, their
white T-shirts moving like a strand of pearls being dragged out of a small
jewelry box.  Many of them stick their chests out as they walk, pretending
they are looking forward to a good, hard run, but truthfully, most are dreading
the two mile jaunt and would rather play basketball.


         
Martin and Isiah exchange meaningful glances as they form ranks and file out
the door to the football field, but neither one appears the slightest bit
comfortable.  As they start making laps on the football field, they are
surrounded by other young men who are trying to match pace with Isiah, and as
usual, he has to break away from Martin to show the rest of the class that he
is still the superior runner.
















Aug 11th
14:55 hours:


         
Isiah stands vigilant near his locker, thinking about the exchange with Martin
from gym class just a few hours ago.  His hands clutch nervously at two
books up on a shelf inside the locker as he impatiently swings the door of the locker
back and forth.  Finally he pulls the books from the shelf and places them
in his backpack that is hanging from a hook in the center of the locker. 
He sighs for a moment, feeling this nervous energy flutter as seeds of doubt
start to spring forth in his mind.  Isiah stares down at the two books
inside his backpack; one of them is a large green edition titled Calculus,
and the second, is The Adventures of Robin Hood.  His demeanor is
tense for a moment, then relaxed as he stares fondly at the book that
introduced him to the story of Robin Hood.  Soon a smile spreads across
his face, bringing out the rough highlights of his olive skin.  


         
From just a few feet down the hall, Isiah watches a mane of smooth red hair
approaching him, and his smile grows wider.  Under the gorgeous red hair
is the familiar face of his girlfriend, gleaming with romantic anticipation as
the red lipstick stands out against her milky complexion.  


         
“JOANIE,” Isiah calls out, “you’re late.”


         
Joanie approaches Isiah like a seductive lioness, her figure is healthy and she
is wearing a pair of tight fitting jeans and a flattering white top with a
black sports bra underneath.  Her face bears a naughty grin as she closes
the space between them, brushing her hair back playfully along the way. 
She moves swiftly and aggressively between a few students who are trying to
pass her in the hallway, and all but nearly knocks over a blonde sophomore
student who is younger and afraid to say anything to Joanie.  As she collides
with the girl, and pushes past her, Joanie’s face becomes bright with
excitement, and she glances back at the younger girl, making sure that she
knows her place in the school pecking order.  After she feels satisfied
from establishing her superiority, she steps up to her muscular boyfriend with
a wink.


         
“Will you hold these?” Joanie requests as she flashes her striking blue eyes at
Isiah.


         
“Sure,” Isiah responds, tucking Joanie’s books up under his right arm and
shaking his head slightly after witnessing her childish need to dominate other
girls.


         
Joanie’s face turns to a glare for a half second as Isiah shows his disapproval
of her actions, and she pauses for a second or two, then presses him up against
his locker and gives him a passionate kiss.  He feels the moisture of her
lips as her tongue teases him slightly.  She holds her athletic body
against him just long enough for that stunned look of desire to appear on his
face, then immediately pulls away.


         
“Wasn’t that worth the wait?” Joanie demands.


         
“No,” Isiah responds trying to fake sarcasm, but grinning broadly, “it was
awful.”


         
“You always were my bitch,” Joanie offers with a grin as she takes her books
back from Isiah, raising her eyebrows as if daring him to be bolder than her.


         
“What up, guys?” A familiar male voice beckons.


         
Isiah turns to see his friend Butch approaching from the hall behind
them.  His rough six-foot, four inch frame is complimented by a blue dress
shirt and black slacks, secured snugly by an avocado belt.  The young
man’s Irish features stand out along with his slightly muscular build which
helps everyone to recognize him as a member of the football team.


         
“Greetings from the island of oh-you-a-playa’,” Butch says with a smirk, having
obviously witnessed their kiss from further down the hall.


         
Isiah smiles back at Butch, enjoying his gentle charm and easy-going
nature.  This doesn’t last, and soon his expression turns sour as he
narrows his eyes and looks around for another member of their party.  


         
“Where is Martin?” Isiah asks with conviction.


         
“Oh, he uh,” Butch pauses for a moment, scratching the back of his head and
looking around nervously as he tries to find the right words.  “He wasn’t
feeling great after lunch, so he decided to wait in the van…”


         
Isiah grits his teeth in disgust and swings his free arm through the air as if
openly discarding some frustrating element from his life.  His friends
become a bit uncomfortable as Isiah’s mood starts to change; his eyes are fixed
on the ground and firm shoulders are tense.  Butch watches Isiah with
forced, youthful respect, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, and
suddenly not knowing where to put his arms as he moves them uncomfortably up or
down every few seconds.  At first, he folds his arms just above his small
belly, and then settles on clutching the sides of his hips.


         
Across the hall, a locker door is slammed shut, piercing the air with a hollow
rattling sound.  This seems to awaken Isiah from his state of frustrated
meditation, and he is quickly nudged back to reality in the process.  


         
“Let’s go,” Isiah declares in an irritated but commanding tone.


         
In response to this order, Butch and Joanie look at each other for a moment, as
if deciding whether to protest or not.  After a short moment, Butch shrugs
and walks lazily down the hall, leaving Isiah and Joanie to work out the
details.  


         
“Listen to me, Mr. Israeli General,” Joanie retorts, pointing her finger at
Isiah’s chest, “in America, we don’t order our friends around.”  She
pauses to gather herself up to gain more leverage in the conversation, and then
continues.  “We respect what other people think, and most of all, what
other people want to do.  If you can’t respect that,” Joanie says as if
acid were dripping from her tongue, turning on her heel and glaring at Isiah as
she continues, “then get yourself another hot girlfriend.”


         
When the lecture is over, Joanie struts past Isiah down the hall, being sure
that her shoes land heavy on the cheap, factory carpet of the school
floor.  


         
Isiah remains in the hallway alone now, thinking to himself for a moment. 
Then he walks with the powerful stride of a champion racehorse, making sure to
hold his body straight, like any proud soldier would.


         
Outside the school, Joanie has caught up to Butch, and she is animated with her
hand gestures, nearly dropping her books as she complains about Isiah all the
way to the back of the parking lot.  Isiah laughs to himself and shakes
his head as he follows them to Martin’s van.  He can see that Butch is
half listening to her, but looking off in the distance as much as possible,
pretending there is something interesting happening.  Other students are
leaving the building in small groups, each of them walking slowly with a smile,
like prisoners just released from a long sentence behind bars.  As they
move further from the school, the students begin to gradually relax, feeling
more like themselves and enjoying the freedom with each step away from school
grounds.    


         
Joanie is still complaining to Butch as Isiah approaches them near the large,
silver minivan.  When he approaches closer, she turns away and folds her
arms in true high school fashion, pretending that nothing is wrong, and yet,
everything is wrong.  Butch is still nervous as he stands next to the side
door of the sleek, clean minivan.  For a moment, the young people stand
quietly in a half circle on the driver’s side of the van; all of them wearing
serious expressions, like a youthful version of Mount Rushmore.  


         
Isiah glances over his shoulder, where he sees Martin slumped forward in the
driver’s seat of the minivan, pouting like a spoiled child.


         
“What’s his problem?” Isiah asks. “He’s been like that since gym class.”


         
Butch stares down at the asphalt, and then digs the toe of his shoe against the
rear tire of the van.  Joanie simply glares off in the distance, holding
her books tight against her chest and refusing to make eye contact with Isiah.


         
With visible contempt for the situation, Isiah steps close to the minivan and
wraps lightly against the glass of the driver side door with his left
hand.  Inside the van, Martin exhales heavily, knowing what is coming
next.  After a few seconds of wishful thinking, and realizing Isiah is not
going to go away like a stubborn missionary, he rolls down the window and waits
for Isiah to speak.  


         
“I know you’re stressed about this,” Isiah says slowly, as if talking to a
small child who is protesting a tetanus shot.  “We all agreed that this is
for a good cause, and it’s worth the risk for all the good it will do.”  


         
“I want to drive,” Martin suggests, clutching the steering wheel tightly, then
releasing his grip, and tightening it again.  He is hard-focused on the
steering wheel; not wanting to give it up.


         
“No,” Isiah replies coldly, his eyes tightening and then relaxing again as he
shakes off the frustration.  “Joanie’s going to drive.  As nervous as
you are, you might get us in a wreck.  You can’t do that to us.”


         
His words do not move Martin the way he expected, so Isiah opens the drivers
side door of the van and steps aside so that Martin can exit.  With the
door wide open, Martin’s tall, skinny body is exposed to everyone, and he looks
around shamefully for a moment.  Soon afterward, he slowly moves his legs
down onto the step bar, and then twists casually out of the van, letting his
white T-shirt drape over his blue jeans as he goes.  


         
When he is out of the van, Martin looks over his friend’s faces for a moment,
still with a pouting expression, and steps quietly to the side door of the
minivan, opening it with a frustrated jerk of his wrist.   As he
takes a seat in the middle-row of his own van, Martin’s demeanor shifts from
pouting to frustrated discomfort.


         
With gentle movements, Isiah gestures for Butch and Joanie to get inside the
minivan.  Butch nods to Isiah, pats Joanie on the shoulder, and steps up
into the van, ducking down so that his large frame will fit in the seat next to
Martin.  In the meantime, Joanie playfully runs her fingers through
Isiah’s hair, forcing him to smile a bit, letting him know that he is
forgiven.  But his smile is soon washed away as a cool Chicago breeze
passes over them, making his heart leap in the flood of nervous energy and
excitement that beckons from the task at hand.  


         
While Joanie takes up her position in the drivers seat, Isiah climbs through
the side door of the van next to Martin and Butch, sliding it closed behind him
as he moves until the door locks into place.  


         
Inside the van, Isiah turns his body sideways to reach the third-row seat
behind Butch and Martin, taking a bit of extra time as his backpack snags a bit
when he squeezes through the small space.  Joanie sets her books next to
the center console as she settles in.  She can feel the soft cushion under
her legs as she adjusts the seat to her height.  With her left hand, she
draws the seatbelt across her body and secures it with a quick snap. 
After her seatbelt is secured, Joanie grabs a pair of black sunglasses from the
dash and casually slides them on.  Then she starts the engine, and the van
creeps out of the parking lot, its darkly tinted rear windows reflecting the
steady light of the sun.


         
“I know you’re a little nervous,” Isiah states to his three friends as the van
rolls away from the High School out onto the main road.  “Once we get
inside, just follow my lead and you should be okay.”


         
While he is talking, Isiah lifts his backpack over the third-row seat into the
cargo area of the van, and reaches back with both hands, retrieving a large,
red duffel bag, which he sets in the empty spot next to him.  The duffel
bag is stuffed to capacity, its rounded bulk showing hard shapes pressing out
against the fabric.


         
“Remember,” Isiah continues, turning his body to face the duffel bag, “we are
doing this for the right reasons.  People need our help.”


         
“Feed the homeless, right baby?” Joanie exclaims with enthusiasm, her
excitement building as if she were going to a football game.  


 
        In the second-row seat, Martin and
Butch are less than enthusiastic, both of them looking pale and doubtful. 
Martin is holding his right hand lazily against his forehead, and he glares at
Joanie for a moment as her elation irritates him.  


“That’s
right, babe,” Isiah says with approval as he nervously fumbles with his fingers
a bit, then finally unzips the duffel bag, exposing an assortment of cargo
pants, oversized shirts, and bandanas.  In an orderly fashion, Isiah
distributes two pairs of cargo pants, oversized shirts, and bandanas to Butch
and Martin.  All three young men remove their shoes in the confined space
of the minivan, hastily changing out of their jeans and into the oversized
cargo pants.


“Woohoo,”
Joanie beams as she hears the sound of zippers and buttons being undone, “get
naked, boys.”  


She
adjusts the rearview mirror, slides the sunglasses up onto her forehead, and
moves her eyebrows up and down with a fake provocative stare in her best
impression of a perverted cab driver.  Her fun is cut short as she sees
Butch proudly giving her the middle finger through the rearview
mirror.   


         
Martin is having extreme difficulty as he struggles to put on the oversized,
bright orange shirt.  He wraps it around his body pushing hard with his
left hand, trying to roll the fabric up over his shoulder.  In the
process, his hand leaps out of the shirtsleeve and shoots right across the bridge of Butch’s nose.


         
“Ow, you retard!” Butch exclaims. “Watch what the hell you’re doing.”  


         
“Sorry, Butch,” Martin speaks with sincerity. “It’s just so damn hard to get
these things on in here.”


         
In the third-row seat, Isiah is already wearing his cargo pants and the
oversized, orange shirt.  He completes the look by tying off a blue
bandana around his head with a firm knot.  Once his bandana is secured, he
then reaches into the duffel bag and pulls out a pair of silver bullet
sunglasses, which he puts on delicately, pushing them up to the bridge of his
nose with his index finger. 


“Time
to go gangsta’,” Isiah says nervously to his friends as he hands each of them a
pair of silver bullet sunglasses from the third-row seat.


         
“Look at my gansta’ boys,” Joanie says proudly from the drivers seat, pumping
her hand toward the ceiling twice with her palm facing upwards.  “We need
some more bitches up in here.”


         
Butch now joins Martin in glaring at Joanie as he feels mocked by her
celebration at a time when his stomach is churning with fear.  He takes
the sunglasses from Isiah and puts them on forcefully, then stares out the
window, his eyes now two circles of reflective silver.  Isiah’s hand darts
over the seat from behind him again, this time with a tube of black, camouflage
face paint.  As Butch takes the tube, he glances back at Isiah, feeling a
shiver pass through his body as he witnesses his friend’s transformation. 



         
In the third-row seat, Isiah is now wearing an outfit that makes every inch of
him appear dangerous.  The large cargo pants and oversized orange shirt,
along with the blue bandana, make him look like he belongs to a gang. 
This clothing coupled with the black face paint and silver sunglasses give him
the appearance of a hired killer.


         
“You look like death,” Butch says, swallowing hard as he gazes at Isiah’s face.


         
Isiah doesn’t respond with more than a friendly smirk as he turns and fishes in
the duffel bag for a moment, and then displays a black, semi-automatic 9mm
pistol clutched snugly in his right hand.


         
Butch turns away from the pistol immediately, trying to pretend it is not in
the van with them, and he squeezes some black face paint onto his fingers, its
sticky moisture feeling creepy on his skin.  He passes the tube to Martin
with his other hand then starts to rub the paint all over his face; the
repugnant smell of chemicals hits his nostrils with unwelcome petroleum
flatness.


         
“Never gonna’ catch me rollin’ dirty…  Never gonna’ catch me rollin’
dirty.” Joanie sings playfully, bobbing her head up and down as she feigns for
attention in a spirited voice.       


         
“Let me see?” Isiah asks as he takes the tube of black paint from Martin and
screws the cap on tight before dropping it back into the duffel bag.


         
Butch and Martin turn their painted faces to Isiah who quickly nods with
approval.  He reaches into the duffel bag again, pulling out two, black
.38 Special Revolvers.  Each pistol has a long barrel, and a classic
wooden handle.


         
“No bullets,” he states reassuringly as he reaches over the seat, holding them
out to Butch and Martin with the barrels facing his chest.  “I borrowed
these from my Foster Father’s friend Henri.”


         
Butch nods his approval of the unloaded weapons, and takes a revolver in his
hand with a half fascinated and half terrified expression.  As Martin
takes his pistol from Isiah, he turns it sideways and moves it up and down in
his palm as if he were weighing it on a scale.  After taking a moment to
marvel at their pistols, they break their trances of awe, and conceal their
guns in the large, right leg pockets of their cargo
pants.     


         
For several minutes, the van rolls steadily through traffic, pausing every so
often for streetlights and slow, smooth turns; the movement of the van clearly
is not reflecting the excitement and anticipation of its driver.  In the
back seat, Isiah can feel perspiration starting to form on his brow.  His
heart is pounding with the harrowing force of a car crusher at a junkyard,
hundreds of steel components all strained beyond their limits until they cave
in completely. He pumps his fists slightly, trying to get his blood flowing
more as his entire body feels numb with dread and doubt.  


Butch
and Martin display their nervous energy in different ways.  Butch is
tapping his hands lightly on his cargo pants; his expression showing that he
wants to turn the van around.  Martin, on the other hand, is half curled
up against the window, staring out at the traffic, looking as if he doesn’t
want to leave the safety of the van.  What can be seen of their faces
below the black paint looks extremely sober and the sunglasses do well to hide
the fear in their eyes.  They sit quietly for a moment hoping that fate
will step in with a flat tire or Isiah will change his mind, and go back to
planning some new way to steal money for the homeless.  


         
In the driver’s seat, Joanie is now the trademark of concentration.  Her
gleaming red hair rests lazily on her steady shoulders as she maneuvers the van
cautiously through traffic, realizing that any mistake could have serious
consequences for all of them.  As they get closer to their destination,
Joanie’s singing has stopped, and she is now counting to three before changing
lanes; her hands are firmly at the ten O’ clock and two O’ clock positions on
the steering wheel.  


         
Soon Joanie brings the van to a halt in the middle of an alley.  The
weight of the van may as well be on top of its young passengers, for all the
enormous pressure they are feeling.  They sit in silence for a moment,
brimming with anxiety, waiting for one of them to object; none of them wanting
to be the weakling in the group.  


“This
is it. Let’s go,” Isiah orders after a moment, feeling surprised to hear the
words coming out of his mouth.  


Without
saying another word, Isiah leans over the rear seat to the cargo area of the
van where he retrieves a red, plastic toolbox.  The toolbox is compact,
but large enough to hold several sets of wrenches and ratchets.  Isiah
flips up the black clasp and opens the toolbox for a half second to ensure it
is empty.  Meanwhile, Butch opens the side door of the van and steps out
into the alley, followed shortly thereafter by Martin, who is now on the verge
of panic.  Martin leans against the van holding his stomach and gasping,
while Butch glances around nervously, clearly feeling uncomfortable to be
dressed as a gang member and exposed out in the street.  Soon Isiah
emerges from the side door of the van to join them, still holding the small,
red toolbox in his left hand.  After he steps down out of the van, Isiah
leans back through the open door to speak to Joanie.


“Drive
careful, and remember to take care of the license plate,” Isiah instructs his
girlfriend in a serious and motherly tone, “and don’t be late getting back.”


“No
problem, babe,” Joanie replies with a worried expression as she looks over at
her three friends, hoping everything will be okay.


For
a moment Isiah stands frozen, looking at the sliding door of the van with Butch
and Martin; all of them realizing this may be their last chance to turn
back.  Finally he slides the door shut and waves Joanie away with his
right hand.  


         
“Let’s go,” Isiah repeats with more intensity, turning to walk away from the
van and toward the far end of the alley.  


         
The three young men start moving forward slowly, and after a few steps, the van
quickly pulls away.  They all stop for a moment to watch it disappear out
of the alley, their eyes covered by the silver, reflective sunglasses.  


         
When the van leaves, they feel themselves exposed to the world, three somewhat
bold sheep dressed up as wolves.  Each of them is wearing exactly the same
outfit and their faces are held tight with anxiety as they look at one another
realizing the commitment they’ve just made.  After taking in their
appearance as ghastly gang members with black face paint, the trio starts
walking again toward the far end of the alley.  This time at a much more brisk
pace as the reality of their actions starts to sink in, bringing forth
premature adrenaline.  


The
van seems to have taken their bravery away with it; each of the young men can
feel their bodies washed over in desperation.  It takes all of their
patience to keep them from sprinting to their goal, wanting to just get it over
with quickly.    


         
As they move forward, Martin recalls how his stomach felt queasy a few hours
ago in fourth period gym class.  He hasn’t had anything to eat all day,
and his hands are starting to shake.  In the shadows of the alley he
smiles slightly to himself, wishing he could trade the raw fear in his heart
right now in exchange for the queasy pain he had earlier in gym class.


         
As they round the corner, the city opens up to the three young men.  In an
instant, they are on the street, sharing the air with delivery trucks, business
people, and all the noise of midday Chicago.  They soon realize that their
gangster clothing is effective, as everyone on the street focuses on them; some
people just watching them closely, while others rush to get out of their
way.  Butch notices a woman who keeps looking at them, then looking
further down the street they are facing toward; as though she is expecting to
see another group of gangsters coming from the other direction.  Isiah
feels his hand tighten around the handle of his pistol in his pocket; he is
pleased to see the fear that their clothing has inspired in the people on the
street.  Without fear, they would not be taken seriously which could be
extremely dangerous.  This moment is surreal, and it sickens him somewhat,
building a strange pressure in his chest as the anxiety leaves him vulnerable. 
In his mind, his emotions roll like broken glass- all of the shards shifting
painfully with each step through this terrified crowd.  His heart feels
like a pendulum of a massive grandfather clock, and it chimes with a warning
that he should not continue.  Each chime of the clock pounds Isiah’s
entire being, leaving him more emotionally exhausted as every second feels like
a full day.  


         
The three young men step heavily now, as if through thickening cement. 
The faces of people on the street rouse suspicion in their minds, and the
suspicion mounts more severely as they move forward.  Their guilt and
shame have become dogs of rage, attacking them from every direction.  As
they near the glass doors of the Chicago First National Bank, they all stop
immediately.  Isiah reaches out, placing his hand on the weathered, iron
handle, feeling as if he is about to break the seal on another realm of
existence.  He can sense his entire life hovering just behind the lobes of
his ears.  All of the greatest memories are there somewhere, but he can’t
focus on any of them right now.  


         
Under his bandana, he can feel the perspiration building in his hair from the
summer heat.  His hand is shaking somewhat on the warm iron door handle,
as if he were holding the gates of hell themselves.  Suddenly he feels
small, as though his own shoes, feet, and legs are not enough to hold
him.  He shakes with the absolute belief that gravity itself will betray
him, and he’ll soon be swept away from the doors and out of this moment. 
The grandfather clock is chiming from his heart through his entire soul,
warning him to go back, but instead, he pulls the door handle and walks into
the bank.


         
Inside of the Chicago First National Bank, Bill Fredricks, the overweight
manager, is flirting with a younger employee.  He is somewhat flushed,
grinning cheerfully despite his red face, which contrasts heavily against his
sharp, black suit.  With his thick glasses and ravenous grin, he appears
much as a schoolboy with a crush on the head cheerleader. 
      


         
The young blonde is composed, but maintains sexually charged eye contact with
the fat man, knowing that he can provide her an easy promotion.  At
twenty-three, she is obviously half his age but is effectively teasing him with
her luscious appearance.  As she speaks innocently, she leans forward
every now and again, letting her blouse come open, not so innocently, just
enough to thrill the lonely bank manager.  


         
Bill is so captivated by her beauty that at first he doesn’t notice the three
young men entering his bank wearing gang colors and black face paint.  


         
After entering the bank, Isiah hands the red toolbox to Butch, and briefly
assesses the situation, glancing at his watch and taking mental note of the
time.  The bank is a typical customer branch with dark brown carpet from
wall to wall and eggshell colored tile paths running between the doors and up
to the cashier stations.  There are four stations at the front counter for
processing transactions, three of which are occupied by bank tellers, and the
fourth by the flirtatious bank manager.  Isiah and his two friends are on
the north side of the bank floor with the cashier stations on their left and
the loan officer’s desks filling the space on the right.  In the center of
the bank is a line of customers winding through a small maze of silver posts
that are fixed to the floor, which are connected to each other by wide black
straps.  The long line of bank customers stretches from the counter on the
left all the way to the loan officer’s desks on the right.  A few loan
officers are seated at their desks, looking busy and eager for the day to end
as they help customers with strained enthusiasm.


         
As he looks at the bank layout, Isiah draws his pistol, realizing that the line
of customers will prevent them from controlling the entire floor.  In the
two seconds it takes for him to make this assessment, a loan officer spots the
three young men, and his hand vanishes rapidly below his desk to a silent
alarm, pressing it firmly with his index finger.  


         
Without hesitation, Isiah points his pistol at the loan officer, then sprints
forward, and vaults up on the man’s desk.  The young loan officer is
horrified, and he clasps his hands together behind his head on his perfectly
groomed black hair.  With a tight grip on his pistol, Isiah scans the
other loan officers to make sure they’re not moving, and then spins around to
face the counter.


         
“Everybody put your hands behind your head,” Isiah shouts with muddled
confidence, “or you’ll be killed!”  


         
Despite the slight lack of conviction in this statement, everyone obeys his
command.  All of the customers stare blankly at the three gangsters with
painted faces, not knowing what to think.  Although they all seem young,
they look very dangerous like seasoned street criminals.


         
Behind the counter, the bank’s manager is completely stunned.  He
immediately takes his eyes off the young girl and stands straight up with his
hands clasped loosely behind his   


bald head.  The
redness flows from his face and is replaced by a tacky pale color.  In
this instant, the blonde no longer exists, and all that Bill can think about
are his wife and children at home.


         
The largest of the three young men approaches the counter.  He carries a
black revolver in one hand, which he points directly at Bill, and a red toolbox
in the other, that he slides across the counter.  His blue bandana is
neatly tied off at the back of his head, and his silver, reflective sunglasses
make it seem like he doesn’t have a soul.


         
“Fill it with cash,” Butch demands, tapping on the toolbox with his free hand,
sounding more like a bank customer than a gunman.  


         
The young blonde has crouched down behind the left side of the counter just a
few feet from Butch’s legs; her body is blocking the short, swinging doors that
the cashiers use to step onto the main floor of the bank.  Bill’s chubby
hands are shaking, and his forehead is starting to show beads of sweat under
the large, white interior lights of the modern bank.  From years of habit,
he pulls out a stack of hundred dollar bills and starts counting them into the
toolbox.


         
“One-hundred, two-hundred, three-hundred-“


         
“Stop counting it,” Butch interrupts, feeling the seconds tick by and wishing
he were safe at home.  “Just pile it in!”  


         
The bank manager takes a quick breath, puts his hands out straight, letting the
cuffs of his suit drop fully open, and starts grabbing stacks of cash and
stuffing them into the toolbox.


         
Meanwhile, Martin is moving toward the line of customers, making his way to the
other side of the bank.  He stops for a moment and considers going around,
but remembers that Isiah told him to ‘hold that position immediately and
control the space’ as soon as they were inside.  His breathing becomes
heavy and anxious now, looking at the terrified faces of the bank customers:
mothers, fathers, sons, grandmothers.  The guilt he is feeling is like an
eight-hundred pound gorilla sitting on his chest, and he is extremely nauseous,
wanting to be done with this and wishing he were somewhere else.  Both of
Martin’s hands are empty as he refuses to pull out his revolver due to the fear
of time in prison.


         
Up on the desk, behind the line of customers, Isiah is suddenly feeling
dizzy.  His breathing is shallow, and he is starting to see black
spots.  The sickening aura of panic has consumed him, and he has detached
from the entire scene.  It all looks fake through his eyes now, like
animatronic elves at Santa’s workshop in the mall.  Through Isiah’s eyes,
Butch isn’t pointing a revolver at a fat, bald man’s face, and Martin isn’t
struggling to break through the line of bank customers.  In Isiah’s new
state of euphoria, everyone is pretending-- just like the elves in Santa’s
workshop, pretending to hit fake nails with little, plastic hammers.


         
As Martin forces his way through the line of customers, he bumps into a short,
athletic black man, then shoves him backward to stay in character as if he were
a real gangster.  The man grunts and immediately fixes his eyes on Martin,
transforming his face from concern to absolute rage.  He steps forward
slightly, sizing him up with his eyes, and notices that Martin isn’t carrying a
gun.  In an instant, the athletic man attacks Martin, shoving him hard in
the chest.  This sends Martin’s tall, thin body flying backwards to the
bank floor, bringing the black strap between the posts down with him as he
goes.  The force of this shove causes Martin to drop hard on the carpet
and bang his head on the floor, leaving him dizzy and vulnerable.


         
The athletic man strides like a true cavalier as he moves closer to continue on
beating on the young man.


         
On the floor, Martin is panic-stricken.  His sunglasses are hanging
halfway off, and his bandana fell from his head on impact.  


         
“Dude, help me,” Martin cries out to Isiah as the athletic man changes his
stance for better leverage, getting ready to deliver a fierce beating.


         
Martin is shocked when he looks up to see Isiah staring at nothing through his
sunglasses, realizing his cry for help will go unanswered as the first few
punches land powerfully down on him.


         
On the desk, Isiah is holding his pistol in front of him, seeming oblivious to
everything until he feels a strong hand grasp his neck and shoulder.  As
the grip tightens, his vision fades in and out.  The hand pushes him forward,
and he feels completely ill, as though a poisonous jellyfish is stinging his
insides, traumatizing the very center of him.  At this point, Isiah takes
a deep breath and stands up sharply, ready to defend himself.  He looks
over his shoulder with fierce and suspicious eyes, but no one is behind him,
and no one in the bank is close enough to have touched his body.  Isiah is
baffled by this, but snaps back to reality, where he sees Martin taking a
beating on the floor from the powerful black man.


         
With the grace of a hawk, Isiah swoops down from the desk, landing evenly on
the brown carpet of the bank floor.  He is poised for action as he circles
toward Martin, his pistol pointed carefully at the black man’s muscular
shoulder blades.


         
“Get off of him,” Isiah shouts at the man with authority.


         
The powerful man rises slowly to his feet, exposing Martin’s mildly wounded
face.  Streaks of blood are visible from the beating, and some of his
camouflage paint has rubbed off.  His sunglasses are on the floor behind
him, and his only disguise is a swollen, slightly painted, bloody face. 
Isiah looks at Martin’s eyes, which have turned red from the blows, and are
slightly cut from the fierce, repetitive striking.  


         
“All of you get behind these desks,” Isiah instructs the customers, motioning
urgently with his pistol toward the loan officers and their desks.


         
While the group of bank customers files slowly in among the desks, Isiah helps
Martin up off the floor.  Near the counter, Butch is watching crumpled
stacks of cash being loaded into the red toolbox as the bank manager continues
to work feverishly.  He glances nervously over his shoulder at Isiah every
few seconds, not sure what to do next.


         
“Wrap it up, guy,” Isiah calls out to Butch as he helps Martin across the bank
floor, peering back at the customers and loan officers every few steps.  


         
Butch obeys Isiah’s command with an expression of relief.  He snatches the
toolbox away from the bank manager, then carefully closes the lid and moves
rapidly to join his friends on their way out the door.  


         
Isiah is mindful to conceal Martin’s battered face from the cameras as they
maneuver toward the exit.  Butch stays close behind Isiah and Martin,
glancing nervously around at the bank customers and threatening them with his
revolver all the way to the front doors.


         
“Don’t move,” Isiah shouts in panicked desperation, “or in the name of Allah,
you will be killed!”


         
This causes the bank customers to freeze, and escalates the level of fear in
their eyes.  Isiah clenches his teeth after shouting these words, knowing
that pulling the terrorist card is the wrong thing to do; regardless how
desperate their situation has become.


         
After what feels like a two-hour debacle, the three young men frantically exit
the bank, stumbling clumsily in their haste to escape before the police
arrive.  Isiah looks at his wristwatch and his heart races as he realizes
that they just spent almost two full minutes inside the bank.


         
With a mortified expression, he scans the area desperately, looking for Joanie
and the silver minivan.  Isiah lets go of Martin as he searches, allowing
him to walk under his own power for a moment.  Butch is shaking with
nervous energy and he glares at Isiah impatiently, waiting for him to make a
decision.  Martin tilts his head painfully to the side, standing askew,
like a statue; the pain still throbbing fresh all over.  As he tilts his
head, warm drops of blood stream down his face from his wounded right eye.


         
The drops of blood mesmerize Isiah as he watches them drip like thick red wine
to the pavement below.  These drops spatter on the cement in front of the
bank, and form as cold, black spots next to Butch’s feet.


         
“WHAT THE FUCK, MAN?” Butch shouts at Isiah, shocked at how he keeps drifting
away from them.  “GET IT TOGETHER!”   


         
The blaring of sirens from just a few blocks away rouses Isiah from his
short-lived trance.  


         
“Let’s go,” Isiah demands, gesturing toward the alley where they were
originally dropped off by Joanie.


         
A few bystanders have stopped on the sidewalk to watch the three young men from
a distance.  They wear expressions of awe as they observe the panicked, gun-toting
gangsters, trying to escape.  There are screams of fearful pedestrians
hiding behind city mailboxes and parked cars as they clear a path on the
sidewalk for the gunmen.  


         
The sirens are getting louder, forcing the three young men to quicken their
pace.  Knowing that their time is growing short, they dart down the alley,
pulling Martin along as fast as they can.  When the trio reaches the
middle of the alley, they halt abruptly, each of them stunned in silence. 
Joanie and the silver van are nowhere to be seen.  This revelation hits
each of them like a thunderbolt as the sound of sirens becomes louder every
second.  


         
“DAMMIT,” Martin exclaims with disgust, throwing his thin, pale arms up in
defeat.  “I knew that I shoulda’ been the one to fuckin’ drive.  Your
damn girlfriend is-“


         
“This doesn’t help us,” Isiah warns, interrupting Martin before his emotions
roll forward as sickeningly as the fresh blood from his face.


         
Although he tries to appear calm, Isiah’s heart is lurching inside his chest
and his stomach is twisting in knots.  He looks up at the tall buildings
rising above the alley, and the young men seem small and vulnerable now; not
having planned a second exit strategy.  Isiah closes his eyes, trying to block
out the anxiety and chaos to find another way out.


         
“He’s right, Isiah,” Butch affirms with a panicked, cracking voice.  “She
left us.  WHERE THE HELL IS SHE!?”


         
At the end of the alley, a bystander is watching the young men with intense
curiosity.  He is wearing a classic gray suit, has a short beard, and thin
spectacles.  This man is so enchanted by the situation that he doesn’t
notice a silver van turning down the alley next to him.  When the van is
right in front of his face, it nearly brushes his beard with its side door,
forcing the man to lose his balance as he steps back to avoid being hit.  


         
In the middle of the alley, the van rolls to a sudden halt, and all three of
the young men dive recklessly inside, slamming the doors as they go.


         
On the sidewalk, the Freudian bystander pulls out a notebook in an effort to
write down the license plate number.  As he looks up, he lets his arms
drop silently in defeat.  A cardboard sign neatly covers the license
plate, and has a message scribed on it in large, black letters:  FEED THE
HOMELESS.  As the sirens grow louder, the silver van drives steadily out
of sight.
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Back in the Weston High School parking lot, the silver minivan is parked near a
row of trees.  Inside the van, Joanie is seated next to Isiah, slowly
counting the cash from the red toolbox.  Martin and Butch are wearing
scowls as they wait impatiently in the back.  They have removed their
gangster clothing and bandanas in favor of the jeans and shirts they wore
earlier.  The orange shirts are now stained black as the young men had
used them to remove the paint from their faces before tossing them into the
duffel bag, which is on the seat next to Butch.


         
“What am I supposed to say about my face when I get home, Isiah?”  Martin
asks coldly; his face showing a few small cuts and red swelling around his
eyes.  “My parents will freak out about this.”


         
“Tell your parents the truth,” Isiah reassures Martin.  “Tell them that
you got into a fight and had a bad day, but nothing more.”


         
“Well, that’s classic,” Butch announces with an irritated tone.  “Glad
you’re thinkin’,” he says, mocking Isiah sarcastically.


         
“What do you want me to say?” Isiah pleads.  “You all knew that something
might go wrong.”


         
“Whatever, Isiah!” Martin snaps back.  “You just stood there with a blank
look on your face while that jock boy knocked the shit out of me.  What
the hell were you doing, anyway?”


         
“I was-,” Isiah stops short, knowing that he can’t bring himself to tell anyone
the truth.  “I was thinking.”


         
“YOU WERE THINKING!?”  Martin exclaims incredulously.  Then with
disgust, he finishes by saying, “Whatever, dude.”


         
Butch and Martin are clearly upset.  They fold their arms and glare
through the rear windows as if trying to light the trees on fire with their
eyes.


         
Meanwhile, Joanie has finished counting the cash into neat stacks on the center
console, and has been waiting patiently to speak.


         
“Well, guys,” Joanie says softly, breaking the tension a bit, “we have
six-thousand, three-hundred and twelve dollars here.”


         
The van is suddenly still as each of the teenagers realizes the splendor of
their victory.  


         
“That’s six-hundred, thirty-one dollars apiece,” Joanie confirms with a grin.


         
“Damn!” Butch remarks. “We should just keep it all for ourselves.”


         
“That’s not funny,” Isiah shoots back, turning his face to look scornfully at
Butch.  “We all did this for a good cause.  If we keep all the money
for ourselves, we’re just regular thieves.  We each get ten
percent.”  


         
Isiah twists his head back to face the dashboard, and focuses his eyes on the
shiny plastic, his shoulders starting to heave with frustration.


         
“And I understand that,” Butch replies in a calm, cocky voice, “but what do you
think homeless people are going to do with that kind of cash?  They’ll
probably drink it all.”


         
These remarks send Isiah into a passionate fit of rage, and he slams his elbow
into the back of his seat several times, bucking it hard with his might, and
shaking the van like a wild animal.  


         
“HAVE YOU EVER BEEN HOMELESS, BUTCH!?” Isiah shouts, glaring at his friend like
a cobra, ready to strike.  “Have you ever slept on cold, wet pavement, or
lay awake at night, waiting for someone to attack you?  Have you ever gone
to bed knowing that someone could slit your throat for a blanket?”


         
“Sweetie,” Joanie appeals gently to Isiah, grabbing his hand to comfort him.


         
Isiah pushes Joanie’s hand aside and continues staring at Butch, who is too
petrified to speak.  


         
“He’s not saying that he hates homeless people, Isiah,” Martin beckons quietly,
his right eye fluttering in pain.  “He’s saying that he doesn’t want them
to spend it all on booze.”


         
“Who cares if they spend it on booze!?” Isiah roars.  “At least they can
escape from the hell of the streets for an hour or two.  Before Richard
and Elizabeth adopted me, I was living a life of shit.  When my
grandfather and I came to this country, we didn’t have anything but each
other.  Some people here were generous and helpful, but for the most part,
no one really cared.  They also probably thought that my grandfather would
drink up all the money.”  After a short, emotional pause, Isiah speaks
with passion and authority, lowering his voice a bit.  “They will get the
money. Period.” His jaw clenches with emphasis as he finishes.


         
Butch nods in silence, staring at Isiah’s thick, pulsating biceps and triceps.


         
“I want you all to realize,” Isiah begins passionately, “that this is a holy
mission.  We are political rebels- just like Robin Hood.  This isn’t
something you do for yourself and your own personal gain.  These are
things that men do to define their lives.”


         
“Rob from the rich and give to the poor, right sweetie?” Joanie declares as she
leans over and gives Isiah a loving kiss.


         
Joanie’s lips are a welcome gesture, and the softness of her touch calms him,
draining the angst from his mind.  All four of them are visibly exhausted,
and no one makes an effort to speak for a few moments.  Soon Joanie begins
to count out ten percent of the cash for each of them, then puts the remainder
of the cash in the red toolbox, closes the lid, and gives it to Isiah. 
Then she hands each of the boys a stack of cash, which they, in turn, put into
their wallets.  


         
Isiah gives Joanie another kiss, gets out of the passenger side of the van, and
then walks around to the side door.  He slides the door open with his
muscular left arm, still clutching the plastic toolbox in his right hand, and
leans forward casually.


         
“Butch,” Isiah begins coolly, “could you grab my books out of the back, bro?”


         
Butch nods sharply to his friend, then spins around and leans over the
third-row seat to retrieve the backpack.  A few seconds later, he spins
back around and gives Isiah the bag with a wink, signaling the end of their
fight.  As he takes the books, Isiah apologizes to Butch with his eyes and
Butch acknowledges his apology with a sheepish grin.  After Isiah slings
his backpack over his right shoulder, he points at the duffel bag on the seat
next to Butch, gesturing for him to hand them over.  Butch passes each
item over the seat until Isiah is burdened with: a backpack on his shoulder,
the red toolbox in his right hand, and the duffel bag clenched firmly in his
left hand.


         
“You all did great today,” Isiah states constructively.  “Everything will
run smoother next time,” he promises.


         
Joanie and Butch nod their heads in agreement, but Martin stares numbly at the
van’s interior, as if he didn’t hear what Isiah said.  


In
preparation to leave, Isiah exchanges manly handshakes with Martin and Butch,
then winks at Joanie in the drivers seat before closing the side door and
stepping away.


“HEY,
MARTIN,” Isiah shouts from outside the van. “Make sure you take off that feed
the homeless sign off before you drive this home to your dad.”


Martin
waves his acknowledgement, still looking upset and betrayed.  Isiah nods
back then turns away from his friends and makes his way across the asphalt to
his blue, Ford Escort.
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Isiah
drives his Ford Escort carefully into his assigned parking space under a
carport at the Birchwood Condos.  Then he turns off the engine and climbs
out of his car carrying his backpack and the small, red toolbox.  The
duffel bag and its contents remain stashed securely in his trunk.  This
beautiful neighborhood has been his home for over six years now, and he is
grateful every time he sets foot on the well groomed paths.  His anxiety
from earlier today temporarily leaves him as he looks at the rich colors, and
tall rooftops of home.  His foster parents purchased this condo just six
months ago, and it met their requirements with: a main floor, upstairs, and
basement to accommodate his grandfather.  He smiles wide now as he
approaches his familiar home, gazing at the blue paint and neatly pitched
roof.  As he walks closer to the condo, he notices his foster mother’s red
Ford Explorer parked in its usual spot behind his foster father’s green Ford
F150.  Isiah walks close to these vehicles as he goes, being careful not
to trample the freshly planted grass near the driveway as he moves forward to
the garage.


When
he gets near the garage, he punches a four-digit code into the small keypad,
and the door comes to life with movement.  As the door rolls steadily
open, it reveals his foster father’s extensive workshop and several woodworking
projects at various stages of completion.  


The
shop is a veritable carpenter’s paradise; with every tool you might need for
any small to medium-sized job.  Isiah can smell sawdust and various types
of wood treatments as he maneuvers quietly into the shop.  He watches the
floor carefully as he goes, looking for loose nails and wood screws.


Once
he has passed all of the saws, drills, and sanders, Isiah finds himself
standing next to his foster father’s private stock of wood.  This wood is
supported by brackets, which run from the floor to the ceiling.  Each set
of brackets holds a standard size of wood, such as 2X4s and 4X4s.  In the
far corner, there are sheets of plywood and particle board, stacked neatly
against the wall.  


Isiah
finds a dark place below an old saw horse that is set next to the stock pile of
4X4s, and he carefully slides the red toolbox into this dark place, concealing
it from view.


Now
with the toolbox hidden, Isiah slaps his hands together to clean the sawdust
from his fingers, and then makes his way to the side door that leads into the
kitchen.  When Isiah reaches this door, he stops dead in his tracks,
frozen suddenly from head to toe with intense fear.  His eyes are fixed on
his foster father’s workbench, which has a jigsaw built-in to the center of the
table.  This sharp blade and workbench is ominous in the waning light of
day, and Isiah feels his stomach turn as he looks upon it, almost terrified of
its power.  As he presses the lighted button to close the garage door, a
cold shiver runs down his spine, and the garage door sends the workbench into
darkness.  After the garage door is closed, Isiah opens the flimsy side door,
and enters the kitchen.


As
his feet massage the soft, shaggy carpet in the kitchen, Isiah hears a baseball
game blaring from the den.  He sets down his backpack near the door, and
then moves slowly toward this sound, looking up at the walnut cabinets and down
at the majestic oak table as he goes.  His foster father’s work is part of
every room in the house, from custom furniture to extravagant entertainment
centers.  


Soon
Isiah reaches the den, where he sees his foster father, Richard Tolman, sitting
in a leather chair, watching baseball with his business partner Henri
Andrews.  Henri is seated on the couch, showing an intense stare and half
smile as he remains fascinated by the game.  Both men are drinking from
steins of beer that have the marks of their favorite team logos.  At the
back of the den, Henri’s son John is playing with small Tyco® trucks,
impervious to the sound of the baseball game.  


Just
as Isiah is about to leave, the game cuts for a commercial break, and the two
carpenters are instantly revived from their sports-induced comas.


“Hey,
there’s my boy,” Richard exclaims, smiling up at Isiah proudly as he brushes
his graying hair back and rests his beer stein on his thick leg.  


“Jeez,”
Henri begins as he looks up at Isiah’s muscular upper body.  “When are we
going to get you out on the baseball field?”


“Probably
after he mows the lawn,” Richard barks, erupting in deep laughter halfway through
his sentence.  “What about it, Isiah; have you mowed the lawn?”


Both
men laugh heartily, Richard holding his large belly, and Henri rocking his
tall, thin frame back and forth feverishly.  They are dressed in plaid
shirts and cheap carpenter jeans that have stains from recent woodworking jobs.


“Sure,”
Isiah replies with a smirk, remembering the freshly-planted grass in the front
yard.  “I’ll get right on it.”


“Are
you gonna’ say hi to uncle Isiah, John?” Henri asks his four-year-old boy.


The
little four-year-old looks up at Isiah and waves his hand with a shy
grin.  Isiah waves back at John, and then returns his attention to the two
carpenters.


“I
think I gotcha’ beat,” Henri spouts off sarcastically to Isiah as he pushes the
fat of his left arm upward with his right hand, making his left arm appear as
if it has a bulging bicep.  


Again,
the two men explode in jolly laughter-- their faces starting to turn red.


“Hey,
son,” Richard speaks with labored breath, “I’m starting to want another beer;
why don’t you bring the fridge in here so I can get a cold one?”


This
evokes more barrel-chested laughter from the men as they both flex their
muscles like wrestlers.  Isiah smiles dryly having heard many of these
jokes since he started lifting weights.


“Oh,
come on, son,” Richard pleads slightly, “we’re only messing with ya’. 
Hell, I used tuh’ have big guns too, but that was before I knew how to treat a
lady.”


“That’s
right,” Henri affirms, “there are only two things you need to know to keep a
lady around.”  “After you learn this, you won’t need those muscles.”


“After
I learn what?” Isiah asks halfheartedly.


Richard
leans forward, holding out his left hand as he speaks.


“How
to say ‘yes ma’am,’” he declares, holding up his thumb, “and how to say ‘I’m
sorry,’” he finishes by holding up his index finger.


“I
heard that,” calls out a familiar voice from the front door.  “Don’t get
cocky just because the hen has left the roost for a while.”


Isiah’s
foster mother, Elizabeth Tolman, and Henri’s wife Jenny appear from the formal
living room.  Each of them is carrying a bag of groceries.


“I’m
sorry,” Henri retorts sharply, smirking up at his wife.


“Very
funny,” Jenny says, taking up a stance with her arms folded over a bag of
groceries, around her slender figure, tossing aside her curly, blonde hair with
a twist of her neck.


“Are
you going to help us with the groceries, laughing boy?” Elizabeth asks Richard
sarcastically, pulling on the thin rims of her silver glasses with one hand and
holding a bag of groceries against her chest with the other.


“Yes
ma’am,” he bellows, and both men chuckle feverishly, stopping to toast
themselves by tapping their beer steins together.


Elizabeth looks at Jenny and shakes her head, then
proceeds to the kitchen, moving her plump body with a lot of attitude as she
goes, but smiling under her delicate head of curly hair.  


Once
their juvenile celebration is over, the two carpenters set down their empty
steins, and with some effort, stand up to follow their wives into the kitchen.


Isiah
stands alone in the den now, smiling to himself a bit as he hears the sounds of
a four-year-old playing vibrantly with his toys in the background.  This
moment soon fades; however, when he recalls the events that took place earlier
in the afternoon.  As he thinks about his own failure, he clenches his
fist tight in disappointment, feeling ashamed at how he froze up when his
friends needed him most.  With these thoughts stewing in his mind, he
leaves the den and walks back to the kitchen, where he descends a carpeted stairway
down to the basement of the large condo.  


When
he reaches the hallway at the bottom of the stairs, Isiah’s mood turns all the
more serious.  With each footstep, he looks more like someone who is
taking the witness stand in a high profile court hearing, rather than a
seventeen-year-old boy.  The carpet in this hallway is thin and rough, and
his shoes create sharp, scraping sounds as the rubber brushes over the
surface.  


From
the hallway, he can hear the faint sound of a television just a few rooms away. 
Isiah makes his way toward this sound, passing the laundry room as he
goes.  The air is suddenly filled the aroma of fresh scented linens and
cleaning detergents as he approaches a half-cracked door at the end of the
hallway.  Ambient light from a television moves across the walls as he
peers inside the large room, which is nearly dark, save for the glow of an oil
lamp just off to the right.


Through
the crack in the door, he can see his grandfather’s wooden rocking chair; one
of Richard’s best pieces of work.  It was specially designed with a tall
backing to support his grandfather’s whole body.  The entire chair is
solid oak, fashioned to be smooth and comfortable for Elizabeth during one of
her failed pregnancies.


After
taking a few deep breaths, Isiah pushes gently against the door with his right
hand, and steps softly into his grandfather’s bedroom.  Once again, he can
feel the familiar hardwood flooring under his feet.


“Welcome,
grandson,” Isiah’s grandfather murmurs with labored breath, speaking in his
native, Arabic tongue.  His words come forth slow and militant as if
commanded to do so.


As
Isiah steps around the large rocking chair, he looks at the television, which
is showing images from a 1960’s war movie.  The thirteen-inch television
displays poor quality, black and white images of American soldiers storming the
beach at Normandy.  His grandfather is fixated on the images for a moment,
and then turns his attention away from the machine guns and explosions to speak
with his grandson.  Isiah also turns slowly away from the television, like
a young boy, turning to gaze at a great buffalo.  When their eyes meet,
Isiah nods and bows slightly to his grandfather, General Nadja Muhammed
Assihm.  The General nods back appropriately, his chest heaving from the
strain of chronic asthma.


Despite
the terminal nature of his appearance, General Assihm looks almost deified in
the large, oak rocking chair.  His hair is long and gray, just as his
thick beard, which extends a quarter of the way down his chest.  The
General’s long arms extend past the arm rests of the rocking chair, just
slightly, complimenting his thin proportions.  He is dressed
conservatively in a green, button-up shirt and black slacks, which are cinched
neatly around his waist by a shiny, black belt.  


Isiah
stands stiff and still, not allowing a single muscle in his body to
relax.  He faces the old General as a highly disciplined soldier should,
waiting for the older man to speak first, and making sure his left hand does
not touch anything it shouldn’t.


“You
seem uninjured,” General Assihm says softly, “did everything go well?”


“No,
Sir,” Isiah replies shamefully in Arabic, “there were problems that I did not
prepare for.”


General
Assihm twists his head slightly in disappointment, exposing an old scar he
received on his jaw while protecting a dying mother.


“Face
East,” General Assihm commands, wheezing somewhat. 


Isiah
dutifully turns back toward the television and waits for further instructions.


“If
you try to make a plan for everything,” the General says with a cough, “then
you fail to understand anything.  The burning of your muscles will help
you to remember this lesson.”


With
fluid movements, Isiah seats himself on the hardwood floor just to the left of
his grandfather’s rocking chair.  From this sitting position, he firmly
plants his hands on the floor behind him with his fingers spread apart, and
then presses the balls of his feet down on the floor as well.  From this position,
he raises all of his weight off of the floor, supported only by his hands and
the balls of his feet.


“What
is your enemy?” General Assihm asks in a rough, Arabic dialect.


“My
enemy is doubt, terrain, and surprise,” Isiah fires back with calm confidence.


“Yes,”
the General says with approval.  “And how, and where should you fight this
enemy?”


“You
fight this enemy,” Isiah replies, shaking a bit, “in the hearts and minds of
those who protect you.”


“What
happens,” General Assihm inquires, “if your enemy gets ahead, gets the better
of you?”


Isiah’s
large triceps are starting to shake.  He can feel a burn from the tips of
his fingers, through the base of his ankles.  His teeth are now clenched
together as he strains to answer more questions.


“Your
men will collapse on you,” Isiah begins with shallow breath, “and care for
themselves first, leaving you to die.”


General
Assihm watches his grandson for a moment, his eyes are lit with approval, much
the same as an artist admiring his crowning achievement.


“How
does a General keep control of his army?” The old man asks, his words coming
out sharp and smooth.


Down
on the floor, Isiah’s body is shaking from the strain on his muscles. 
Small drops of sweat secrete from his sideburns, and roll slowly down the back
of his neck.  He is breathing heavier now, as the burden of his weight
becomes almost unbearable.


“A
general controls,” Isiah murmurs with a strained voice, “his army-, by burning
the muscles-, of his men-, so that they hear-, one voice: one message.”


“This
is correct,” General Assihm affirms, leaning forward in his chair.  “You
are released.”


Although
he wants to let his body drop heavily on the floor, Isiah instead lowers
himself gradually, not wanting to show weakness in front of his
grandfather.  When he reaches a sitting position, he gets to his feet,
sweating a bit and breathing heavily from the intense effort.


“Remember,”
the General instructs with a throaty cough, “that an army must hear one voice,
and act as one body.”


After
speaking these words, the general takes up an inhaler from an oak coffee table
on his right side.  He gently puts it up to his mouth and takes two deep
puffs, then drops it back on the coffee table.  Isiah watches the inhaler
as it bounces on the table’s surface a bit, then slides up against a large bag
of Good n’ Plenty candy.  This bag of candy is cause for some confusion
for Isiah, and he looks down at it with a baffled expression.  He has
never known his grandfather to eat candy.


General
Assihm’s breathing becomes suddenly more irregular, and with a swipe of his
aged left hand, he signals Isiah to leave him be.  In acknowledgement of
this gesture, Isiah nods to his grandfather with a great deal of respect then
briskly exits the room.  


A
few moments later, Isiah emerges from the stairs of the basement, back to the
soft, shaggy carpet in the kitchen.  As he enters the kitchen, he sees his
foster mother, Elizabeth, chopping green bell peppers on a white marble cutting
board with a large Chef’s knife.  She stands with a pleasant expression
next to the kitchen counter to complete this task, while her friend Jenny
smashes clumps of ground beef into patties at the kitchen table.  Jenny’s
petite hands have no trouble shaping the hamburger into nearly perfect circles
before it is moved onto a plate for the grill.  The two women are a
definitive odd couple as Elizabeth is in her fifties with curly hair, a round
figure, and stylish glasses for her age.  While Jenny is in her thirties
with curly blonde hair, wearing white pants and a flimsy, flower print summer
shirt.  Elizabeth is the alpha female in this friendship, and she has
taught the younger woman how to be strong and steadfast.


“There
you are,” Elizabeth announces when Isiah enters the room.  Then with a
motherly look of concern, she asks, “Are you sweating?”  


“Yes,”
Isiah replies, then pauses in thought for a second, not wanting to tell the
full truth.  “Grandfather wanted me to move some stuff for him.”


“Oh,
all right,” Elizabeth says with a shrug.  “How was your day?”


This
question makes Isiah feel a bit guilty.  Her kind, motherly expression
enhances this effect, and he can barely look at her as he speaks.  This
woman seems perfect as she softly chops the peppers with her chubby fingers,
pausing every so often to wipe her hands on a small, blue towel that she tosses
back on the counter. 


“It
was-“


An
explosion of joy is heard from the carpenters in the den, and the entire
kitchen falls silent for a moment.  The words ‘yeah’ and ‘home run’ ring
throughout the condo.  Elizabeth stops chopping for a moment, and then
rolls her eyes as if to say ‘boys will be boys.’  Then she turns back to
Isiah and nods for him to continue.


“It
was decent enough,” Isiah says as he recovers from the roaring baseball chants
in the den.


“Well,
Joanie called, and wants you to call her back,” Elizabeth reports casually.


“Wuh-Hoo,
Isiah,” Jenny exclaims as she grabs more beef from the Styrofoam tray on the
table.  “Still chasing that hot, little redhead- are we?”


“Now
he can chase her all he wants,” Elizabeth says to Jenny while pointing the
chef’s knife in the air, “just so long as he doesn’t catch her.”


The
two women chuckle a bit as they continue to prepare food for dinner.  With
a smirk, Isiah walks to the counter over by Elizabeth, then picks up the sleek,
white cordless phone from its cradle, and dials Joanie’s number.


“Hello,”
Joanie says with a bubbly voice as she answers her cellular phone.


“Hey,
Joanie,” Isiah speaks casually into the phone, “I heard you called.”


“Yeah,”
she says with some excitement, “I was wondering if you might want tuh’ go to
the mall?”


“Sure,”
he replies evenly.


“Great,
I’m not ready yet, but I’ll meet you there at seven thirty, okay?”


“No
problem, we’ll see you then.”


“’K’,
bye.”


Isiah
hangs up the cordless phone and goes upstairs to get ready.
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Chicago’s downtown mall is a blitz of activity. 
Business women chat on cell phones while carrying stylish shopping bags from
various stores.  Families peruse past windows full of the latest gadgets,
looking for something that fits their home, and everyone wants to see, or to be
seen in this lavish array of shops.


Joanie
is waiting for Isiah at a table in the food court.  Her brilliant red hair
is offset by a white, silk blouse, which is further complimented by a short,
black miniskirt.  She drinks from an Orange Julius every so often while
watching for her boyfriend from the smooth, white plastic bench.


Soon
Isiah walks through the glass doors at the entrance of the food court.  He
is dressed casually, wearing a black T-shirt and a pair of blue jeans.


Joanie
spots Isiah immediately, and waves playfully for him to join her at the
table.  After she waves several times, Isiah finally sees her, his face
lighting up brilliantly as he moves to sit with her at the table.


When
he reaches Joanie, Isiah bends down gracefully and plants a bold kiss on her
lips, then smoothly slides onto the bench next to her, resting his large arms
on the table.


“That
was delicious,” Joanie admits feeling suddenly shy.


“Yeah,
it was,” Isiah agrees with a cocky grin.


After
a moment, Isiah glances around at the empty tables and chairs near them,
realizing that they are pretty much alone.


“Why
are we sitting here by ourselves?” Isiah asks with a confused look on his
face.  “Don’t you want to get up and look around?”


Joanie
smiles playfully and shrugs, letting her eyes drift and wander mysteriously.


“Maybe,”
she says slowly.  “I mean, today was just really exciting for me. 
I’ve been a bad girl before,” she explains with a grin, “but never as bad as I
was today.  I feel free for some reason.  You know?”


Isiah
lowers his brow as he tries to make sense of this, but after taking her words
in, he nods slowly with understanding.


“Actually,”
she begins, looking around as she speaks. “I brought you here because,” Joanie
takes Isiah’s left hand off the table and puts it up under her miniskirt, “I’m
not wearing any panties.”  


The
young man’s body is immediately ablaze with lust as these words hit his
ears.  His mouth drops open as he looks around with some degree of panic
and guilt, feeling suddenly exposed and vulnerable.  


A
flood of emotions wash through his body and blood courses heavily through his
head, heating up his neck and making him dizzy as his spine begins to
tingle.  


“Okay,
that’s enough,” she orders, removing his hand and placing it firmly on his pant
leg.


Then
she brushes her hair back sensually, enjoying the look of shock and awe on
Isiah’s young face.  Joanie feels powerful and confident in the surefire
knowledge that her boyfriend’s libido is like a bullet train traveling at full
speed down the side of a mountain, and there is nothing he can do about it in
this public place.  She laughs playfully at his lack of control as she grabs
his hand again, this time to pull him up from the table.  


“Why
don’t you come with me to Victoria’s and help me spend some money?” She
commands, pulling the enchanted young man with her as she goes.


Isiah
tags along in stunned silence as Joanie drags him through the mall to Victoria’s Secret.  His mind is fixated on her and everything about her.  To him,
no other person exists right now but this sexy redhead.  Visions of her
curvy body and lengths of gorgeous, red hair are tantalizing his mind, and he
can’t concentrate on anything else.


“So
what are you thinking about?” Joanie asks with a broad grin, still radiant with
satisfaction.


“You,”
Isiah mumbles mindlessly, still intrigued by her every movement.


As
they enter Victoria’s Secret, Joanie stops short in front of Isiah, forcing him
up against her backside.  This piques his desire for her once again, and
she spins her head around to enjoy the same surprised, innocent look on his
face.


The
young couple spends several minutes shopping in Victoria’s Secret, and Joanie
continues her powerful seduction through the entire process.  Soon they
emerge from the store.  Joanie is grinning sinfully, carrying a small,
plastic bag, while Isiah walks behind her with an excited smile on his face.


As
they traverse the mall together, Joanie spots a couple arguing from a distance,
and is suddenly intrigued.  A handsome, thirty-year-old man is yelling
fiercely at his younger girlfriend.  They are very animated as they shout
at each other, making hand gestures almost as fast as their lips are moving.


Joanie
briskly grabs Isiah by the arm and leads him into a store that is just within
earshot of the angry couple.


“What
are you doing?” Isiah inquires with a discouraged tone.


“Let’s
have some fun,” Joanie suggests as they enter a leather clothing store. 
“Just follow my lead,” she instructs Isiah with a wink.


Sil
Pirite and his girlfriend Jessica are having a wicked verbal battle in the
middle of the downtown mall.  He looks like a movie star in his black
slacks, sunglasses, and beige dress shirt.  His attractive girlfriend,
Jessica is wearing white jeans and an expensive purple blouse.  They look
as though they’ve just stepped out of a fashion catalog, save for their angry
expressions, hateful words, and malicious hand gestures.


“JESUS,
JESSICA, you are so damn jealous,” Sil declares in a deep voice, pulling off
his sunglasses and pointing them at her as he speaks.


“AND
I HAVE GOOD REASON,” Jessica snaps back, putting her hands on her curvaceous
hips.  “You’ve cheated on me twice- that I know of.”


Sil
gazes upon Jessica with his tired blue eyes.  Her tall, athletic body and
short, blonde hair are everything that most men want in a woman, but her raging
temper and fits of jealousy are the caveats for this beauty.


“Look,”
Sil explains hastily, moving his hands in small circles with his palms facing
upward, “I don’t know whose number that was on my phone.”  “Trust me,
Jess, it was a wrong number, nothing more.”


Jessica
folds her arms tightly around her torso, showing that she is sick to her
stomach.  She looks down at the floor, considering what he has to say, her
bright brown eyes ready to burst with tears at any moment.


“It
was just a wrong number?” She demands, choking up with emotion as she locks
eyes with the love of her life.


“That’s
all,” Sil whispers tenderly.  “I’ve changed over the past few
months.  All I want is you.”


As
Sil utters the five words every woman in love wants to hear, Jessica embraces
him warmly.  Tears of relief and joy stream down her face as the tall
runway model snuggles herself in the warmth of Sil’s chest.


“I
love you,” Jessica voices with sincerity as she pulls her head back to stare at
her boyfriend’s clear, blue eyes.


“I
love you too, Jess, but you’re a pain in the ass,” Sil responds, then kisses
Jessica passionately, keeping his hand firm in the small of her back.


This
kiss seems to bring Jessica peace, and she gently takes Sil’s hand as they
stroll through the mall together.


“I’m
sorry,” Jessica apologizes with big eyes, pulling her hair back with her free
hand in embarrassment.  “I feel so stupid for dou-“


“Who
the fuck is this?” A young, female voice chimes in from behind the couple.


Sil
and Jessica turn around quickly to see a fiery redhead standing behind them
with her hands on her hips.  The young woman is accompanied by an Arabian
man who seems to be about the same age.  He is holding a small, black
plastic bag from Victoria’s Secret.


“I’ve
been trying to call you,” Joanie barks at Sil as she produces a cellular phone
from her purse and holds it up in his face.


After
the initial shock, Jessica turns and glares at her boyfriend with total
contempt, then back at the short, sexy redhead with absolute hatred.


Sil
is puzzled by this accusation, and he tries to remember the redhead, but comes
up with nothing.  He glances at the young Arabian man, who is watching
them in silence, and his eyes narrow as he still doesn’t recognize either of
these new faces.  


“WAS
THIS YOUR WRONG NUMBER!?” Jessica explodes at Sil, gesturing sharply at Joanie
with her right hand.


“No,”
Sil states aggressively in his defense.  “I’ve never seen these two in my
life!”


“I
can’t believe this crap!” Joanie cries out, clenching a fist and shaking her
cellular phone in frustration.  “First, you tell me that you love me, then
you attack me like some horny gorilla, and now you pretend not to know
me?  YOU BASTARD!”


A
flood of tears flow down Joanie’s cheeks, and she starts to breath in shallow,
emotional gasps.  Sil locks his eyes on these unwelcome young people,
wondering which of his friends could be complicit in this joke.


“This
is bullshit!”  Sil exclaims with outrage.  “I have never met you
before, you little psycho!”


“Who
is she, Sil?” Jessica asks coldly as tears of anguish well up in the corners of
her eyes.  “Why?  Why would you do this to me?”  Jessica demands
as her voice cracks and she begins to sob with tears running in perfect lines
down her face.


Sil
is now enraged at this charade, and he locks his focus strictly on Joanie now
like a pit-bull, ready to tear out her throat.


“If
this is true,” Sil begins sternly, “then what is my name?  If we had some
wild night together, then where and when did this supposedly happen? 
Because I’d really like to know,” he snaps with a cocky tone.


Sil’s
ferocious words land heavily on Joanie’s ears.  His heart is pounding and
his blood is rich with adrenaline as he considers using his fists to silence
this little troublemaker.  She takes a step back in fear, seeing his
intensity escalate, but at the same time, is intrigued by this handsome,
aggressive man.  Soon she recovers her poise, thinking quickly on her
feet.


“You
wanted to meet me here, remember?” Joanie spews forth another lie with her
forked tongue.  “I came here to tell you,” Joanie cries out, “that I might
be pregnant, and I think it’s yours!”


She
speaks these words mimicking an actress from one of her favorite TV shows,
covering her face and tearing up as she had done many times watching the show.


“Oh
my God, Sil!” Jessica blurts out, “you didn’t use a condom!?  How old is
she?  Sixteen?”


“She
doesn’t even know my name, Jessica,” Sil pleads.  “Why can’t you see
that?”


“Your
name is Sil,” Joanie beams with intense emotion, “and you told me that you
loved me!”


To
enhance the dramatic effect, Joanie buries her face in Isiah’s chest and walks
off with him, pretending to sob spastically.


“Trust
me, Jess,” Sil begs, trying to regain control of the situation, “I’ve never
seen that girl before in my life!”


“GET
AWAY FROM ME,” Jessica shouts, pushing her hands up defensively as she stomps
off alone through the mall.


Sil
is shell-shocked.  He stands alone for a moment, watching Jessica walk
angrily toward the doors at the south end of the mall.  Then he turns to
look at the young couple, his eyes filled with hellfire.  They are still
huddled together, making their way to the food court on the east side of the
mall.


This
betrayal evokes intense rage in the pit of Sil’s stomach.  His eyes burn
with evil as he watches the short redhead walk away.  He fantasizes about
smashing one of the store windows with her face, and beating her Arabian friend
senseless.  With these thoughts, his hands tighten, turning his knuckles a
pasty white color as he follows the two troublemakers into the food
court.  How dare anyone screw with his life?


When
they reach the food court, Isiah and Joanie look around cautiously, and then
break out into hysterical laughter.  As their laughter soon fades, Joanie
grabs Isiah and kisses him boldly, clearly turned on by the moment.


As
Sil comes around the corner far behind the young couple, he stops short, and
eases back against the wall, so as not to be seen.  His face turns white
with disgust as he watches the redhead kiss her Arabian friend lustfully,
celebrating the havoc she just caused in his life.  With renewed hatred
for this young couple, Sil continues to watch their every movement from a
distance.


When
Isiah and Joanie finish their heated kiss, they walk hand-in-hand on their way
out of the mall.
















Aug 11th
20:00 hours:


In
an empty corner of the mall parking lot, a blue Nissan Pathfinder rocks slowly on
its chassis.  Joanie is straddled on top of Isiah in the drivers seat of
her Mother’s Pathfinder, staring straight into his eyes as she slowly rocks her
hips back and forth just above his bare skin.  His desire for her is
overflowing now, and he thrusts his hips desperately upward, but each time he
thrusts, she raises her hips, staying just out of reach.  


This
invisible tug o’ war continues for over ten minutes, straining the young man’s
patience almost to its limits.  Joanie enjoys the look in Isiah’s eyes as
she unmercifully teases him.  Every time she pulls her hips away, he
worships her more, working himself into a perpetual and painful state of
wanting.


“Tell
me that you would die for me,” Joanie demands, rubbing herself on him just a
bit.


“I
would,” Isiah stammers, fully consumed by the heat of her body.  “I would
die for you!”


“Yesss,”
she exclaims with satisfaction as she unbuttons her blouse.


Isiah’s
legs are shaking violently now.  He cannot stand the throbbing pain in his
groin, and is silently begging Joanie to stop her teasing before he loses his
mind.


“Tell
me I am the only thing that matters to you, Isiah.”  Joanie whispers,
blowing her hot breath into his ear.


“You
are all that matters, Joanie,” Isiah murmurs breathlessly, his entire body shuddering
with anticipation.


When
these words leave his mouth, Joanie pounces down on him, and thrusts her hips
as hard and as fast as she possibly can, taking over his mind.


“You
are all that matters,” Isiah repeats helplessly as Joanie puts the finishing
touches on her seduction.
















Aug 11th
20:45 hours:


Isiah’s
blue Ford Escort rolls to a halt in its usual spot under the carport at the
Birchwood Condos.  After turning off the engine, the young man gets out of
his car and walks toward his foster parent’s condo.  As he walks, his face
is flushed with guilt and shame.  When he reaches the garage door, he
punches the code into the keypad, and the door heaves slowly open.  Once
the door is raised high enough, Isiah disappears inside.


“I
hope that was good sex,” Sil mutters defiantly as he watches the garage door
close from his white utility van, “because you won’t live to talk about it.”


With
steady precision, Sil sets the alarm on his wristwatch for seven a.m., and then
relaxes his body into the smooth, leather seat of his white utility van,
waiting for morning to come.
















Aug 11th
23:00 hours:


Night
has fallen like the wings of angels, spiraling dark and decadent out of the
sky.  A small suburb is lined with pale streetlights, watching over it
like departed souls from years past.  In the deepest clutches of this
darkness, a tortured soul is crying out in the pages of their small, secret
journal.  Again it is late, and the wounded heart burns steadily in a
trance of desire, making love to the pages of this journal with a pen. 
Their eyes are fixed wildly to the strings of text that bring to life the
dreams from yesterday and disappointments of tomorrow.


Tonight’s entry is as
follows:


 


Aug 11


         
A great power
surrounded me today.  It was enormous, and came in many forms.  I
felt overwhelmed trying to struggle against it, for just as the winds of the
city, it was everywhere.  It was unstoppable.  Even small things like
a man breathing were disturbing.  Somehow, it was as though the air were
forcing its way in and out of his lungs instead of his lungs forcing the air in
and out of them.  


           



The short, steady grinding of car engines tugged at the
tiny hairs inside my ears, causing my arms to shake.  All the noises from
the train were a mighty wind washing over my mind, suffocating me in its
passing.  This consumed everything to the point where my senses of sight,
smell, taste, and touch were useless.  The unbridled noise was galloping
through my life, treading heavily on my mind.


           



Where were you today, my renegade?  How could you
leave me in this horrible place?  


           



When you lied to me, I forgave you.  When you
betrayed me, I forgave you.  And even after you looked down on me, I
forgave you.  But I cannot forgive you abandoning me.  


 


Nothing can keep us apart; not even love.  When it
becomes time to get off the train, I want to be with you.  If the God-like
winds of the train wrestle me helplessly onto my back and destroy everything
I’ve ever cared for, then I want to be safe with you, forever.


           
Using slow, somber movements, the
author caps their pen and blows evenly across the final page, making sure the
ink is permanent.  With tired hands, the small journal is closed, its rust
colored cover gleaming a bit in the fully lit room.  The wounded heart
slowly strokes the front cover of this journal with their index finger, and
then quietly secures it in the usual gap between the box springs and base
boards.  Once the journal is secured, the light is turned off, and the
wounded heart lies awake in bed.  
















Aug 12th
05:45 hours:


         
The distant sound of metal grinding against metal breaks the silence of the Chicago streets.  Beads of sweat dangle from Sil’s eyebrows as he awakens in the warmth
of a fresh summer morning.  When he first opens his eyes, everything is a
blur.  His back and shoulders are stiff from sleeping in the black leather
seat of his utility van.  When Sil’s vision adjusts, he sees an athletic
figure from the corner of his left eye.  As reality catches up to him, Sil
rubs his eyes slowly, and then looks carefully at the figure across the
street.  


         
On the other side of the street, Isiah is getting ready for his morning
run.  He presses the button to close the garage door of his foster
parent’s condo, then makes his way to the sidewalk, stretching his calves as he
goes.  The young Arabian boy is clad in a blue hooded sweatshirt, and gray
running pants.  Although the outfit is loose, you can still see his muscular
frame as he bounces slowly on the sidewalk to stretch.  When he bends down
to stretch more effectively, Isiah can feel shooting pains in his thighs and
glutes.  He sighs heavily as this new pain hits, realizing that his
evening of playtime with Joanie will make his run twice as difficult. 
When he starts to run, Isiah feels nervous, as if Allah himself is watching his
every movement.


         
From the drivers side of the utility van, Sil watches the young Arabian man as
he traverses quickly south across the sidewalk towards the inner city. 
While he observes Isiah’s speed and natural athleticism, his right hand
instinctively reaches behind his seat, and emerges holding a stained metal
baseball bat.  Sil’s eyes ignite with a violent lust, as though he were
avenging fifteen years of insult and betrayal- rather than fifteen
minutes.  With this terrible lust in his eyes, Sil fires up the engine of
the utility van, and sets the baseball bat on the passenger seat near
him.  


Despite
his anger, Sil cannot help but notice the pressure building in his
bladder.  He reaches to the dash for a pack of Marlboro’s, and delicately
removes one with his thumb and index finger.  Then in one motion, he puts
the pack of cigarettes back on the dusty dashboard with his right hand, while
quickly retrieving a silver Zippo lighter with his left hand.  After a
sharp flick, the cigarette is aglow with smoke, and Sil draws a deep
breath.  He glares with malice at the young Arabian as he exhales slowly,
the tobacco essence soothing him like mother’s milk.  When Isiah is far
enough down the road, Sil puts the van into drive and pulls slowly away from
the curb.


The
morning sun has breached the horizon, softly lighting the rooftops of buildings
in downtown Chicago.  As he views this tapestry in the morning light,
Isiah takes in the city with renewed faith.  He feels as though he is
beginning a holy journey, and is terrified, but exhilarated in the same
instant.  The rhythmic pounding of his heart in sync with his footsteps
builds strength in his mind, while the burning of his lungs and impact on his
knees impose doubt in his heart.


The
morning wind is stiff, and it dances unmercifully over the bodies of the
homeless people who lie in its path.  An old man sits with his back
propped against a cement stairway- his shelter from the previous night. 
He stares off in the distance as the cool breeze rises up from the Chicago River, and hits his sixty-year-old body again and again.  His clothes are
ragged, and his face is a mess of dirt and stubble.  For a moment, his
gaze moves slightly to focus on a young man jogging down the sidewalk towards
him.  As this stranger approaches, a shiver moves with electric force
through his back, tingling all the way up to the top of his neck near tufts of
soft, gray hair, much like the hair of sheep.


As
the young man approaches closer, he slows his pace, and stares with curious awe
at the old, homeless man.  


Sil’s
white utility van eases gradually to a stop on the right side of a low traffic
street near the Chicago River.  He watches with intense curiosity as the
young Arabian man approaches a feeble homeless man.  When he gets within
ten feet, the homeless man becomes apprehensive, straightening his body, and
pressing his back into the cement stairway.  Two cars pass by on the
street, their glass and steel bodies disturbing the peace in a quick moment,
and then returning the morning to silence.  


Inside
the van, Sil’s legs are shaking, and he realizes that he will soon need to find
a bathroom to relieve the rising pressure in his small bladder.  His hand
is tense as he places the cigarette back to his lips, inhaling with frustration
as he watches every movement made by the men on the sidewalk.  Sil
stiffens in his seat as he sees the boy remove something from the front pocket
of his hooded sweatshirt.  As the boy’s hand passes in front of his body,
Sil can clearly see the back end of a few dollar bills, but he cannot make out
which denominations.  The pressure in Sil’s bladder has become
unbearable.  His hands are shaking as he rocks slightly back-and-forth in
his van, and he looks desperately behind his seat for a cup or bottle, but
doesn’t find one.  Without another thought, Sil puts the van into drive
and pulls away from the curb, being careful not to draw the Arabian man’s
attention.            


On
the sidewalk, the old homeless man raises his eyebrows at Isiah for a moment,
cautiously taking the money from his hand.


“Never
knew the wind would bring mercy,” the man mutters from his dehydrated throat.


“Mercy
will come,” Isiah replies, “again and again, like beads sliding down a string.”


The
old man musters an uncomfortable smile at Isiah’s words, and then returns his
gaze to the distant horizon.  Isiah straightens himself slightly, feeling
wholesome and generous for a moment.  Then, as if propelled by an
insatiable desire, continues on his way deeper into the heart of Chicago.


Sil
turns his van left at the first street near the end of the block- neglecting to
pay attention to whether the stoplight is red or not.  He is now driving
based on orders given by what is currently a higher power- his bladder. 
As his van rattles its way clumsily down the next street, Sil spots a dumpster
just a few feet down a small alley.  His eyes focus hard on the dumpster
as he stops the van and leaps from the drivers seat, leaving his door wide
open.  Sil moves with the grit of a man on a mission; his eyes fixed on
the filthy dumpster as a safe haven of relief.  When he crosses the
street, he dodges past a vehicle that is pulling away from the curb, which
misses him by a few inches.  The driver lays on his horn, expressing his
frustration, but Sil barely hears anything, save for his heart pounding in his
ears, and the voice in his head telling him to MOVE!  


Sil
begins to undo his pants well before he reaches the dumpster.  His body
takes control before he can conceal himself from the street, and he stops just
short of the large, steel trash bin to let nature take its course.  Soon
the pressure subsides, and Sil feels an enormous calm wash over him, as though
he just escaped from death.  He enjoys this new relief for a moment,
despite the smell of diapers and rotting fish dinners that emanates from the
rusty dumpster.  


         
This ‘moment’ is interrupted by the sound of footsteps rapidly pounding the
pavement just around the corner from where Sil is standing.  When this
sound hits his ears, he remembers the athletic Arabian boy, which inspires him
to quickly do up his pants.  The footsteps grow louder until Sil can hear them
just a few feet behind him.  He now remembers leaving the baseball bat in
the passenger seat of his van, and closes his eyes, while slightly gritting his
teeth at his own stupidity.  Sil listens intently as the footsteps briskly
pass the opening of the alley, but then stop short.  His fears are
confirmed as he hears someone approaching from behind.  Without moving at
all, he begins to look for a weapon in the trash bin that might help him to
take down the muscular young man.


         
As Isiah enters the alley, he sees a tall, dark-haired man crouched in privacy
next to a rusted, cobalt blue dumpster.  At first glance, the man doesn’t
appear homeless.  His clothing is badly wrinkled, but too nice for living
on the streets.  Though as he moves closer, Isiah sees that his hair is
sticking up, and that the backside of his face is covered in stubble. 
When his eyes move down, he sees a small puddle that has formed directly in
front of the man, just to the side of the dumpster.  Isiah is
simultaneously struck with both embarrassment, and the foul smell of
garbage.  He removes a one-hundred dollar bill from his pocket and sets it
next to the man on the lid of the garbage bin, then turns away, and swiftly
disappears back to the main street.  


         
Sil glances to his left at the one-hundred dollar bill, and a wide smile
spreads across his face as he snatches it up before the wind carries it
away.  He is very amused by the situation and gradually breaks out into
hearty laughter.  


         
“A hundred bones,” Sil laughs, “my bitch for a hundred bones.  Where did
you get all this money, Habib?”  He mutters and waves the bill in front of
his face as he walks back to his van.  “It sure as hell wasn’t a paper
route.” 
















August 12th
09:15 hours:


         
A black Chevrolet Malibu is parked near the curb just outside of the Chicago
First National Bank.  FBI Agent Jack Pennington is sitting in the driver’s
seat, peering over the rims of his sunglasses at his paperwork.  He stops
every so often to take a drink from a small bottle of orange juice, wiping his
moustache from time to time.  


After
a few moments, the heavyset bank manager Bill Fredricks emerges from the front
doors of the bank to the sidewalk, where he stops walking, and waves at
Jack.  Bill looks awkward in his sheik, navy blue suit.  He maintains
a phony smile, and shifts his weight from one foot to the other as he
waits.  


Jack
holds up his index finger, indicating that he needs a moment, taking a pen from
the center console of his car and jotting a short note on his paperwork. 
When he is finished with his paperwork, he places it on the dashboard, then
gets out of the car, and approaches Bill on the sidewalk.


Bill
looks over the short, black FBI agent as he steps forward on the sidewalk to
greet him.  The agent is dressed in business casual attire, and if you
didn’t already know that he worked for the FBI, you would not suspect it right
away.  He sports a forest green mock, black trousers that are neatly
pressed, and shoes that almost pass for small, fancy hiking boots.  The
agent removes his sunglasses as he shakes Bill’s hand, showing bright eyes and
an unusually comfortable smile.


“Bill
Fredricks?” Jack asks as he looks at the man’s plump red face and wide eyes.


“That’s
right,” Bill replies quickly.


“Jack
Pennington of the FBI.  Pleased to meet you.”  He waits for Bill to
respond, but the heavy bank manager is too nervous.  “How much did they
take?”           


“Uh,
about-” Bill stops speaking, laughs a bit, and then reasserts himself.  “I
mean, they stole exactly ninety-three-hundred and seventy-four dollars.”  


Bill
holds the glass door open for the FBI agent on their way into the bank. 
He looks close at the man’s short, curly black hair as he follows him inside.


After
they enter the bank, Bill gestures for Jack to step into his large corner
office.  Jack nods and smiles coolly as he steps into the office and takes
a seat in the expensive burgundy colored leather chair.


         
“I assumed you would want to see the security videos,” Bill states as he moves
his large frame behind the desk to sit down.  “So I have the DVR set to
play from the beginning of the robbery.”  


Bill
gestures to a nineteen-inch flat panel monitor that is resting on a digital
video recorder on the right side of his desk in the corner of the room. 
As he turns to press the play button, Jack interrupts him.


“I
have few quick questions before we start that,” Jack says, grabbing some
skittles from a bowl on the extravagant cherry wood desk.  “Do you mind?”


“Sure,”
Bill says with some hesitation, “anything to get these thugs.”  


Jack’s
overly relaxed demeanor is making Bill slightly nervous.  Everything from
the way he smiles to his masculine slouch makes him appear as though he knows
everything before it happens.  He smiles to himself at this fat man’s idea
of Skittles helping to somehow solve the crime.  


“Good,”
Jack declares, rubbing his hand on his pants a bit after finishing his
candy.  “First off, do you by chance have a copy of yesterday’s business,
and a reconciliation that includes the cash that was stolen?”


“Absolutely,”
Bill replies, “I faxed a copy to corporate this morning, and will have a copy
made for you before you go.”


“Are
you already thinking about me leaving, Bill?  I just got here.”


“No,”
Bill begins, “I just don’t understand this follow up. I went over this with a
dozen agents already.”


The
two men stare at each other for a moment, the office filling with tension for a
few seconds, and then Bill starts to laugh nervously.  Jack keeps a
serious face for a moment, then smiles richly toward the bank manager, letting
him know who is in charge.


“Those
agents investigate the facts.  My job is to read between the lines and ask
the hard questions… What was everyone doing before the robbery took
place?”  Jack inquires, pressing the outstretched fingers of both his
hands together thoughtfully.  


“We
were all just-“ 


“More
importantly,” Jack interrupts, “what are your procedures in the event of a
robbery?  What is everyone supposed to do?”  


“Well,
uh,” Bill starts to formulate an answer, but decides against it. 
“Honestly.  We don’t have any procedures other than the silent alarm.”


“What
about after the robbery takes place?”  


“Ah,
after the robbery, we first call the police, then we ask all of the customers
to relax, and we lock the doors until the police get here.”


“Okay,
great,” Jack exclaims with relaxed satisfaction, “go ahead and play the video.”


Bill
presses play on the digital recorder, and the flat panel monitor lights up with
video from four cameras, each taking up a quarter of the screen.  The
images show three young men entering the bank wearing gang clothing, black face
paint, and silver sunglasses.


“Just
a second,” Jack orders with a curious look on his face.  “Can you roll
this back so I can see what was happening about say… A few seconds before the
robbery starts?”


“Yeah,”
Bill replies, sighing slightly in frustration.  “Just give me a second
here.”


After
rewinding the video back a bit, Bill presses play again.  The four cameras
now show people going about their business:  cashing checks, processing
loans, etc.  One of the frames shows a side view of Bill speaking with
enthusiasm to a woman half his age.  


“Getting
a little zealous with the employee perks?” Jack asks with a smirk. 
“Aren’t you a married man?” He inquires, staring straight at Bill’s wedding
ring.


“Nah,”
Bill says will a smile, “just the same old, same old. There’s nothing going
on.”


The
two men watch the video for a few minutes, pausing the footage now and again,
and then resuming.  Jack watches the monitor closely as one of the young
men leaps up onto a desk, then leans forward, as if pushed, and appears to
stare out into space for a short time.


“What
is this one doing?” Jack demands.  “He looks like he’s in a trance.”


Bill
doesn’t respond.  He shrugs slightly, and resumes watching the
video.  


Another
camera shows one of the perpetrators being attacked by an athletic bank
customer.  Soon after, his friend leaps down from the desk, orders the man
to back away, then helps his friend to his feet.  


“Pause
it right there,” Jack utters with excitement.  “Now advance a few frames,
and- Whoa.”


One
of the cameras now shows a partial shot of a young man’s face, which was
exposed during the beating he received.  


“Show
that full screen,” Jack requests.


Bill
brings up the still shot in full screen, which clearly shows some of the young
man’s facial features.  


“Can
you email me a copy of that?”  Jack asks earnestly.  


“Sure,
no problem,” Bill says with a smile.


“That
young man is going to be a star,” Jack states with pride.
















Aug. 12th
11:15 hours:


The
morning rush at Molly’s Diner is winding down like a Major League Baseball
pitcher in their early forties.  Sil Pirite is seated discreetly at a
table, facing towards the entrance of the diner; only a handful of the
employees are aware that he is the owner.  His face is smoothly shaved,
and he is well groomed for his late morning get together, having stopped in for
a shower at the condo after an uncomfortable night in the utility van.  


Molly’s
diner is a small establishment just outside the heart of Chicago.  It is a
quiet place, where everyone minds his or her own business.  The food is
cheap, and it seems there is nothing on the menu that doesn’t come covered in
grease.  However, whatever Molly’s lacks in the area of culinary delight,
it surely makes up for in the way of privacy, making it an ideal meeting place
for certain ‘transactions.’


Sil
patiently waits for the rest of his party, smoking heavily as he watches the
customers and staff go about their business.  He breathes in deeply with
each drag from the cigarette, holding the tasty smoke in his lungs for several
seconds, and then letting it flow from his open mouth.  


“Are
you doing all right?” An older, thin waitress asks as she approaches Sil from
behind.  “Would you like something to eat?”


Sil
looks up at the tall, pale waitress and laughs deviously, putting out his
cigarette in the clear glass ashtray as he does so.  When he laughs, the
waitress shows a friendly smirk, which wrinkles her face a bit more,
emphasizing that she is pushing fifty.


“No
thanks,” Sil replies in small, short bursts of laughter, “I’ve been here
before.”


“Okay,”
the waitress says with a smile and nod.  “Would you like some coffee?”


“Please.”


The
waitress smiles again and turns quickly on her heel toward the kitchen, which
makes her thin, light brown hair swing just over her shoulder, then down to the
middle of her back.  


As
the waitress is walking away, Sil looks up and spots a flat bed tow truck,
which is burdened by a gray, late model Honda Accord.  He watches with a
smirk as a heavyset Tongan man steps out of the drivers side, while a thin
white man gets out on the passenger side.  Sil pulls out another cigarette
and lights up again, inhaling greedily with his lips.


As
he is waiting for his business associates, Sil takes a quick look around the
diner at the patrons.  There is a good mix of faces from all parts of the
world around him.  Over in the corner, just past the dessert case, sits a
group of noisy Cubans.  They are smoking large cigars and laughing
heartily as they drink their coffee.  


Just
to Sil’s immediate right sits a Jamaican man, who seems to have some difficulty
keeping himself upright.  He stares blankly at the salt & pepper shakers
as if they are giving a sermon that only he can hear.  His hair is shaved
off, save for a long, thick pony tail that runs even with the middle of his
back.  A cigarette is between his index and middle finger of his right
hand, but is not lit.  In his other hand is a lighter, grasped loosely and
long forgotten.


Sil
shakes his head a bit, now remembering to enjoy his own cigarette.  


As
Sil takes a drag, the heavy Tongan and the thin, white man approach his
table.  Sil gestures lazily for the two to sit down, not bothering to
remove the burning cigarette from his lips.


The
Tongan is wearing a stained, white T-shirt, which has a generic graphic of a
tow truck with the words ‘Emil’s Towing’ stretched across his belly.  His
white companion is clad in a green, hooded fleece, and his dark brown hair
looks as though a comb may have passed through it once or twice this
week.  


“Morning,
Sil,” the Tongan utters uncomfortably through his thick lips, allowing his
cheeks to expand as he all but spits the words out.  


Sil
tips his head to the left, then takes a drag from his cigarette and exhales
confidently.


“This
here,” the Tongan utters, gesturing toward his thin companion, “is fast Clio.”


“Hello,”
Clio says, introducing himself with a blank stare that would cause jealousy
within the salt shaker at the Jamaican’s table.


“Fast
Clio, huh?”  Sil mutters as the waitress sets a pot of coffee and three
cups on the table.  “Why is it that all the skinny guys in this business
are known as fast something?  Did your girl give you that nickname after
you beat the egg timer for the tenth time, Clio?”


As
Sil’s words penetrate his morning haze, Clio shows his displeasure with a pale,
white face full of anger and frustration.  He begins to move toward Sil,
but is soon halted by the Tongan’s heavy left hand.  


“It’s
okay, my friend, Sil is just joking,” the Tongan says in a voice that begins
with urgency, and ends peacefully.  


“Do
you do drugs, Clio?” Sil asks with a serious stare.  The young man shakes
his head from side-to-side looking Sil right in the eyes.


“Good,”
he nods with satisfaction, taking another drag from his cigarette.  “When
you work for me; you don’t smoke; you don’t drink; you don’t party late at night
with naughty ladies.  If you are working for me, you are basically a
Mormon.  Understood?”


Clio
nods his head again with a sincere expression.


“That
tow truck,” Sil continues, pointing to the street in front of the diner,” is a
safe haven and needs to be kept clean.  The tow truck is our temple. 
However, the car that we pick up, as I’m sure Emil has mentioned could have a
whole trunk load of illegal God-knows-what, which is fine, as long as that
truck remains my temple.” 


Sil
holds up his fingers one-by-one as he continues to speak, making the young man
more uncomfortable.  “When you’re working for me you will be drug tested
once a month.  Your place will be searched randomly.  You will never
drive with ANY alcohol in your blood.  And by no means will you ever look
inside any car that we are towing.  If you happen to break ANY of these
rules… You’ll find yourself at the bottom of a dumpster, which I’ve been
considering, by the way,” he points threateningly at Emil, “after this latest
screw up.” 


“Look,
Sil, my friend,” Emil begins, “I could not have known that the product was
going to be… spoiled like that.”  


“Spoiled!”
Sil raises his voice and quickly lights another cigarette.  “If I order
apples,” he begins again, pointing his cigarette at the two men, “and you send
me a truckload of mixed nuts, my client is going to get pissed.  Now, my
driver had no idea that he was making a bad delivery, and thanks to you, I need
to find a new driver.”


“Hey,
it’s… the cost of doing business,” Emil says slowly with his hands outstretched
to his sides like a preacher.  “I’m deeply sorry for your loss,” Emil
bellows in a low, mocking tone.  “What was his name anyway, fast Carlos?”


Sil
glares intensely at Emil for a second, and then laughter slowly begins to roll
forward from his smoky mouth, both men knowing that the game comes with rewards
and losses.  


“Something
like that,” Sil mutters as he retrieves a business card from his pocket and
places it on the table.  “Just make sure,” Sil orders Emil with an
unmistakable serious demeanor, “that when you think you’re picking up apples,
you need to check to make sure that they really are… apples.”


“Yes,
of course, my friend,” Emil speaks quickly and dispassionately as he picks up
the business card from the table.  “Hey, Sil, do you remember when you
tried your hand at the smash & grab?”  


Sil’s
temperament turns cold to the arctic degree, and he stares Emil down, daring
him to say another word.


“This
guy,” Emil states as he pats Clio on the back, “cannot steal to save his
auss.  He gets caught Every-Damn-Time.”  Emil flicks his spoon
against his coffee mug three times to emphasize his last three words.


Clio
chuckles a bit, showing off a rotting, buck toothed smile.  


Sil
stares toward Emil, but doesn’t look at him.  Then he simply flicks his
burning cigarette into Emil’s
coffee.             



“Hey,
it’s okay,” Emil says, still chuckling a bit, “you can’t be good at
everything.  We grab the stuff, and you sell the stuff- no hard feelings
there, my friend.”  


“No
problem,” Sil agrees, “just make sure we get some apples this time… My friend.”


His
words hang in the air as an obvious threat.  The waitress returns to the
table, where she puts down a check totaling twenty-five dollars.


“Did
you all see our friendly LE here to have some breakfast?” The waitress asks Sil
with a devilish smile, clearly knowing that she is addressing the owner.


The
three men glance at a police officer seated at the front counter.  He is
having a plate filled with bacon, sausage, eggs, and hash browns.  


“My
gawd,” Emil smirks, “he’s going to be on the john all night tonight, and all
day tomorrow.  His auss is going to be sore.”


“Well
now,” Sil gleams in a cocky tone, “Mary, I hope you’ve made sure to give Chicago’s finest our usual house special.”  


“Yeah,
it’s the special… Special enough that he won’t come back,” the waitress says
with a smirk, placing her hand gently on Sil’s shoulder.  “Anything else
for you, Sir?”  The waitress asks Sil with another devilish grin.


“My
good friend Emil here,” Sil gestures across the table, “will pickup the check.”


The
waitress nods and smiles, then steps away to help other
patrons.    


“You
have balls the size of tangerines, my friend,” Emil suggests through his bloated
cheeks.  “If the cops ever find out that you own this place… well, I
wouldn’t want to be you.”


“Emil,”
Sil locks his eyes on the large Tongan, and then pauses.  “If anyone finds
out that I own this place, I wouldn’t want to be you.”  He lets these words
sink in for a moment as he gets up from the table.  Emil is only slightly
amused by this threat, and he nods with a cocky grin back at Sil.  “By the
way,” Sil states as he points down at the business card in Emil’s left hand,
“that’s a good job.  Call me when you’re done.”


Emil
nods somberly, while Sil gets to his feet and walks toward the front doors.
















Aug 12th
12:05 hours:


         
Isiah inhales deeply, and smells the wonderful odor of the grass that covers
the high school football field.  He looks at the players across the line
of scrimmage, their faces intense, and ready for action.  His muscles
tighten a bit, then he feels himself relaxing, and then he tightens his muscles
further, releasing them again a second later.  


         
“Red!”  The quarterback shouts just behind Isiah, which is soon followed
by, “thirty-seven!  Hut.  Hut.  Hike.”


         
As the quarterback calls for the ball, Isiah snaps it back to him from the
center of the line.  No sooner has the ball left his hand, when the
opposing team’s line crashes into him and his teammate, sending the offensive
lineman to his left flat on his back.  Isiah feels a bit overwhelmed as
two members of the defensive line are now bearing down on him with their arms
outstretched.  His footing starts to slip, and he feels himself being
pushed back several paces, almost carried by the force of the two
players.  As he’s going backward, his right leg gives, and his heel begins
to drag a bit.


         
“Wait!”  Isiah shouts at the two boys, fearing that his leg will snap in
two.


         
He is not at all surprised when they ignore his request, pushing harder as they
go.  


         
Now he feels thunderstruck, realizing the boys want to harm him.  He
firmly plants his left leg on the ground behind him, then lets his left knee
give a bit, allowing him to find footing with his right leg.  In the same
motion, he turns his body, and then springs hard on his left leg, pushing the
two boys at angle.  This causes his two opponents to crash into each other
as they are running, forcing them immediately to the ground.  One of the
players lets out an ‘oomph’ sound as the other boy lands on top of his
stomach.  


         
Isiah tries to keep his balance, but all for naught, as he stumbles backwards
onto the ground as well.


         
A whirlwind of laughter is heard from the opposing team, and Isiah clenches his
fists as he pulls himself indignantly up from the football field.  


         
“What happened there, Osama Bin Jackin’-Off?”  Someone shouts.


         
As he removes his helmet, Isiah turns to see the defensive center, Grant Atkin
approaching him with two other players in tow.  Grant removes his helmet
as he walks; showing off his perfectly shaved white head.  His light brown
eyes are full of hate as he moves closer, and his large frame casts a solid
shadow.


         
“Hey, maybe if we get him a backpack full of dynamite, he’ll run faster.” 
One of the other boys yells out to both teams.  


         
This statement beckons a mixed bag of laughter and disgust from the other
players.


         
“Hey, get your asses back in formation,” the Silver Fox calls out from the
other side of the field.  “If you don’t play four more sets before the
bell, then you’ll run laps without getting a shower!”


         
After yelling his orders to the team, the gym coach proceeds to chat with his
assistant, stroking his gray hair a bit as he does.  


         
Grant and his buddies are within just inches from Isiah, who now bears a face
of stern warning for the three young skinheads.


         
“Watch out guys,” Grant cautions his comrades with sarcasm, “he’s going to go
Jihad on us!”  


         
As these words leave his mouth, Grant feels something powerful strike his right
jaw, and an intense, warm pain emits through the entire side of his face,
causing him to close his eyes.  He can feel himself falling backward as
the follow-through shocks his entire skull.    


         
The boy on Grant’s right side has only a second to watch Isiah’s elbow smash
into Grant’s face, before feeling Isiah’s fist slam deep into the center of his
stomach.  


         
As the other defensive lineman sees Isiah strike his friends, he retaliates
with a punch that lands on Isiah’s right ear.  But before he is able to
retract his arm, Isiah locks it into place against his own head, and then
delivers four heavy blows to the young man’s stomach.  His bicep is maxed
out, delivering the hits with crushing force, causing his opponent to drop on
the football field, gasping for air.  


         
Isiah covers his ear, which is ringing with pain.  The world seems to spin
a bit, and he can feel his own pulse moving through his earlobe each time his
heart beats.  In this instant, he can almost hear his grandfather telling
him that defeat comes fast if you don’t ignore the pain.  


         
Two of the three boys are now sprawled out on the field in considerable pain,
but the third has recovered from Isiah’s uppercut, and now moves aggressively
toward him.


         
“What the hell is going on over there?” the Silver Fox shouts in a wrathful
voice, half-running as he goes.  


         
The coach’s assistant is much faster, and is nearly on top of the situation,
blowing a whistle as he sprints forward wearing a dress shirt and white
jeans.  His golden hair swings from side to side as he moves, staring
intently with his blue eyes as he advances.


         
Further down the field, the defensive lineman approaches closer, and Isiah
darts his right hand into the boy’s throat, then shifts his feet, and casts the
young man’s body onto the grass with brute force.  The short skinhead
smashes hard on the ground, and Isiah cannot help but smile at his own
textbook-perfect, military throw.  


         
Isiah’s celebration is soon cut short as the coach’s assistant sprints to a
stop in front of his face.  


         
“You’re coming to The Principal’s office right now,” the young man barks
authoritatively, gesturing for Isiah to follow him.  


         
“What in the hell happened here?”  The Silver Fox is now fully
enraged.  His face is red from hurrying across the field, and he is out of
breath.  “Mr. Thompson, this is not a frickin’ kickboxing arena in Saigon.  Why don’t you tell me why three of my defensive linemen just got
assaulted?”  


         
“They we’re being racist,” Isiah says frantically, trying to think of a better
reason.  


         
“Get him out of my sight,” the Silver Fox barks to his assistant.  As the
coach’s assistant escorts Isiah off the field, the coach turns to face the rest
of the team.  “Now someone tell me what the hell happened here?” 


         
The coach’s assistant has a sober and deliberate look in his eyes as he walks
Isiah into Principal Hallanstein’s office.  After looking around the room
for a few moments, the coach’s assistant gestures for Isiah to sit in one of
two padded cloth chairs.  The Principal is nowhere to be found.  


         
“I’ll find Principal Hallanstein,” the coach’s assistant murmurs, “and you stay
put.”


         
Isiah lets out a sigh as the young man leaves the room.  His ear is
throbbing, and his heart is pounding.  Together, they are like two banjo
players trying to outdo each other.


         
As the events from the football field start to sink in, Isiah’s anger is
renewed.  He thinks back to when the Thompson’s first adopted him, and sent
him to American school.  Everything was normal until September 11th. 
This is when his friends became enemies, and some of the teachers would be
constantly looking over their shoulders, suspicious of his every move.  


         
The chanting of: rag head, sand nigger, habib, and many other names were
commonplace.  He remembers being attacked, alone, and outnumbered. 
Most of the time it was four boys against him, and he showed them what a real
soldier could do.  Unfortunately, these events happened too often, and the
Thompson’s had been given an ultimatum by the school board.  It was these
events that made Richard Tolman decide to teach Isiah how to play football,
which helped the school to immediately embrace him as one of their own.


         
Isiah shakes his head for a moment, and then begins to look around The
Principal’s office.  The first thing he notices is a collection of dolphin
figurines.  One of the figures is bronze, and consists of three dolphins
diving into a pool together.  Another looks to be made of marble, and
depicts a pair of dolphins leaping above the ocean.  These figurines are
all neatly arranged in a maple bookcase.  


         
On the opposite side of the room, Isiah sees a few portraits that have been
sketched, and do not have any color.  Each person’s facial features are
clearly depicted, but you cannot make out the highlights or base colors of
their faces.


         
Just to the right of the portraits is a plaque with a photo of Principal
Hallanstein standing next to an older gentleman.  The other man in the
photo could have fit in well with the likes of John Adams and George
Washington, as his appearance is a few hundred years out of date.  


         
The door swings open and shut in a hurry as Principal Hallanstein enters his
office.  When he moves behind the desk, The Principal is carrying his
weight as though there were some extra burden placed on him, like a fisherman
carrying a cooler filled with his latest catch.  


         
Principal Hallanstein clasps his large, black hands together as he takes a seat
behind the wide maple desk.  This motion makes the cuffs of his dark gray
suit stand out for just a moment while he relaxes back into his chair.


         
“Mr. Isiah Thompson,” The Principal begins, sounding annoyed and swinging his
leather swivel chair from side-to-side a bit as he speaks.  “How did you
end up back in my office for assault again?  I thought,” The Principal
pauses.  “I Thought, that I told you I didn’t want to deal with this again? 
And now, I have three boys who have been assaulted by you.  One of them
may need to visit the hospital.”


         
“They were being racist,” Isiah declares, “insulting my religion and my
people.  What-“


         
“I don’t care,” The Principal interrupts without pause.  “Look at my face,
young man, racism is nothing new to me, and yet I’m here to tell ya’, you can’t
play that card here.  Now you’re looking at some serious charges, and
you’re almost eighteen.”


         
Principal Hallanstein sits back to let these words sink in for a moment. 
Then he adjusts his tie with his right hand, and picks up a pen with his
left.  The principal sits quietly for a moment, writing on a small, spiral
notebook just in front of his phone.  


         
“Grant Atkin and his friends were purposely trying to hurt me on the football
field today.”  Isiah evokes with strong confidence.


         
“Grant Atkin?”  The Principal takes a moment to think about this
name.  “You said that Grant Atkin caused the trouble on the football field
today?”


         
“That’s right,” Isiah erupts, “he is always calling me a terrorist, and talking
about how I should be in Egypt riding a camel.  He is always-”


         
“I believe you,” The Principal interrupts.  “I believe you, Mr. Thompson.”


         
The Principal stops writing and places his pen on the desk.  Then he leans
forward and speaks slowly to Isiah.


         
“Have I ever told you about dolphins & sharks, Isiah?”


Isiah
shakes his head, glancing at the figurines again.  


“Sharks
make their way through life tearing apart anything in their path,” The
Principal continues.  “They will attack almost anything that smells like
food.  Unfortunately, the shark has a weakness.  If he stops
swimming, he dies.”  Principal Hallanstein gives a serious look to Isiah,
and then gestures toward the figurines in his bookcase.  “Now let me tell
you about dolphins.  If one dolphin cries for aid, all of the dolphins in
the area will rush to help them.  Did you know that?”


         
Isiah shakes his head from side-to-side again, and then leans forward as well,
somewhat intrigued.  


         
“Well, dolphins also help each other when it’s time to feed.  The first
thing they do is locate a school of fish.  Then they start calling for
other dolphins to come and help.  Soon there are dozens of them
surrounding the school of fish, and they start to swim in a circle.  As
they swim, they make the circle tighter and tighter until they gradually push
all of the fish down into the sand of the sea floor.  After that… they
feast.”  With these words, Principal Hallanstein leans back into his
chair.  “Now tell me, Isiah, are you a dolphin or a shark?”


         
“I’m a dolphin,” Isiah blurts out, wanting to give the right answer.


         
“Good,” The Principal states with satisfaction.  “I thought so.”  He
leans in close to Isiah now as he speaks.  “Two weeks ago, Grant Atkin and
his friends showed up at my house dressed in Ku Klux Klan robes.  They
scared the hell out of my family, and I chased them out of my yard.  But,”
The Principal sighs, “I injured my back chasing them over the fence and off my
property.  It took me a week to recover from that injury.”  Principal
Hallanstein lowers his voice even more as he speaks now.  “Since I wasn’t
able to positively identify them, the police couldn’t do anything about the
situation.  We’ve had phone calls and threatening letters before, but this
was people breaking into my home!  My little girls are having serious
nightmares about being lynched, and my wife is afraid of what might happen to
me at work.  Now I know that most kids are good kids, but Grant Atkin is
not one of them.  Do you follow me?”


         
“No.” Isiah says blankly.  “It really sucks that he’s doing those things
to your family.  I bet you’d like to take him apart.”  


         
“Yeah,” The Principal stops in reflection, “I can’t do anything about
him.”  At this point he leans forward a little further and speaks gently,
making sincere eye contact with Isiah.  “But you can.”


         
“What?” Isiah asks with a confused expression.


         
“Look, Isiah” The Principal begins in a soft voice, “you’re under the age of
eighteen.  If you were to say- put that kid in the hospital for a while, I
could look the other way on today’s assault.”


         
“What?”  Isiah asks again, giving the older man a hard look.


         
“On the other hand,” The Principal’s voice gets louder, “if you accused me of
trying to hurt a student at this school, it would be my word against
yours.  Isiah,” the older man whispers, “all you have to do is something
that we both need done, and don’t get caught.  Just wear a disguise the
way that little bastard did when he broke into my house.”  


         
The room seems to spin a bit, and Isiah feels sick to his stomach, but
everything begins to make sense in an odd way.  This would be an eye for
an eye, and under the laws of Islam, he would be justified.


         
“Okay,” Isiah agrees quickly, “I’ll do it.”


         
“You’ll be a hero to my family, Mr. Thompson.”  The Principal relaxes into
his chair again.  “It’s unfortunate that we have to do things this way,
but sometimes liberty needs a little push.”


         
The Principal stands up from his desk and gives Isiah a hearty handshake with a
political smile.
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The sun is unusually bright this afternoon at the Birchwood Condos and the heat
of summer is causing General Nadja Muhammed Assihm to sweat as he sits on the
cement stairs in front of the Tolman’s condo.  He is dressed in a gray
suit with burgundy shoes, and wears a yellow tie that is fitted neatly in a
half-Windsor.  His posture is formal, and he keeps his back rigid to
accentuate his own ambience.  


This
  Chicago heat is nothing like the burning fury of the desert.  It lacks
the bite that only 120 degree Arabian weather can provide.  


         
A slight smile forms on the General’s face as he remembers the fighting that
made him a legend.  He can still recall the smoking remains of several
dozen Israeli soldiers caught off guard in one of his finest guerilla surprise
attacks.  


         
Over 70 Israeli soldiers were strewn along the dirt road near the Litani River.  Bodies lay in every direction near dozens of small craters that were
created during a massive mortar attack.  General Assihm recalls retrieving
a cigar from his pocket to celebrate his victory, being careful not to step in
the pools of blood and viscera that lie everywhere.  He remembers holding
his cigar close to his nose, trying to eliminate the smell of death as he
walked up the road.  


         
The sound of breathing soon hit the General’s ears as he happened upon a young
Israeli soldier lying amongst his dead comrades.  As General Assihm
approached closer, he noticed that the man was badly wounded, having taken a
rifle round to his pelvis, leaving only a bit of his waist intact.  The
man stared up at the General from the ground, twitching from the tremendous
pain, but not crying out.


         
The General knelt down next to the man, looking into his deep brown eyes, and
gazing over his Israeli features.  For a moment, the two men stared at
each other, locked in the final moments of one’s life, and the defining moment
of another’s.  After a long silence, the General placed his cigar in the
young soldier’s lips.  Then he retrieved a box of matches from the left
pocket of his military fatigues.  


         
The General’s eyes glowed as he struck the match and lit the cigar for his
enemy.  Then the General stood fully erect and retrieved a pistol from a
holster at his left side.  


         
On the ground, the young soldier spit the cigar from his lips, coughing a bit
as it left his mouth.


         
“That cigar was for an Israeli victory,” the soldier uttered weakly in
Hebrew.  “How could you lead us into battle and betray us this way?” 



         
A hint of guilt displayed on the General’s face, and he pointed the pistol down
at the young soldier’s head, and then pulled the trigger.  


         
“This may still be an Israeli victory,” the General muttered to the dead
soldier.  “But not while I am still breathing.”


         
On the steps of the Tolman’s condo, the old General now bears that same look of
guilt.  He puts his head down for a moment, and then retrieves a pouch of
tobacco from his right pants pocket.  Then he opens the front flap of the
leather pouch and removes some tobacco, which he holds up to his nose for a
moment.  The essence fills him for an instant, then he begins to cough and
wheeze violently, letting the raw tobacco fall from his hand.  He quickly
retrieves his inhaler and takes two puffs to relieve this small asthma attack.


         
Out of the corner of his eye, the General spots a young neighbor boy watching
him from the yard on his left.  The old General straightens his jacket,
then smiles a bit at the neighbor boy, but quickly straightens his face again.


         
The curious young boy smiles back, waving a bit in the process, which causes
his small, yellow T-Shirt to flap around his upper arm.


         
On the cement stairs, the General uses his thumbs and index fingers to form
imaginary binoculars as he looks at the boy.


         
From the lawn, the little boy mimics this gesture, and then laughs in delight,
allowing his tufts of hair to swing wildly as he giggles.  


         
The General stands for a moment, and retrieves a box of Good N’ Plenty candy
from his left pocket, which he hurls toward the young boy.


         
This box of candy lands about four feet in front of the little boy, who quickly
darts over to scoop it up from the ground.  After retrieving the candy,
the little boy smiles wide, thanking the old General.  Then he waves as he
runs back to his home next door.


         
When the boy is gone, the old General sits down and puts his fingers between the
buttons of his dress shirt to scratch his chest.  


         
“I thought you had asthma?”  John Tolman asks in a deep voice through the
screen door of the condo.


         
General Assihm is surprised, and turns to look at the overweight carpenter just
behind his shoulder.  


         
“Yes, asthma,” the old General mutters, and then turns his gaze fiercely toward
the street.  


         
“Uh-huh,” the carpenter says sarcastically as he closes the front door, and
makes his way into the kitchen.  


         
  Elizabeth is standing near the kitchen sink spraying off some old knick
knacks with the rinsing hose.


         
“When is that old bag of chicken shit gonna’ croak?”  John says with a
scowl as he walks into the kitchen.


         
“John!”  Elizabeth exclaims a bit startled at his bluntness.  “Don’t
say things like that about Isiah’s grandfather.  You know how much respect
he has for him.”  


         
“Yeah, and I love Isiah, but that guy is about as friendly as a dog with an ass
full of worms.”  John sits down at the oak kitchen table.  His face
is full of disappointment.  “Like I said, Isiah is a great son, and I
think the world of him, but you were too nice taking that old bastard in. 
He’s a murderer for Christ’s sake.”


         
“I think having him around helps Isiah to adapt faster,” Elizabeth
replies.  “He hasn’t been too much trouble…”  As Elizabeth says this,
she stares at the floor.


         
“Right,” John says in disagreement, “the only thing he ever did was smack you
for talking back to him.  I’d like to show that bastard what a real man
can do.”


         
  Elizabeth dries her hands on a towel at the sink, and then moves to the
kitchen table where she takes John’s hand and sits down.  


         
“I would be afraid of that man if you weren’t here to protect me, John.”  Elizabeth exclaims while slowly rubbing her husband’s hand.  “But if you remember
right, you smacked that bastard, and you smacked him good after he hit
me.  Ever since then, he tries not to even look in my direction.  I
know he’s weird, and we’re not used to having him in the house, but it’s
important for Isiah to enjoy some of his roots while he can.”


         
“I hope you’re right,” John says, squeezing his lover’s hand tenderly. 
“If I see anything that makes me think that he’s a danger to you or Isiah, he’s
going to be put in a home… or worse.”


         
A silver Mercedes Benz parks near the curb in front of the Tolman’s
condo.  The driver is an older man of Arabian descent.  He is dressed
in a sleek, black suit and sports some very classy dress shoes.  


Rohjin
Naussau Akkihm steps out of his silver Mercedes and nods to his old friend who
is seated at the top of the stairs in front of the small condo.  His face
is clean shaven with somewhat rich earth-tone skin for a man of Iranian descent. 
He has a strong jaw line, athletic build, and foreboding, dark brown eyes.


The
General returns the nod and gestures for Rohjin to join him at the top of the
stairs.  


“Greetings,
General Assihm,” Rohjin says in Arabic as he walks all the way around the grass
to avoid getting dirt on his shoes.  “We had a great victory today.”


“What
victory?” The General asks, raising his eyebrow with a discerning expression.


“Our
brothers were able to strike at a bus in Israel,” Rohjin replies with
excitement, still speaking in Arabic.  “This was a great example of the
power of Jihad.”


“How
was the hospital, old friend?” The General asks, trying to change the
subject.  “Did you heal a lot of people today?”


“Yes,”
Rohjin replies impatiently, “I helped a lot of people today.  I also made
a lot of money to support our cause.”


“When
will you learn, Rohjin?”  The old General says with a hard stare. 
“The PLO will never win by killing unarmed people.  That only strengthens
the hearts of the Israeli soldiers.”


“I
don’t agree, General Assihm,” Rohjin says evenly.  “This teaches them a
lesson, and puts fear in the hearts of their families.”


“Let
me ask you something, Rohjin,” the General says with heavy focus.  “If two
men are fighting hand-to-hand, what will determine the winner?”  


After
pausing to think for a moment, Rohjin replies. “Size.  Strength.  The
desire and skill to win.”


“Yes,
you’re right,” the General agrees, “but only when you said desire.  If one
man is fighting to protect his family, and the other is fighting for his own
vanity- who will win?”


“It
doesn’t matter how much a man loves his family if he is not skilled enough to
fight,” Rohjin counters.


“But
we’re not talking about one man,” the General declares.  “We’re talking
about thousands of men.  Men who are now hungry to kill any Palestinian
who threatens their family.  Men who have no faith in Allah, but have a
desire to save their infidel skins.”


“Have
you ever killed a man while he was protecting his family?”  Rohjin asks
the General with conviction.


These
words seem to sting the General, as if someone just poured acid into his
stomach.  For a moment, he looks away, not wanting to speak anymore.


“Assihm,
have you ever killed a man that was defending his family?”  


The
old General does not say a word.  Instead, he retrieves the tobacco from
his pocket and smells it again.  This time letting it flow through his
fingers to be carried off in the wind.


“It
wasn’t your fault, General,” Rohjin states.  “Your son married a Jew
behind your back, and there was no other choice.  He was angry with you,
and betrayed his own soul.”  


Rohjin
stomps his foot and sighs in frustration, looking like he is about ready to end
the conversation and leave.  After a few more moments, Rohjin turns on his
heel and starts to walk away.


“He
fought very well,” Assihm says as Rohjin is walking away.


“But
did he win?” Rohjin asks, turning to face the old General again.


“No,”
Assihm says coldly, “and neither did his family.”  As these words leave
his lips, the old General seems to weaken for a moment, stuck in a state of
deep shame.  “But it hardened the hearts of those who survived him, and I
had to take Isiah and flee.”


“Does
Isiah know that he is half a Jew?”  Rohjin says in a threatening
voice.  “Maybe I should tell him about his mother, and let him know that
he is the spawn of Al-Dajjal.”


“Isiah
also believes in Jihad, but only when one soldier fights another.”  


“Well,
I know how fond you are of your grandson.” Rohjin exclaims in total hatred.


Assihm
looks down at the pavement for a moment, and then regains his composure.


“Tell
our brothers that soldiers should only fight soldiers if they have any hope of
winning.”  The General says squarely.


“Traitor!”
Rohjin shouts back toward the house as he stomps across the grass back to his
Mercedes no longer caring about getting his shoes dirty.  “When Allah
takes the chosen ones with him, you will be left to rot here on this dead
planet with the rest of them.”  


“I
know,” Assihm mutters.


Rohjin
slams the door of his Mercedes, starts the engine, and speeds away from the
condos. 
















Aug 12th
15:20 hours:


         
The halls of Weston High School are mostly empty now.  Classes have ended,
the locker doors have been slammed, and hundreds of anxious teenagers left for
home.


         
Three young men remain in the weight room of the high school gymnasium, talking
quietly as they finish their exercises.


            
“So what’s next on the list, Isiah?”  Butch asks with a strained voice as
he does a squat thrust.  His thigh muscles bulge sharply from under his
long red gym shorts, and his blue running shirt hangs loose from his small
belly as he bends down.


         
Isiah is standing to Butch’s immediate right, punching the air with
twenty-pound dumb bells clenched in each of his fists.  He is sporting a
red tank top that clearly shows the definition in his upper body.  The
muscles of his chest seem to jump out each time he extends his arms, adding to
his werewolf-like physique.


         
“Well,” Isiah begins breathlessly, “I went for a run downtown, and found a
bigger bank called Capital Trust.”  As he finishes his sentence, Isiah
throws an uppercut, and then finishes with three jabs before beginning a new
set.  


         
“Why would we want a larger bank?” Martin asks with a look of confusion. 
He is seated at the butterfly press directly across from Butch, wearing a navy
blue tank top that shows off his white, thin body, as well as a few freckles on
his chest.  His tight white gym shorts display his long, chicken legs and
further accent this feeble look.


         
“Because we’re disciplined, Martin.” Isiah replies with short breath.  “We
want to get a little more money so that we can help the people in the streets
for a few weeks instead of days.”


         
“Yeah,” Martin gasps as he releases the butterfly press, “well if we got put in
prison, then we could be missing our families for years instead of months.”


         
“Shut up, chicken legs,” Butch mutters as he grabs a towel from the weight
bench to his left.  “I already know you want your cut to be more so that
you can buy that damn stereo system you saw in my Crutchfield earlier.” 
Butch takes a seat on the weight bench, dabbing his forehead as he does.


         
“It’s pretty badass.” Butch adds shamelessly at first, but as he looks at
Isiah, his face fills up with guilt.  


“It
was just something I’ve been wanting,” Martin declares in a lax tone.


         
Isiah doesn’t say a word, but expresses his frustration by throwing a strong
combination of hooks, which produces lines of sweat from his brow and
sideburns.  His two friends sit quietly as he demonstrates his strength
and fury for what could be the thousandth time.  After a full minute of
powerful punching, Isiah is breathing heavily, and sets the dumb bells on the
floor.


         
“He has a good point, Isiah.”  Butch states as he drapes his towel over
his left leg.  “We could get into a lot of shit for what we’re
doing.  There’s no reason why we shouldn’t get something good from
it.”  


         
“I don’t know,” Isiah sighs as he breathes heavily, feeling exhausted just at
the thought of taking more money.  “It’s true that more money would do
more good, but we’re risking more by taking more.  My grandfather says
that if you have endless hunger, you will only dull your senses and judgment
with greed.” 


         
“My grandfather says to get ass while you’re young,” Butch states with a proud
grin.  “He says get it while it’s hot, and get it while it’s
gooooood.”  


         
The three of them laugh heartily, feeling the situation become much lighter.


         
“All right,” Isiah says slowly, obviously not sure if he’s making a good
decision, “we spent two minutes in the first time, and barely got away.  I
would say that… whatever you can get in one minute and forty-five seconds
should be plenty.”


         
“Isiah,” Martin begins slowly, “how the hell are we supposed to get more money
in less time?”


         
“That’s simple,” Isiah replies, grabbing his towel off the rack of dumb bells,
“we’ll have two people emptying the registers instead of one.”  He quickly
wipes the sweat from his face before continuing.  “I will watch the floor,
and we will work quietly this time; not being so obvious.”


         
Butch and Martin exchange a terrified glance at each other.  


         
“You do remember what happened last time, bro?” Butch asks Isiah with
concern.  


         
“Yeah,” Martin chimes in, “you froze up on us in the middle of
everything.  What was that all about, anyway?”


         
“It was just,” Isiah explains slowly, being careful of how he chooses his
words.  “It was just my first time doing something like that.  I was
like, nervous.”


         
“No.” Butch disagrees.  “You were like, dead to the world.  You
looked like you were stoned.”


         
“Yeah, and I got my ass beat.”  Martin says indignantly.  “What was
going through your head?  That black dude almost killed me.”


         
“Look, the next time we do this, I’ll be okay.”  Isiah retorts
impatiently.  “Is that all right with you whiny assholes?”  


         
“Hey, no worries.” Butch offers, holding his hand in the air sideways for Isiah
to shake.  “We just want to make sure you’re down, bro.”


         
Isiah smiles and reaches up to grab Butch’s hand as they pull their fingers
tight together, and then release them quickly.  Martin doesn’t say a word,
but holds his hand in the air for Isiah as well, and they repeat the ritual
again.


         
After settling their small dispute, the three young men retire to the locker
room joking heartily with one another.
















Aug 12th
17:30 hours:


         
The Windy City Costume Company is filled with customers of various age groups
and backgrounds.  The store carries an inventory with anything from
Halloween to theatre attire.  


         
As Isiah walks through the glass doors from the street, he instantly smells the
rubber of freshly manufactured masks, and the strong odor of canned hair
coloring products.  


         
“Can I help you?”  A salesperson approaches Isiah from the cash register
to his immediate right.  She is dressed as Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz,
but would have been better suited as the Wicked Witch. 


         
“Yeah, I’m looking for something scary.”  Isiah asks quietly, feeling a
bit uncomfortable.  


         
“We can do scary,” the sales rep says as she leads Isiah toward the back of the
store.


         
“I believe that,” Isiah mutters under his breath as he looks down at her rear
end while following her to the back.


         
As they negotiate the tight aisles, they pass by a young girl who is trying on
ballet outfits.  She is carefully staring at a mix of pinks and blues,
studying them with the precision of a fashion designer.  


         
“Here we are,” the salesperson says with excitement as she gestures toward a
rack of masks on the back wall, “this is all of our scary stuff.  There’s
a mirror right over there if you want to try any of them on.”  The plump
Dorothy points to a mirror in the corner, then brings forward a plastic
smile.  “I’ll be up front if you need anything.”


         
Isiah shakes his head for a moment, and then looks up at the masks on the
rack.  The four neat rows display an assortment of:  Ogres, Witches,
Horror Movie Icons, and ‘Things.’  Nothing seems appropriate right away,
so Isiah begins to dig through the masks.  As he does so, he runs
across:  Bigfoot, Captain Hook, Dracula, and other notorious
baddies.  Finally, when it seems that he’s looked the whole rack over
twice, he comes across a mask that sends shivers down his
spine.      


“That’s
perfect,” Isiah exclaims with a grin, “I’ll take this one.”
















Aug 12th 18:00
hours:


         
The sounds of seventies disco music fill the surrounding air as Isiah
approaches the Tolman’s condo.  In his left hand is a plastic sack
sporting the logo of the Windy City Costume Company.  He grips it loosely
as he approaches the open garage with curiosity, dragging his feet a bit with
hesitation while maneuvering across the neatly groomed lawn.  


         
As Isiah approaches from the street, he sees Richard Tolman standing outside
the open garage with a can of Old Milwaukee in his left hand, and a gray
bandana wrapped tightly around his graying head of hair.  Richard is
sporting a pair of black walking shorts with white stripes, showing off his
pale legs and black socks with tan tennis shoes.  While disco music hits
its high notes, Richard drinks his beer lustfully, bending his knees up and
down and rocking awkwardly in rhythm with the music.  His large belly
somewhat limits his mobility and he clearly isn’t worried about what anyone
thinks of him.      


After drinking his
fill of the beer, he wipes his mouth and sings along with Bee Gees in a verse
of night fever, rocking steadily left and right with a confident and cool
expression.


         
Isiah watches Richard for a moment.  He is intrigued by this celebration,
and secretly enjoys that Richard is happy, but also hopes that none of his
friends from school can see him and his portly foster father.  As he looks
around more, he notices pieces of wood and tools strewn all over the yard,
sidewalk, and driveway.  Isiah’s stomach begins to churn as he realizes
that Richard is cleaning out the garage.  His entire body goes numb, and
he can clearly see that the red toolbox seems to be missing from its hiding
place in the garage.  


         
“How’s my boy doin’?”  Richard asks, tipping his beer in salute to Isiah,
and proving that he has had enough beer to convince him that he is a member of
the Bee Gees.


         
“Good.”  Isiah mutters with a look of concern.  “What are we doing with
the garage?”


         
Richard looks upon Isiah with glassy eyes, taking a moment to understand his
question.  Then he looks back at the open garage, still a bit
confused.  


         
“Oh.”  Richard speaks with affirmation, as if this one word sums up everything.


         
Isiah shrugs and stares blankly at Richard for a moment.  This causes
Richard to screw up his face with a confused expression, as if someone just
handed him a Rubik’s Cube and took away his beer.


         
“Well,” Richard begins, then presses his lips together and raises his eyebrows
at Isiah as if this explains the entire situation.  


         
Isiah folds his arms and leans forward, showing that he is running out of
patience.


         
“Uh, well Isiah,” Richards gleams with a warm, drunken smile.  “I’m
cleaning out the garage so that I have more space to work, and if you don’t
like it,” he says with conviction, pausing to gulp from his beer can, “then you
can kiss my brown eye.”


         
Richard finishes his sentence with a wink and a loud belch, and starts into
Night Fever again, although the song ended a few seconds ago, in favor of
Blondie’s Heart of Glass.  


         
Isiah smiles at his foster father and walks quickly past him into the garage,
being careful not to trip over the extension cord providing power to Richard’s
CD player.  As he enters the garage, he searches the shelves, floor, and
staircase with his eyes.  After several seconds of searching, his heart
sinks as he realizes that the red toolbox is nowhere to be found.  When he
looks at the space the saw horse had occupied, a shiver runs through him as he
begins to wonder where the money went.


         
“Um, Dad,” Isiah says with clear discomfort.  “Where is that red toolbox
that you gave me for Christmas?”


         
Richard stops his singing again, and stares at Isiah as if he were handed
another Rubik’s Cube.  Then he begins to dance with more life, and a large
smile blossoms on his face as he sings along with Blondie.


         
“I hope this beer, doesn’t give me gas,” Richard sings off key with clear
sarcasm.  “My son really is, a pain in the ass.  Don’t know if I
should, tell him or not,” he beams with more sarcasm, “Henri’s the one who, got
his toolbox.”  


         
Richard stops singing and breaks out into hearty laughter, placing his arm on
Isiah’s shoulder as he does.  Isiah immediately wrenches his shoulder away
as a cold feeling sweeps through his body.  He is now nauseous, and feels
his knees starting to give a bit.  As this feeling sweeps over him, he
glares at the workbench with the jigsaw.  It is still next to the stairs,
as always; a horrid rack of shining metal surrounded by rough wood, and the
stink of sawdust.


         
“Son, are you okay?”  Richard inquires with genuine fatherly concern as he
reaches toward Isiah again.  


         
Isiah pulls away from Richard and storms into the condo.  Immediately, his
stomach is queasy from the familiar stink of sawdust.  His hands begin to
shake as he makes his way upstairs to the bathroom, closing the door behind
him.  


         
Inside the bathroom, Isiah feels a rush of anxiety, the memory of the jigsaw
still fresh in his mind.  Again, he feels like a prisoner, and his stomach
begins to groan from the onslaught of negative emotions resurfacing like lava
pouring out from the shaking mass of an angry planet.  As the feelings
spiral up inside him, he leans forward over the toilet, realizing he is about
to vomit.  When he peers down at the water, he tells himself to relax, and
is able to steady
himself.          
















Aug 12th 22:00
hours:


         
Sil swaggers coolly past the young women outside his luxury condo, putting more
strength into his walk as he moves.  He presses his sunglasses hard
against the bridge of his nose knowing deep inside that the sun had gone down a
few hours ago.  


         
His male posturing is working, and the women fix their gaze on the demon as he
crosses their path, knowing that he has nothing wholesome to offer, but
intrigued nonetheless.  As a final touch, Sil flicks his half-smoked
cigarette over his shoulder, and it spins end-over-end to the ground, bouncing
flaming embers from its tip as it meets the sidewalk.  He smiles wickedly
with half of his mouth, knowing that his subtle movements have engaged them.


         
Sil stops just in front of his condo, then removes his sunglasses and places
them inside his jacket pocket.  Next he reaches into the pocket of his
tight black jeans to retrieve a set of keys.  After a bit of fumbling, and
one longing glance at the two young women, Sil steps inside his condo, closing
the door behind him.  


         
Sil waits for a moment in the entryway, realizing that something is off; the
place is unusually dark, but he knows that Jessica is home, remembering her car
in the parking lot.  He glances to the right, and can clearly see the
sheen of several open bottles lined up on the kitchen counter.  Then he
notices Jessica’s lean silhouette seated just behind the counter on a barstool. 
It is dark enough that he cannot read her facial expression, but in the small
spectrum of moonlight passing through the kitchen window, he can see that she
is very rigid and tense.  


         
“Well if isn’t the Pink-Fucking-Panther,” Jessica mutters after a short-lived silence,
her head bobs from side-to-side in the darkness as she speaks.  “Did you
get your hands on anything that you liked tonight?”


         
“Don’t start this shit with me, Jessica,” Sil mutters in a demanding tone,
tipping his head to the right with contempt.  “I don’t need this from you
right now.”


         
“Well when do you need it, motherfucker?” Jessica inquires, her voice filled
with careless anger and self destructive tendencies.  “Do you want to
schedule a time for this argument, Sil?  Is this not part of your precious
itinerary this morning?”  


         
“It’s not morning you stupid, jealous bitch!”  Sil turns away from Jessica
as he finishes his sentence, clearly not in the mood for an argument.


         
The ceramic sound of glass dragging away from stone is heard as Jessica
snatches up one of the empty bottles from the counter.  This sound causes
Sil to turn his attention back to Jessica, and he sees her fling the bottle
towards him with all her strength.  The Skyy Vodka bottle flies with surprising
speed en route to Sil’s head, but quickly loses altitude striking the side of
his right knee with a hollow thud.  


         
“For the love of God, Jessie,” Sil erupts as he reaches down and grabs his
throbbing knee.  “What the hell is wrong with you?”


         
“Do you know what it means when a woman lets you inside of her?” Jessica shouts
with a sudden flood of tears.  “It means that you have been chosen to-“


         
Jessica stops speaking and ducks as the Skyy Vodka bottle crashes into the
cupboards just over her head and shatters all over the kitchen.  She
pauses for a moment in shock, and then abruptly shakes her head back and forth
to get the shards of glass out of her hair.


         
“I’m not afraid of you, baby,” Jessica states with affirmation as she moves
quickly toward Sil.


         
“No,” Sil protests as Jessica comes close to him, her eyes very dark and full
of fury.


         
He stands rigid as she walks face to face with him, a sudden excitement washing
through his body.  Jessica makes a claw of her left hand and swipes Sil’s
neck from his right ear down to his chest.  


         
“Awwww,” Sil cries out in pain and ecstasy simultaneously.


         
Jessica then grabs his shirt and uses her thin body to shove him against the
door, banging his head as she goes.  Her mouth and teeth quickly find his
neck, and she attacks him with ferocious sexual energy.  


         
Sil’s temper has disappeared, and he is now immersed by this sexy creature that
is bold and unafraid.  Her fury ties him up in an endless rapture as she
continues her attack.  She slides to the floor recklessly taking his pants
with her as she goes.  


         
When she reaches the floor, she yanks on his pants causing him to fall quickly
on the cold stone tile.  His back and head bang against the front door as
he falls.  On the floor, Sil immediately kisses his lover as if to thank
her for the painful fall.  


         
The heat of the kiss is too much for both of them and Jessica’s dress is soon
up around her stomach.  She pulls her panties aside and gently eases
herself down on Sil, sighing heavily as they begin.  


         
Sil looks up from the floor at the dangerous beauty, her expression of pure
pleasure and determination are almost too much.  He smiles wickedly as
their bodies join rhythm with each other.  Jessica looks down at his cocky
smile, and starts to sob, and then a flood of tears comes forward as she buries
her head on his chest.  


         
“Don’t,” Sil asks gently, waiting patiently for her to stop.  


         
But she is not able to hold back the sea of tears that now drip onto his chest
like beads of her soul trying to soak into him.


         
“Well, what a magical fucking evening,” Sil blurts out as he pushes Jessica off
of him.  “Did you watch some video on how to please your man?”  He
asks with contempt as he pulls up his pants.  “Step one,” Sil utters in a
sarcastic voice, “try to kill him with a vodka bottle.  Step two, make him
hard as a rock and turn into a total basket case.”  


         
As Jessica continues to sob on the floor, Sil pulls out his cellular phone and
notices a missed call.  He immediately hits the button to return the call
and patiently presses the phone against his ear.


         
“Hello, Emil,” Sil speaks casually then pauses for a moment.


         
Jessica raises her head up from the floor and glares vigilantly at Sil.


         
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” She raises her voice gradually with
outrage.


         
“Nothing much,” Sil mutters into the phone, ignoring her outburst.  “Just
bored at home, as usual.”


         
“What?” Jessica asks with a threatening voice.


         
“What?” Sil demands on the phone, continuing to ignore Jessica.  “I don’t
have time for these fucking games, Emil!  Jesus Christ, does everyone want
to screw with me tonight?”  He flips on the light near the front door,
waiting for Emil to finish explaining.


         
Jessica pulls herself up, straightens her dress and faces away from Sil with
her arms folded.  Her posture is rigid as though she wants to leave, and
she shakes every few minutes with frustration.  


         
“I am not paying your brown, fat ass double for that job!”  Sil becomes
enraged and begins to pace, holding the phone away from his ear every few seconds. 
“I don’t care how hard the job was, you get paid what we agreed!”  Sil
clenches his fist and pushes it slowly and tightly into the door, allowing his
strength to bend the wood fibers a bit.  “Who in the hell do you think you
are, Don King?”  Sil waits for a moment, and then throws his left hand in
the air with dissatisfaction.  “Call me a racist, Emil.  Apparently,
it’s a lot cheaper than being a damn broker.  Look, I don’t care if your
guy went to the hospital and needs a shitload of work.  That’s one of the
risks you take in this business, and it’s your expense.”


         
Loud knocking on the front door startles Jessica and Sil.  They both look
at the door, then at each other with concern.  


         
“Who’s there?” Sil yells through the solid walnut.


         
“Chicago City Police Department,” a deep voice proclaims.  “Could you open
the door right now please?”  


         
Sil hesitates for a moment, shakes his head at Jessica in disgust, then pulls
the door open.  A large, black officer is standing on the opposite side of
the door.  He wears a stern expression as he peers inside the apartment at
Sil and Jessica.  A short, red haired woman stands behind the large
officer.  She is an older policewoman who wears large frame glasses and pops
her gum every few minutes.


         
“Can we come in?” The officer asks.  His gaze is still fixed on Sil as if
he had just found the son of the Devil himself.


         
“Come on in, officers,” Sil barks in a cocky tone, still holding the phone
against his ear.  “Well, Emil-“


         
“You don’t need to talk to us that way,” the black officer commands, pointing
at Sil with his index and middle finger as he steps through the door.


         
The second officer places her hands on her belt as she walks in, glaring at Sil
and shaking her head slightly in disapproval.  


         
“Well, Emil,” Sil begins again without missing a beat, “I guess we’ll have to
settle this tomorrow.  Jessica and I have some company.”


         
“Would you get our guests some Vodka, Jessie?”  Sil says with a half smile
as he gestures toward Jessica, then at the shattered bottle all over the
kitchen floor.


         
“Good night, Emil!” Sil snaps his phone shut, then turns his attention to the
officers, and waits.  


         
“We were told there was a disturbance,” the red head begins in a mocking tone
as she stares at the shards of glass all over the kitchen floor.  


         
The tall, black officer removes a notebook and pen from his belt and walks over
to Jessica.


         
“Ma’am, could you tell me what happened?”  The officer looks at Jessica,
and can see she’s been crying.  “How much have you two had to drink
tonight?”


         
“She had a few shots,” Sil fires back quickly, “but I finished the whole
bottle.”


         
He grins devilishly at Jessica, and after a short moment, she returns his grin.


         
“Everything is fine, officer,” Jessica mutters.  “Our neighbors have just
gotten too nosy for their own damn good.”


         
“Are you sure?” The red haired officer inquires as she steps closer to Jessica.


         
“Yes,” Jessica says with a deep pause, “I’m sure that our asshole neighbors are
too nosy.”


         
“Mr. and Mrs. Smart Ass,” the black officer begins coolly.  “Aren’t you
just the sweetest waste of my fricken’ time?”


         
He looks at Sil, then Jessica, and finally at his older partner.


         
“Let’s go, Olivia,” he declares with disgust, “these two deserve each other.”


         
Both officers give looks of frustration and disapproval at the couple as they
quietly leave the apartment, closing the door briskly behind them.  Sil
looks tenderly at Jessica and throws his cellular phone aside.


         
“Where were we, babe?”  He asks deviously.


         
“Right about here,” she replies with a seductive tone, pulling her dress back
up around her stomach.
















Aug, 12th 23:00
hours:


         
Droplets of sweat steadily roll down Isiah’s face as he lifts the dumbbells
with intense focus.  He is dressed in blue jeans and a belt with no shirt,
showing off his powerful upper body.  His torso looks much like that of a
werewolf as he strains harder and harder with each repetition.


         
General Nadja Muhammed Assihm sits quietly on Isiah’s bed, speaking to him in
Arabic every now and then as his grandson continues his weightlifting regimen. 
The old General is wearing a plain, brown dress shirt, black slacks, and a
shiny black belt cinched tightly around his waist.  He strokes his long,
gray beard every few minutes, pausing to think carefully as they exchange
thoughts.


         
“You are becoming a man,” the general states in Arabic, noticing the small
patch of hair on Isiah’s stomach.  “But even if your body is becoming
older, you still need to learn to be a man in your mind and your heart.”


         
Isiah nods dutifully at his grandfather’s words, and then turns to the side so
that he can pull the weights up from the floor, shifting the resistance to his
triceps.  In the background, his stereo is playing music at a low volume
from the band Reveille, and they are singing about how ‘the devil was an angel
too.’


         
“What kind of man was my father?” Isiah asks the general as he pumps slowly on
the dumbbell to build his right triceps.


         
The general waits for a moment, thinking hard about how to answer this question.       



         
“He was,” the General begins, swallowing hard before continuing, “a brave man,
and a good man.”


         
The General stares blankly at the wall for a moment, then starts to cough
suddenly and reaches for his inhaler.  He quickly takes two puffs of his
asthma medicine, and then drops the inhaler on the bed.


         
“What about my mother?” Isiah asks with some hesitation.


         
  “She,” the General begins with a weak cough, “was a woman.  I
didn’t know of her.  Your father married her while I was in battle for six
years.”  


         
“I wish we could find the men who killed them,” Isiah states defiantly, “then I
would trade them an eye for an eye.  The cowards!”


         
“Yes,” General Assihm mutters, “the cowardly infidels…  Isiah,” the
General begins with a cold look on his face, “I read this story you told me
about called Robin Hood.  It has been translated into Arabic, and Rohjin
purchased a copy for me.”


         
When these words hit Isiah’s ears, he stops lifting weights for a moment. 
His head drops down and his eyes are fixed on his grandfather’s inhaler.


         
“That story,” the General exclaims with passionate anger, “is about an infidel
who invades the holy land on a crusade for the Holy Grail.  How could you
enjoy a story about the English invading our lands, and trying to take Allah’s
gifts from us?”


         
The General fixes his gaze evenly upon Isiah, his eyes are full of fury, and
his hands are pressed neatly down on his thighs just above the knee.  He
leans forward and raises his thick gray eyebrows at Isiah, demanding an answer.


         
“That is true,” Isiah says with an honest and unwavering look in his eyes, “but
the meaning of the story is different.”  Isiah raises his head with
dignity as he speaks with passion.  “The story is of a man who pursues
riches and fame in a country where he doesn’t belong.  After many years of
pain, he returns to his own country where his people need him.  This is
when he fights the tyranny, and feeds the poor with his spoils from the
rich.”  A broad smile now creeps across Isiah’s face as he tells
more.  “The story teaches us that a man should be a hero to his own
people, and not pursue fortune and fame.  This is why I feel that someone
must do the same for the homeless here…  We were homeless just a few years
ago; someone needs to help them.”


         
“I do not agree with the celebration of this infidel!”  The General booms
at Isiah in a dry and rough tone.  “Remember that what you do in life is
for Allah and Mohammed.  You cannot live the ways of the English.” 
The General is flushed with anger, and he coughs slightly, slumping a bit
before continuing.  “You know that stealing is wrong, and the only reason
I allow it is because you are stealing from the infidels.  But what is the
meaning of stealing from the infidels only to give back to the infidels?”


         
“I tell them that my gifts are in the name of Allah.” Isiah retorts
humbly.  “That they should learn the words of Mohammed, and follow the
laws of the Koran.  In my heart, I feel that Allah wants me to help
them.  To spread the word of Mohammed through charity and sacrifice.”


         
“I too have spread the word of Mohammed,” the General declares with a powerful
grin, “and his word is only understood by the infidel at the tip of a
sword.  Your mother and father were killed at the hands of infidels, and
now you want to help them!?” The General leans forward, pressing his hands deep
into Isiah’s mattress, glaring with total disapproval at his grandson.


         
“Grandfather-“


         
“I have seen what this country is all about,” General Assihm bellows with
hatred.  “All of the women are filthy whores, and the men are more
cowardly than the women.  These people are poisoned with lust, greed, and
pride.  They care not for each other, or for you!  You should not
commit blaspheme for these cowards.”


         
“Maybe there is no us or them.” Isiah announces boldly.  “Maybe there is
only we.”


         
“Blaspheme!”  The General barks, glaring with contempt.  “The man of
this house knows nothing of fasting.  He stalks around with the belly of a
camel and the breasts of a woman.  I watched him in front of the house
today; acting like a baboon drunk on rotten fruit.”


         
Isiah hangs his head for a moment.  His feelings are as scattered as the
waters of the Aegean Sea after the eruption of Pompey.  Inside, he knows
that his Grandfather will never understand his new way of thinking, and he
immediately changes his tone.


         
“You’re right, Grandfather,” Isiah states with a great deal of dignity and a
mellow tone, “we’re amongst the infidels now.  Our mission should be to
find those who believe in Allah and read the word of Mohammed so that we can
strengthen our people here.  For only then will we be ready to face
Al-Dajjal.”


         
General Assihm sits quietly for a moment, digesting these words.  After a
short pause, he rises up from the bed, stepping closer to his grandson with an
inquisitive stare.


         
From just a foot away, Isiah watches his grandfather with sharp eyes, and then
looks downward at the bed for a moment.  In that instant, Isiah feels a
hand grasp his throat tightly, and his heart leaps with panic.  Using two
quick movements, the General is able to pin Isiah on his stomach with his right
hand while still clasping the boy’s throat.  He places his knee firmly in
the small of Isiah’s back, giving his choke hold more leverage.


         
“Do you think I’m a fool, boy?”  The General asks as he tightens his grip
on Isiah’s throat and applies more pressure to his spine.


         
On the bed, Isiah can feel the bone of his grandfather’s knee pressing sharply
into his spine.  His throat is having spasms as it tries to clear mucous
from his constricted windpipe.  Isiah finds himself suddenly gripped with
fear, and begins to struggle a bit, but can feel the sting of his grandfather’s
knee pressing harder into his spine.  To his amazement, the grip on his
throat becomes tighter, and he can feel his bones starting to bend with the
might of the choke hold.


         
“This is the world, Isiah,” the General mutters with absolute authority, “you
do not try to deceive me.  I have killed men for less than that!  I
have given you my knowledge, and kept you alive.  Don’t you ever try to
deceive me again or I will kill you!”


         
The General releases the choke hold enough so that Isiah can breathe, but he
does not allow him to move.  Isiah coughs and breathes in short, quick
gasps as his body takes in the much needed oxygen.  


         
“You are almost a man,” the General says with dignity, his knee still pressed
tightly into the boy’s spine.  “I don’t want you to be the type of man who
deceives.  You cannot become-“


         
The General stops himself, then releases Isiah’s throat and stands up from the
bed.  


         
Isiah immediately rolls over and moves away from his grandfather, resting his
sore back against the bed board and tucking his knees to his chest.  He
hangs his head toward his knees, still coughing a bit from the recent choke hold.


         
“I’m sorry for my deception, grandfather,” Isiah says with a cough, “you will
not have to teach me about this again.  The lies of the infidel have
consumed me, and your message has woken me again.”


         
Isiah speaks these words robotically, having said them many times before,
knowing that nothing else would be sufficient.  His eyes are fixed on the
wall, and he is filled with a deep fear and despair.  The pain in his
spine and throat are severe, and his entire body is shaking from the wrath of
his grandfather’s discipline.  He is thankful to be alive as he takes in
each breath.  General Assihm had killed many men in that manner under
interrogation, and had told Isiah all the grisly details.  Isiah uses his
left hand to massage his throat, remembering his grandfather describing how he
knew exactly the amount of pressure it took to crush the bones in the neck, if
necessary.  He swallows hard at the thought of this.


         
“Not only has the infidel taught you to deceive,” the General conveys through
gritted teeth, “they have brought forth ignorant pride.”


         
These words are dealt to him like a worthless hand in a game of stud
poker.  He can still feel the throbbing in his throat as a painful
reminder not to toy with his grandfather’s mind or principles.  Isiah’s
back is equally traumatized, which, as with past experiences, will result in
serious bruising.  This will later be explained to his foster parents as a
sports injury.


         
“Thank you for teaching me to be humble again, grandfather,” Isiah rolls these
words from his tongue mechanically as if each one were dropping from a
conveyor.  “I understand that the ways of the English and the infidel are
evil, and have let myself be drawn in by their deception.  From this night
on, I will only speak and act in the name of Allah and by the words of
Mohammed.”


         
“You will be received well in his glory, Isiah.”  General Assihm declares
with warmth for the first time in years.


         
After a moment, the General sits on the bed next to his grandson and allows
himself to relax again.  He begins to cough and reaches for his inhaler to
relieve his choking.  Isiah stares him for half a second, tempted to
snatch his inhaler and watch him choke to death as he had done to so many men
himself.  The General raises his left eyebrow at Isiah as if reading his
thoughts, then takes two puffs from the inhaler and puts it back on the
bed.  


         
“We will forget what the English did,” the General begins, “and we will rob
from the infidels only to strengthen our brothers of Islam.  You will give
all of the money to Rohjin, and he will send it back to Palestine.”


         
“Yes, grandfather,” Isiah replies robotically.  “How do I train my men
properly so that we have better results next time?”


         
“I told you that training soldiers is not much different that training a
dog.”  The General offers.  “If you show a dog how to find and kill
his enemy one time, then the dog could turn on you.  But if you show the
dog a hundred times to find and kill his enemy, then you have a good
dog.”  


         
Isiah nods his head in hypnotic obedience, not wanting to question even the
smallest detail of what is being offered.  The old General rubs his hands
on his legs for a moment, and then continues.


         
“When you take the compound, make sure that you are in control.”  The
General raises his index finger to emphasize the importance of this.  “You
must be in control of your prisoners and your men.  Do not let any of them
have free will or you will find yourself surrounded by enemies.  You saw
this the first time.”  


         
As these words sink in, the General stands up from the bed and makes his way to
the door.


         
“But do not betray Allah,” the old General warns.  “Even with the best
intentions, in the eyes of Allah, a thief will always be a thief, and he will
be honored as a thief.”


         
The old General nods and steps toward the hallway, leaving him with his
thoughts.


         
“Wait!” Isiah says in an innocent and respectful tone. “You forgot your
inhaler.”


         
“That is fine,” the General exclaims as he reaches into his pocket, “I have
another.”


         
He produces another inhaler from the pocket of his slacks, and Isiah stares at
it in shock.  The old General manages a wicked half smile for his grandson
and the two lock eyes knowingly for a few seconds.  Then he puts the
inhaler gently back into his pocket and moves steadily out of the room.











II. Dolphins and Sharks   


Aug 13th 04:00
Hours:


         
Outside it is still rather dark, and the streetlights look like ropes hanging
in open air; lonely and unforgiving.  They would be as orphaned without
the darkness as a bird without the sky.  The wounded heart lets the blinds
drop and stops looking out the window, and then stretches before climbing back
into bed to write in their private journal.   


Tonight’s entry is as follows:


 


Aug 13


           



I am a swinging door.  I feel the filth in my
blood.  When did I become more animal and less… so much less?  This
filth in my body is spreading through my mind, and I can hear the snap as if a
giant hand were popping its knuckles in my head, causing me to wince and
awaken.


 


           
I wince, and I shake, and no longer will I sleep.  It is time to come
alive again, to feel the heat of my soul awake and alive again.  To the
Gods we must go because they do not come to us.


 


           
To the gods we must go, my renegade.  The masks are blinding them
all.  They cannot show themselves and do not know who they really
are.  Everyone is hiding right out in the open; scared, and alone, and
captive by their doubt; by their masks.


 


           
I see them on fire at times, those who wear the masks.  Their passion and
strength is being burned away while they are oblivious, content, and
ignorant.  The stink of all their wasted passion, forfeit strength, and
cowardly comforts rises up to the heavens.  Even the Gods can smell the
stink, and they cry for people of courage, of substance, and for a mighty hand
to strike down those who wear masks.


 


           
I believe the masks have two sides.  One side shows the wearer as a fraud
to the rest of the world.  The other side shows those wearing the mask a
world that is fraud.  It is the masks that are destroying the world. 
They cannot see or feel the searing heat bearing down on all of us.  They
do not understand what causes the hunter to hunt and the hunted to fall. 
The mighty fist is popping in my head, crying for an end to the fire.


 


           
Don’t wear your mask, my renegade.  If you wear the mask, it becomes part
of you.  Your world becomes fraud.  Your voice becomes fraud. 
You become fraud.


 


           
I don’t know how to tell you about the fire.  Even if I did, your mask
would not let you hear me.  Your time is coming, my renegade.  It is
time for a mighty fist to fall.
















Aug 13th
11:00 hours:


         
The sharp ringing of a bell pierces through the mix of heavy conversation in
the Grand Dining Hall of the extravagant North River Steakhouse as another
entrée is served.  The open kitchen allows guests to watch their food
being prepared from the bar, or from elegant, round tables several feet
away.  In the kitchen area, chefs dressed in traditional white hats and
perfectly cleaned aprons make their masterpieces for dozens of hungry
guests.  They cook steak, chicken, and scampi over open flames,
entertaining those sitting at the bar by preparing their food in a delightful,
vibrant atmosphere.


         
FBI Agent Jack Pennington is seated at the bar; watching his food being
prepared by a tall, white chef- no more than nineteen years old.  He
observes in fascination as the young man continues to flip and tease his
chicken breast over the open flames, while bell peppers, mushrooms, and onions
roast slowly on a small rotisserie nearby.  As the flames jump up every
now and then, they create a glow on Jack’s black skin, accentuating his
chiseled features and humble gaze.


         
Donna Miles from the Department of Homeland Security is seated next to
Jack.  Her ten ounce steak is already finished since she requested it to
be prepared rare.  She has taken the liberty to start eating, not
bothering to wait for her colleague from the FBI.  As she makes small cuts
into her steak, her large wedding ring twists back and forth from the
effort.  She is a delicate and petite woman, only 32 years old.  Her
thin, black hair is pulled up tightly into a French braid on the top of her
head.  Donna is seated in a classy manner on the bar stool, her beautiful
legs showing just a bit from under her tan skirt, which contrasts a bit with
her expensive leather shoes.  


         
“So the Department of Homeland Security is serious about following up on all
leads?” Jack inquires as he looks at Donna’s facial features and striking brown
eyes.  She is obviously of Jewish descent.  


         
“Huh?” Donna asks, trying to quickly clear the food from her mouth so that she
can speak.


         
“I said Homeland Security seems like a pain in the ass.”  Jack smiles
playfully at Donna as he rubs his forehead a bit, enjoying his own humor.


         
“That’s right,” Donna exclaims, placing her hand firmly on Jack’s neatly
pressed, black slacks, allowing him to feel her wedding band.  “I’m a real
pain in the ass.  You’re going to need some Vaseline, an ice pack, and two
hours a week with Dr. Phil after this operation is over.”


         
The two government agents laugh nervously, knowing that there is some truth to
this statement.  Donna quickly grabs her glass of red wine from the bar
and drinks down much more than a taste in an effort to diffuse the situation in
her mind.  She is careful not to spill on her royal blue blouse as she
drinks.


         
“I mean,” Jack begins sheepishly, putting his hand on the back of his neck just
above the collar of his neat brown jacket.  “How can the government
justify sending you out here because one of my suspects may be from the Middle East? He just called out the name Allah… and now here you are.”


         
“That’s very simple,” Donna replies as she takes a generous bite from her
steak, “the boy is of Arabian descent, potentially a terrorist, and we have to
investigate him.  You see, the thing is,” Donna grabs her wine glass to
wash down the steak, holding up her index finger for a moment before pulling
the glass away, “we need to know what’s going on with all of these Arabs. 
This could prove to be a dead lead like ninety-nine percent of our leads, or it
could be the real deal.”


         
“Interesting.”  Jack exclaims as he pushes his blue and black striped tie
downward like a nervous schoolboy with his right hand, showing that he is still
bothered by her presence.  “I guess I still don’t understand how a young
man suddenly becomes a matter of National Security when he wasn’t even dressed
like a terrorist.  It just seems like a waste.”


         
“Look, Agent Pennington,” Donna says abruptly, allowing her eyes to lock
squarely onto Jack’s.  “We at The Department of Homeland Security do not
rule out a possibility until it is no longer probable.  Further,” she
turns toward him on her bar stool, pointing her smooth legs at him, “I don’t
appreciate your lack of concern just because this suspect may be a
juvenile.  You are basing his intentions off of the fact that he’s young,
but you don’t understand that in this ‘boy’s’ culture, he has been a man for
several years.”


         
“You see,” Jack shoots back with a wide smile, “I have a son at home that is
younger, and he can barely get his butt to school, let alone perform some… act
of terrorism.”


         
“Well,” Donna shrugs her shoulders dismissively before continuing, “in American
society people remain children in their minds all the way up to the age of
twenty-five or thirty.  In the war torn sections of the Middle East, some
fourteen-year-olds are among the best military leaders ever seen.  You
would be amazed at how efficient they are at leading a team into combat,
attacking their targets, and completing the objectives.  They stay on tour
in battle for most of their lives.”


         
“Well I sure as hell wouldn’t be afraid of some half-assed teenage strike
team,” Jack exclaims in a cocky tone as he picks up his glass of orange juice
and takes a small sip.  “I’d just spank their little butts and send them back
home.”


         
Donna smiles and sighs with a bit of sarcasm, then tips her head down as she
spins her stool back towards the bar.  Jack watches her quietly as she
brushes her black hair back briskly, showing her obvious irritation.


         
“I recall another recent war where we underestimated the enemy’s ability to
kill,” Donna beams with confidence.  “Do you recall a little country
called Vietnam?  An American casualty count so high, you could barely tell
what was foliage and what was human.”


         
“Oh gawd,” Jack growls towards the floor in irritation, “there you go pulling
the Vietnam card out of your ass.”


         
“What leads do we have on the gangsters?”  Donna asks brazenly,
emphasizing that she wants to get down to business.


         
“I’m going to visit some of the local High Schools and check photo records to
see if I can find a match,” Jack replies casually, clearly disappointed with
her new attitude.  “The surveillance tape shows me enough of a facial shot
on one of the suspects for a positive match-“


         
“Are you guys investigating that bank robbery from the other day?”  Jack’s
chicken and vegetables are finished cooking, and his plate of delectable,
steaming food rests on the serving shelf above his head, ready for him to indulge. 



         
The young chef hovers over Jack’s food and his conversation with dumbfounded
curiosity.  “What have you guys found out about that?”  He asks with
excitement.  “Are you cops?”


         
   “Yes, we’re cops,” Donna offers with a great deal of
sarcasm.  “I have a special assignment for you, Chef Boyardee, go get our
damn check and mind your own business!”  


         
The young chef’s face drops to a frown as Donna’s fangs come out, leaving him
looking like a field mouse, and her; the hungry diamondback.  He puts his
hands out in front of him with palms exposed, showing his intention to retreat,
and then steps away quietly to get the check.


         
“Be careful,” Jack warns with a big smile, “he is technically a man, and may
come back to hunt you down with his elite military training.”  


         
Donna picks up her glass of wine and glares at Jack over the rim before taking
a drink.  Her eyes tell him that she is not amused and that he has a
matter of seconds to stop mocking her.  The young chef brings the check
and leans over the counter to place it in front of Donna.  As she watches
him lean over the counter, she contemplates knocking the hat off his head with
a swift right hand jab.  Then she returns her gaze to Jack and decides that
she won’t allow him to cause her to do something stupid.  


         
“Will you get me copies of the surveillance tape and photos so that I can
follow up as well?”  She asks Jack in an unsavory tone.


         
“Sure,” Jack replies peacefully, “I’ll get them to you as soon as I can.”


         
“Thanks for meeting with me, Agent Pennington,” Donna speaks halfheartedly
softly shaking his hand, “I appreciate your cooperation.”  


    
     “Not a problem,” Jack replies in a somewhat friendly
tone.


         
Donna smiles quickly at Jack, then struts across the travertine tile, letting
her heels crack hard on the floor, provoking leering stares from several men in
the restaurant.


         
“Thanks for lunch,” she calls back to Jack without turning her head, and waves
her hand dismissively in the air with index and middle finger slightly askew.


         
Jack’s eyes open wide and he spins his head instantly back to the bar where the
full check and chef are waiting impatiently for him to pay.


         
“Bitch!”  Jack explodes; not caring who hears him.  Then he takes out
his wallet and covers the full check.
















Aug 13th
13:00 hours:


         
The early afternoon shift at Molly’s Diner is showing little signs of
life.  There aren’t any noisy Cubans making deals and smoking; nor men
with heavy wallets and dark eyes talking in secret about the latest score.


         
There are a few teenagers near the front doors, getting louder and wilder as
the time passes, playing feverishly with their cigarettes, but not daring to
light them.  The waitress is watching their ring leader as he continues to
hover a lighter in front of a cigarette dangling from his lips, laughing every
time he pulls the lighter away.  After a few moments of being teased, the
gray-haired waitress flips them off and staggers back to the kitchen, her pale
legs showing her age under the uniform.  


         
A family of Latino tourists sits in a corner booth near the windows toward the
back of the diner.  Among them are two small children; a boy of only seven
and his little sister just over age five.  The couple is seated next to
each other across the booth from their children.  All four family members
are dressed too warm for the August weather.  This is obvious by the
uncomfortable look on the father’s flushed face as he pulls at the collar of
his mock every now and again, exposing a blue undershirt.  The children
seem unaffected by the warm clothing, and bounce around innocently in the booth
at the sheer thrill of their new surroundings.  Their mother holds her long
hair in her right hand against her forehead, trying to fend off a headache that
was no doubt brought on by the children playing in the car.  A fly is
buzzing in front of her face, and she swats at the air with her left hand,
looking as though the extra torment is unwarranted.


         
An Asian man with long, dark hair is seated at a table that is close to the
counter near the rear of the diner.  His long hair is wavy with blonde
highlights, and his entire body is well sculpted from hours of vigorous
exercise.  He looks like a rock star, with a bare midriff to show off a
tan washboard stomach, and Lennon-style sunglasses to compliment the
fashionable hairstyle.  He drinks slowly from a glass of water every now
and again as he waits patiently for his client.


         
At the back of the diner, near the double doors that lead to kitchen, Sil is
standing next to a pay phone talking quietly.  His outfit for the evening
is dark jeans and an expensive, black leather jacket, covering a white T-shirt,
complimented by dark sunglasses.  He looks up at the Asian man for a
moment and holds his index finger in the air for a few seconds, indicating he
is almost finished.


         
The Asian man nods for Sil to continue, and patiently goes about drinking his
water, watching the teenagers with amusement as he does.


         
“I don’t know what to do here, Emil,” Sil remarks, gesturing fiercely like a
wolf, jabbing his arms upward.  The leather snaps as Sil’s hands motion
aggressively in the air.  “You are unfuckingbelievable!”  As he says
this, he tilts his head back and shifts his weight from one leg to the other in
his tight black jeans, showing his total disapproval.  “You listen to me,
Emil,” Sil demands with stoic posture, “I am not paying you double for this
job!  Do you hear me?  Do you understand?”  With each sentence,
his voice becomes more acidic, and his patience is nearly depleted.  He
listens for another moment, then shakes his head with disgust and kicks at the
wall as he shouts into the phone.  “I don’t care if the stupid bastard
fell off a catwalk!  Emil, where is my product?”  Sil holds the phone
away from his ear, not listening any longer, then gestures to the Asian with
his palms up and shrugs his shoulders in frustration.  


         
The Asian coolly tips his sunglasses at Sil, acknowledging his frustration, and
then goes back to people watching and sipping his water.  


         
“So you feel like you’re getting the short end of the stick on this one?” 
Sil asks in total contempt.  “I told your fat, brown ass that shit was
heavy.  Didn’t I?”  Sil’s hands begin to shake with frustration as he
waits for Emil to finish his story.  “Tell you what,” Sil mutters with his
mouth hanging open in total contempt.  “I’ll think it over, but we need to
meet in person tonight and discuss a possible renegotiation.  Did you hear
me?  I said a ‘possible’ renegotiation?  Fair enough?  Ten
thirty!” Sil growls as he slams the phone down, then returns his gaze to the
Asian man seated at the table nearby.  


         
His face is full of frustration as he takes a seat in the booth directly across
from the Asian rock star.  After sitting down, he rubs his hands together
slowly, thinking to himself, letting his fingertips glide across one another,
trying to balance his anger.  However, he soon gives up on spatial
soothing, reaches into his jacket, and retrieves a pack of cigarettes
instead.  


         
“I am going to need some help from you folks, Jason.”  Sil mutters as he
retrieves a Zippo lighter from his right pocket, and places a cigarette firmly
between his lips.


         
“What type of work do you need?” The Asian rock star asks, lifting his glasses
up onto his forehead as he speaks.  “I have all types-“


         
“Do you folks want some coffee?”  A young, red haired waitress interrupts
as she leans impatiently over the table for a moment.


         
Sil’s face now bears a wide, irritated smile, and he nods to Jason as he lights
his cigarette with one sharp flick, not wanting to do anything else but smoke
for the moment.


         
“Just get us some Cappuccinos with Irish Cream,” Jason states dismissively,
waving the waitress away as he speaks.  


         
As the waitress walks away, Jason and Sil exchange frustrated glances, and
shake their heads in disapproval.


         
“Like I was saying,” Jason continues, placing his sunglasses on the smooth,
gray Formica table.  “We have all types of talent.  What are you
looking for?  Are we talking… disposal?”


         
“I don’t know,” Sil exclaims, “I’m just a bit pissed off here and don’t want to
make a bad decision.  Trust me, I would love for disposal to make this go
away, but that isn’t what it calls for.”


         
“Okay, my man,” Jason replies, twisting in his seat with boredom, “what kind of
talent do you need?”


         
“Well,” Sil begins, taking a deep breath before continuing, “I can’t afford to
lose this guy’s services.  He’s too good at what he does.  If I
cancel him, I risk getting someone who will:” Sil raises the fingers on his
right hand as he describes each drawback, “cut and run, get pinched, and get me
pinched in turn, or give up and never finish the job.”


         
“Okay,” Jason says with affirmation, “so you can’t cancel the guy.  What
can you do?”


         
“He’s good talent, I need to keep him on,” Sil replies, “but I don’t want to give
him a free leash.  If I pay him what he wants, then I’m a pushover, and my
margins will always be cut by his operating expenses.”


         
Sil takes all this in, blowing smoke to relax himself, and placing the tips of
his fingers from his right hand against his forehead as he struggles to work
out the details.  The cigarette is still pinched between his fingers, and
as he pushes his fingers firmly against his forehead, he nearly singes off the
tips of his sleek, black hair.


         
Jason watches the tip of the cigarette as it just misses Sil’s bangs, and
smirks to himself.  Sil is obviously too involved in thought to care, as
his fingers begin to pinch the cigarette slightly every now and again in rhythm
with his thoughts.


         
“I can’t cancel the guy,” Sil mutters impatiently, “but I want to.  He is
an asset, and keeping him as an asset could be worth... twenty-five percent of
a year’s wages.”


         
“Nice,” Jason says with a sober smile, “just give me twenty-five percent of a
year’s wages, and I’ll take care of the problem right now.”


         
“You’re a smartass,” Sil declares, not missing a beat, glaring at his Asian
companion for a moment as he realizes that he is getting impatient.  “I
know what I need from you.”  Sil finishes his sentence by pointing the
cigarette at Jason and sitting up straight with excitement.


         
“What’s up?”  Jason asks.


         
“I need two powerful thugs and a sister to do this job right, and I need them
by nine thirty.”


         
“Two thugs and a sister by 9:30 tonight!?” Jason exclaims with surprise as he
pulls out his smart phone and glances at the time.  “That’s going to be a
tough call.”  He leans forward in the booth now with curious eyes, his
rippled stomach tightening as if excited to know what scheme Sil has
planned.  “What do you have in mind?”


         
“Here’s your coffee,” the young redhead interrupts again, “you want anything
else?”


         
“How ‘bout a damn muzzle for you, Annie?” Sil blurts out with a slow but
sustained fury.  “Get the hell outta’ here,” he demands, pointing to the
kitchen with his right thumb, the cigarette still facing upward in the
air.  


         
He glares at the waitress as she heads back to the kitchen, dragging her feet
while she walks with her eyes on the brink of tears. Then he shifts his weight
with aggressive energy before he returns his gaze to Jason who is eagerly
awaiting the details of the job.  


         
“Do you have a replacement for that little dumbass?” Sil asks sarcastically
before continuing.  “Anyway, I need a sister with some wit and some grit,
and two thugs; and I mean real thugs- street soldiers straight off the front
line.”


         
“I don’t know if I have a sister for the job.  Why does it need to be a
sister?”


         
“Because Emil doesn’t like sisters.  He doesn’t trust them; one just broke
his heart… because his ass is too fat.”


         
“That’s fucked up,” Jason admits with a snicker.  “He probably said
‘you’ve got great tits,’ and she said ‘so do you.’”


         
“Straight up,” Sil replies with a devilish grin, “no woman wants a hairy,
Butterball turkey rubbing against her nice, flat stomach.”


         
The two men laugh again, Jason stopping to take a swig off his water, and Sil
enjoying a hearty smoke.


         
“Okay,” Jason mutters slowly with a sigh, getting back to business, “what do
the thugs need to do?”


         
“They need to look scary.  I can’t get my guy back in line if he isn’t
scared.”


         
“The two thugs won’t be a problem.  I can get you the sister, but she won’t
come cheap.”  Jason stirs his Cappuccino thoughtfully before continuing,
watching Sil’s eyebrows raise with suspicion, and answering him quickly. 
“The sister is going to cost you double.”


         
“Double?” Sil is suddenly flushed and his demeanor changes from suspicion to
anger.  “Why do I have to pay double for less upper body strength and more
bitching?”


         
Jason puts his hand out with his fingers outstretched, lowering it slowly in
Sil’s direction as if to sooth him.  “You have to pay double for…
Paulette.”


         
“Paulette, huh?  I’m not going to make shit on this job.” Sil looks away
in disgust, then shoots down his Cappuccino and points a stern finger at
Jason.  “Give me a deal on the two thugs and I’ll pay double for
Paulette.  At least that gives me a little bit on margin.”


         
“Deal,” Jason says with a sly nod, “I’ll cut fifteen percent off the thugs and
that will give you your margin.”


         
Sil nods with approval, then looks toward the front of the diner where he sees
the little Latino boy rushing to the bathroom with his father close
behind.  The boy’s face is twisted in discomfort, and he looks as though
his life depends on getting to the bathroom in time.


         
“Oh shit,” Sil mutters under his breath.  “Hey, Cindy,” he yells toward
the kitchen without taking his eyes off the table.


         
After a few seconds, a heavyset woman with long brunette hair makes her way out
of the kitchen to Sil and Jason’s table.  She is wearing an apron, and
looks very plain with her pudgy fingers, and simple features.


         
“Yes Sir!” She beams respectfully at Sil with patient eyes.  “What can I
do for you?”


         
Sil leans toward her and speaks quietly.  “Did we feed that family the
special?”


         
“Um...” Cindy looks up at the ceiling for a moment shrugging slightly,
squinting a bit as she tries to remember.  “Ya’ know, I think… we did.”


         
“Okay, remember what I told you about the special.  It is only for LE or
people who look like they could be LE.  It is not for little Mexican boys
trying to enjoy their vacation.  Got it?”


         
Sil finishes his sentence with authoritative haste, and Cindy nods at him and
slowly makes her way back to the kitchen.  As she is almost to the
kitchen, Cindy turns around and makes her way back to Sil’s table, then stands
nearby, staring off into the distance, waiting to speak with him.


         
“He’s going to shit all over their car,” Jason snickers quietly to
himself.  “Maybe I need to do the same to my brother’s kids.  That
might keep their irritating little asses away from my house for a while.”


         
Sil smiles at Jason, shakes his head and reaches into his pocket for another
cigarette.  After putting another cigarette between his lips, he nods at
Cindy, giving her permission to speak.


         
“The young people up front want to know why you can smoke, and they can’t.”
Cindy declares with a voice of slight concern. “They are threatening to call
the Health Department.”


         
“I own the damn place!” Sil answers her with some agitation, but then smiles
coolly. “You know what, Cindy, go ahead and let them smoke, and give them four
specials… on the house.”


         
“Oh shit,” Jason says as spirited laughter bursts forth from his chest, “that
is too cruel, man; they’re on a double date.”


         
“Then this should be a sweet labor of love; learning to put up with each
other’s shit.”  Sil gestures for Cindy to go take care of the teenagers
and turns his attention back to Jason with a more serious expression.


         
“Make sure I have everyone I need by nine-thirty.”
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Bill Isaac’s Fifth Period English Literature class is about to conclude. 
Isiah stands at the head of the class, nervous and excited about his oral
presentation.  He gazes around the classroom for a moment, watching the
silent criticisms of his peers.


         
In the far corner sits a lonely girl from the gothic crowd.  She is
leaning back in her chair, scribbling tediously in a small, blue notebook,
oblivious to the world.  Her nails are painted solid black along with her
hair and lipstick.  She looks up lazily, every few seconds, but only
enough to see if she is missing something good.


         
The rest of the class is a healthy mix of teenagers from different cliques. 
Isiah recognizes two fellow football players who are more interested in the
brunette cheerleader near them than his presentation.  There are two girls
and one guy seated at the front of the class who all love school, representing
the ‘nerd section’ of the class.  This small group seems particularly
engaged, despite the fact that he has not begun the presentation yet.  The
rest of the teens are typical Chicagoans, with jeans, long shirts, and solid,
contemporary colors.  All very casual and somewhat bored.


         
Before he begins, he glances over at Dr. Bill Isaacs, the English instructor
who spent many hours helping him to better comprehend literature.  The man
looks bold in his yellow and white striped dress shirt, which is unbuttoned,
and is complimented by a solid white undershirt.  Dr. Isaacs lifts his
right hand to adjust his stylish, black eyeglasses, which compliment his dark
skin very well.  His curly black hair is receding evenly down the back of
his head, giving away his age of nearly fifty.  His countenance is mature
and wise as he waits patiently, yet observes with a discerning eye and
intellectual curiosity.


         
“My book report is on The Legend of Robin Hood,” Isiah begins nervously,
focusing on the gothic girl at the back of the room to help him relax.  He
holds his notes out in front of him, his insides are shaking, and he is unsure
if he is making any sense.


         
“Robin Hood can best be traced back to the outlaws Fulk FitzWarin or Eustace
the Monk.  The only real evidence of his life is in the court roles of
1225 and 1261.  This would mean that Robin Hood lived during the time of
King John.”


         
Isiah glances around the class, and sees that everyone is starting to fade away
from his presentation.  The football players and cheerleader are talking,
while other students are looking at the floor as though they just stepped into
an elevator that never stops going up.  Even the nerds are giving him a
blank stare.


         
“The Scottish Historian John Major,” Isiah continues slowly, his confidence
winding down, “gives the most accurate account of the life and times of Robin
Hood.  He was an outlaw during the famous coup that was attempted by King
John in the absence of his brother Richard the ‘Lionheart.’  


         
“King John was regarded as a greedy and cowardly king.  His paranoia and
lack of trust were his biggest downfall.  He was well known for kicking a
man while he was down.  I like the Legend of Robin Hood because it is
about justice.  It is about men risking their lives to help others, and
fighting against tyranny.”


         
After finishing with a bit of passion in his voice, Isiah swallows hard and
quickly returns to his seat.


         
“Thank you, Isiah,” Dr. Isaacs, says softly.  “I just want to follow up on
Isiah’s presentation,” he begins as he stands up and walks around his
desk.  “Robin Hood is fascinating because it is a legend.  There is
very little historical evidence or literature to prove that any of the events
took place.”  Dr. Isaacs leans against his desk and pushes his glasses
against the bridge of his nose.  “However, we know that people love the
message that the legend brings.  Since the historical facts are so obscure
in this case, we don’t have anything concrete to examine.  But this is
good in its own way because we can examine the legend and figure out what it
means to us.  For those of you that come from a religious background, this
concept is all too familiar.


I
believe most of us are familiar with the concept of robbing the rich to give to
the poor.  We also know from this legend the difference between a good,
heroic king as edified in Richard, and a tyrannical king as portrayed by
John.  


         
This is interesting because John represented greed to his people.  He
embodied, shamelessly, all the worst traits of the times.  Now the concept
of giving to the poor was much more powerful during these days than it is to us
today.  During the reign of King John and his predecessors, there wasn’t
much in the way of class systems rather than rich or poor.  You were
mostly one or the other.  It is these facts about the times that allow us
to appreciate the class system and diversity afforded by our lifestyles
today.  Does anyone have questions?”  


         
The classroom is showing no further signs of life despite Dr. Isaacs’s best
efforts.


  “Anyway,” Dr.
Isaacs stops and slaps his hands on his pant legs, “let’s give Isiah a hand for
his presentation.”


         
Dr. Isaacs and half the classroom break out into a forced, ceremonial moment of
applause.       


         
“Please turn to page sixty-eight in your textbooks,” Dr. Isaacs announces, “I
will get you going on another subject that is obscure.  Let’s talk about
Edgar Allan Poe.”
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   The halls of Weston High School are filled with hundreds of
anxious, young people looking to get on with their day.  Isiah is standing
near Joanie’s locker, waiting for her to wrap up a gossip session with her
girlfriends that seems to be more important than anything else at the
moment.  While he is waiting, several students waive at him in passing:
one of the perks of being a star football player.  


         
He thinks back to his days at school before he learned to perform on the
football field.  


         
Much like the gladiators of old, he was ‘a nobody’ in the eyes of his peers
until he became a hero in the stadium.  He remembers all the days of
standing in dark corners and lurking around in the background at school events,
or not attending due to nervous anxiety.  There were no women and his
friends were all outcasts; people who reached the lowest common denomination of
society.  During the months following September 11th, he was
met with a great deal of racism and prejudice.  There was a veritable
feast of vicious verbal torment, and people let loose with slurs such as
“suicide bomber,” resulting in the need to stop wearing a backpack.  


         
Isiah tightens his fist a bit; somehow bothered by the fact that his peers only
respect him for his ability to play football, and wearing his backpack was now
a perk for being their dancing bear.  He looks over at Joanie, who doesn’t
seem to be running short on stamina for her gab session.  His eyes wander
over her body, remembering that night in her Mother’s car, and how she just
took what she wanted like a hungry lioness; he feels a sudden throbbing in his
pelvis and decides to stop the fantasy to avoid embarrassment.  


         
As Isiah is admiring his girlfriend’s body, he catches sight of a tall figure
in a black suit that stands out from the crowd of shorter students and rich
primary colors.  Principal Hallanstein is marching impatiently down the
hall, obviously eager to take care of some business.  His wide face and
short neck give him the appearance of a bulldog seeking out anything that dares
to cross its path.  As the Principal works his way toward Isiah, you can
see beads of sweat that are forming around his temples.  He is obviously
in a hurry, or stressed, or both.  


         
The principal quickly fixes his eyes on Isiah as he proceeds down the
hallway.  His attention is such that he nearly knocks over a young,
Italian girl who is listening to her IPod with a skateboard tucked under her
shoulder.  When the principal bumps into the girl, she drops her
skateboard, and turns after a short pause holding her hands out to the sides.


         
Principal Hallanstein waves apologetically at the girl as he continues down the
hallway, picking up his speed a bit after the short delay.  Behind him,
the young Italian shakes her head from side-to-side, and talks scornfully with
her friends, making a few choice hand gestures to show their gratitude for the
interruption.


         
When the Principal nears Isiah, he pounds on his chest twice and points at him,
raising his eyebrows as his gaze meets up with the young man.  Isiah looks
down at the wall to his right, shamefully remembering his agreement with
Principal Hallanstein.  As he starts to turn these ideas over in his mind,
Joanie appears next to him.


         
“What the hell was that about?” Joanie asks with excited curiosity, like a news
reporter who just saw the makings of a drive-by-shooting.


         
“I don’t know,” Isiah says with a light shrug.  “Probably something to do
with pumping me up for the game next week.”


         
“You’re a shitty liar, tan boy,” she replies playfully.  “Let’s get some
food.”  
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The sun is uncomfortably hot, and the stiff breeze isn’t helping as Joanie and
Isiah sit on the plastic benches outside their local Burger King, indulging
teenage culinary delights: burgers, fries, and soda.  Joanie is wearing a
loose fitting top that proudly displays her chest, leaving only a little
something to the imagination, along with a pair of ‘naughty girl’ shorts that
barely cover her.


         
“What’s up, Baby?” Joanie says playfully, brushing her hair to the side so the
sun can warm the top of her cleavage.


         
Isiah is staring out into the distance, his food mostly untouched.  The
half unwrapped cheeseburger looks as sad and cold as his expression. 
Joanie is visibly frustrated by his lack of attentiveness, and she heaves her
chest in and out, displaying a need for attention.  But the social vampire
in her knows that he will soon be sharing in her frustration, and this evokes a
devious smile across her face.


         
“Hey, Baby,” she shouts to a boy who is talking on his cell phone at the far
end of the parking lot.  


         
The boy smiles and finishes his call with “Dude, gotta’ run. Peace.”  He
smiles a cocky teenage ‘what’s up’ as he approaches Joanie and Isiah’s table,
his cargo pants barely covering him, and his head wrapped in an orange hoodie,
making him easy to spot from a mile off.


         
“What’s up, Joanie?  You’re looking fine!”  


         
Isiah locks eyes with his classmate; his mind a frothing mad dog with a mouth
for war.


         
“What up?” Isiah says coldly as if the words could castrate this romantic
intruder.


         
“It’s Darren, right?” Joanie interrupts smugly.  “You had a killer hockey
game last week; totally whipped that guy’s ass from Western.”  She smiles
and grabs her top, adjusting it for both their viewing pleasure, basking in the
glory of their desire.


         
“Yeah, I put the hammer down on that,” Darren boasts with a flirtatious smile.


         
“Maybe you could teach me some things,” Joanie says raising her eyebrows. “A
hot little thing like me needs to protect herself these days.”


         
Darren laughs arrogantly, shaking his head up and down a bit. “Yeah, Joanie, I
could teach you a few things…”


         
Isiah is fighting the desire to smash Darren into the pavement.  He
glances at Joanie, her playful teasing encouraging Darren more every
second.  There is heat and tension building in the top of his neck as his
body prepares to do battle.  Then he restrains himself a bit, realizing
Darren is only responding naturally to what she’s doing.  Punishing Darren
would only feed her ego.  Isiah smiles brilliantly when this occurs to
him.


         
“Hey, Darren. Bro,” Isiah grins as if talking to his best friend.  “Do you
like wet T-shirt contests?”


         
“Hell-to-the-yeah, my brother. Fine ladies shakin’ for attention,” Darren
responds with strong enthusiasm, turning his eyes hungrily back to Joanie.


         
“Niccccee,” Isiah exclaims, as he snaps the lid off his large Sprite and dumps
the contents all over Joanie’s sun warmed breasts.


         
“OH MY GAWD,” she screams as the cold ice and soda pour over her chest and drop
down into her bra.  “You sonofabitch. Faggot. Asshole. BASTARD!”


         
The boys erupt in laughter and high fives as she storms off to her Nissan
Pathfinder.


         
Half a block up the road, Sil watches Joanie through his binoculars. 
Although he couldn’t hear a word of the conversation, the body language told
the whole story.  She is having a fit after being soaked by her
boyfriend.  Sil’s face is lit up with juvenile excitement.  The
little bitch who decided to screw with his life at the mall a few days ago was
getting into her SUV and driving off by herself.  He smiles deviously as
her tires squeal all the way out of the parking lot when she punches the
gas.  After taking a moment to enjoy watching her screeching exit, Sil
puts his sunglasses back on and chews the tip of his thumbnail a bit.


         
“I’ll see you soon,” he utters under his breath, climbing into the cargo van to
begin a night’s work.
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Isiah walks through the door of his foster parent’s condo.  He takes a few
steps, stopping short when he realizes the house is unusually quiet. 
There is no sound from the television, a phone conversation, or even laundry
spinning… just dead silence.  His curiosity leads him through the living
room and to the kitchen, where he stops suddenly on the shaggy kitchen carpet
with eyes glazed over in shock.  His foster father, John Tolman has been
sitting at the oak kitchen table, waiting for Isiah to return home.


         
“We need to talk about this, Son,” John Tolman declares in a parental tone,
wrapping his strong, chubby fingers lightly on the red toolbox.  He flips
it open to show the remaining stack of cash from their bank robbery.


         
“I think… WTF is what your peers would say in this situation.  So, Isiah,”
John says with an even mix of contempt and love, “W. T. F?”


         
Isiah immediately looks down and away, the shame of a double life written all
over his young face.  After the guilt sets in, he looks up at John,
staring into his eyes, and then away again, then back at his eyes.


         
“Henri found this a little while ago,” John speaks brazenly, “he thought that
I’ve been skimming money away from our business. Where did this money come
from, Isiah?”  John asks as his patience wears thin. 


After
getting no answer for a few moments, he begins to speculate.


         
“Are you selling drugs?”  He interrogates.


         
“No!”


         
“There’s over two-thousand dollars in here, Isiah.”  John sits up
impatiently, drumming his fingers on the toolbox waiting for an answer.  


         
“Where did you get this money?”  John’s tone ends in a snap, showing that
he’s not playing games.  “Tell me!”


         
Isiah’s hands feel cold; John couldn’t possibly understand what he was doing,
and even if he did; he wouldn’t allow breaking laws of any kind.  His
insides begin to flutter with sick, nervous energy, and he shows disdain over
the premise of being caught.


         
“It’s… It’s for the homeless.”


         
John stares deeply into Isiah’s eyes, watching for him to stammer.  


         
“Bullshit!  Why the guilt, Son?  Why the shame if you’re doing
something good?”  John clasps his hands together deep in thought, then he
slides the toolbox across the table at Isiah.


         
“Where did you get the money?  Tell me the gospel truth here.  Now!”


         
“It’s a charity run,” Isiah stammers.


         
“A what?”  John asks impatiently.  “You better just be clear with me
here and now.  WHERE DID THIS MONEY COME FROM!?”  John Tolman’s face
is bright red and he stares at his son with bewilderment and a hint of
betrayal.


         
“It’s a sponsored charity run,” Isiah blurts out.


         
“You mean from the school?”  John’s tone softens.


         
“Yeah, Dad, we run a mile for a dollar and Principal Hallanstein wanted me to
collect the money for my class.”


         
“Really?”  John says absurdly; his voice like a mortar loaded with
doubt.  “You want me to believe that your class has ran over two thousand
miles this year?”


         
“That’s right, Dad.  Everyone gives me their money and I keep it safe in
the garage.”


         
“Safe in the garage?”  John interrupts with a snort.  “You mean the
place most burglars hit first when they rob a home?  I’m sorry, son, your
bullshit story stinks and it’s full of holes.”


         
“That’s the truth, Dad; I’ve been giving the money to the homeless when I run
every morning.  I was homeless, and… you don’t know- what it’s like!”


         
These words tear into John like a bunker buster and he looks down and away in
shame himself for a moment, then gets up from the table and makes his way over
to Isiah, feeling sheepish now in his white undershirt and jeans.  


         
“I’m sorry, Son,” he mutters softly.  “You’re doing something good for
people you care about.”  John grabs Isiah by the muscular shoulder and
speaks with genuine fatherly approval, “I’m very proud of you, Son!”


         
Isiah hugs John Tolman for a moment, but his gut wrenches suddenly and he sees
flashes of a deadly wheel, and withdraws a bit.  John is taken back by
this for a second, but quickly recovers with an ‘awe shucks’ light punch to the
chin, expressing his love.  Isiah smiles as John hands back the toolbox,
then he retreats to his bedroom.
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“It’s what!” Paulette shouts across the black, round table over the rumble of
the club music.


         
“I need!” Two large, black men shout back at her from the opposite side of the
table, raising their arms in celebration.


         
“The Red Bull gives me wings,” she continues proudly, showing off her
beautiful, mocha colored skin and tantalizing white smile.  Paulette is
dressed in club leather with a sheer top displaying her toned torso, and
muscular arms.  She moves provocatively in her leather pants with vibrant
poise, blending in perfectly with her sophisticated charm.


         
“Take us home, Sil!” She shouts.


         
Sil is dressed in his leather jacket, black pants, and white T-shirt, also
blending seamlessly in with the club patrons.  He joins the trio in
wrapping up their hearty drinking tune, pointing his cigarette in the air as
they hit the notes.  


“It’s
what, I need, the Red Bull gives me wings.”  They all sing in tune
together.  “It’s what, I need, the Red Bull gives me wings.”  The
four of them pound the table with excitement, shaking the cans of Red Bull, a
Perfect Margarita, beer bottles and a Mai Tai.  The two black men are
looking sharp in expensive jeans and black T-shirts.  One of them is
Terence, very muscular and tall, and the other is Jeremy just naturally large
all around, but both appear foreboding.  Jason did his job well, Sil
decides as he looks over his crew.  He checks his watch, admiring the
shiny, silver surface for a moment of alcohol buzz-induced glory.  Then he
turns his head back and forth, staring for a moment in each direction to see if
Emil is coming.  The four of them have been waiting for nearly half an
hour and Sil’s heart races as he realizes he may have paid for these assets for
no reason.


         
“Are you ready for this?” Sil asks Paulette, taking a smooth draw off his
cigarette, waiting for her to reply.


         
“Sil, Baby, I can do crazy,” she exclaims with a supremely confident smile.


         
“Good,” Sil says with approval over the loud bass rhythms, “remember that I
still want to work with this guy after tonight.  I just need you to make
sure that my dog is a loyal dog.”


         
“I feel you, dawg,” Paulette says with a giggle.  “Hey, Terence,” she says
authoritatively to the muscular, black thug.  “Does Sil have anything to
worry about?”


         
“Naw, man,” Terence exclaims with a cocky smile, “Paulette is one crazy bitch
who always gets what she wants.”  He laughs a bit, and says, “her
boyfriend cheated on her and-”


         
“Don’t bring that SHIT UP!”  Paulette threatens in a rage; her eyes
narrowing at Terence as though she is planning to give him a one way ride in
the trunk of her car.


         
Despite her intensity, Terence is drawn in by Sil’s curiosity, and he
continues.  “So dude cheats on Paulette, right?”


         
Sil nods eagerly, fascinated to know what would become of a man who cheated on
Paulette.


         
“I can’t believe you, motherfucker,” Paulette exclaims, throwing her hands in
the air and then slapping her palms on the table.


         
“Haha. Dude cheats on Paulette, so she chews him out, goes through the whole
anger thing, then says she’s sorry, makes up with him, and he thinks everything
is cool, right?  Naw, but everything is not cool.  She slips some
roofies in his drink and takes him out to the club.  But this ain’t no
ordinary club; it’s a gay club…”  Terence pauses a moment and looks at his
colleague for a quick giggle, his muscles shaking under the black T-shirt as he
reminisces the story.  “So then Paulette tells these guys that her
boyfriend has a fantasy about being with two guys while she watches. 
Haha, and uh, she watches… Takes pictures, and puts them on his Facebook page
for his moms to see.”


         
“Oh, my Gawd,” Sil exclaims with disgust and excitement.


         
“Hold on,” Paulette says, pointing one finger in the air, “I could have done
much worse.”


         
“How could you do worse?” All three men shout simultaneously, surprising
Paulette and themselves, which leads to heavy laughter and a round of smiles
and tapping glasses with a ‘cheers.’


         
“Hello, Sil,” Emil shouts, standing over the table with a no-nonsense business
look in his eyes. 


         
Terence, Jeremy, and Sil get up from the booth, each of them shaking hands with
Emil as they welcome him to sit down beside Paulette on Sil’s right side. 
For a moment, Emil is surprised to see this party as he only expected to meet
with Sil, but when all three men get up to shake his hand; he realizes it’s
just an intimidation tactic.  As he takes in these new characters and his
surroundings, he sniffs arrogantly, twisting his mouth a bit, refusing to be
intimidated.  Emil shifts awkwardly, sliding all the way around the table
until he is next to Paulette; his Hawaiian shirt and white cargo pants making
him stand out against the cool black outfits and jeans worn by the rest of the
party.


         
“First off,” Emil states, “I want you to know that I don’t appreciate the tone
you had with me, Sil.  You jump to conclusions; I do good work for you,
and I deliver.”  Emil waits for Sil to acknowledge his appreciation.


         
Sil sucks on his cigarette for a moment, blowing smoke slowly from his
nostrils.  He nods at Emil as he speaks, then gestures with his free hand
for him to continue.


         
“I have worked for you for a long time and I don’t appreciate you jumping to
conclusions and not giving me a chance to explain why I need more for this
job.”  Emil lights up a cigarette to calm his nerves before
continuing.  Despite his resolve to not be intimidated, the two black men
are staring at him as though he were a canary that flew in the window and is
now trapped inside the house.    “The shit you had my guys boost
was heavier than what you described.”  Emil tries to blow coolly off his
own cigarette, but the effect is flat as his eyes dart nervously around the
table.  “On our way out, one of my guys got shot because we weren’t ready
for what YOU setup.  You’re a shit thief, man, that’s why we call you the
Pink Panther.”


         
“Hold on,” the athletic thug, Terence, interrupts from Sil’s left side. 
“Sil, you never told us your nickname was the Pink Panther?”


         
Sil screws up the left side of his face and glares down at the table in
contempt, confirming the nickname.


         
The two black thugs start chuckling, and in unison, begin to hum the theme song
from the Pink Panther franchise.  Not to be left out of a good time,
Paulette also chimes in with the spirited humming.  


         
The trio laughs merrily, which calls for another toast, and Emil laughs with
them; seeming more relaxed.


         
“Yeah, Sil couldn’t rip off Ray Charles in a straight jacket.”


         
“Why would you want to rip off Ray Charles? He’s a great man.” Terence demands
in a deep, threatening voice. “Sounds to me like you try to rip everyone off
who gets near you!” He continues, pointing at Sil as he speaks and lowering his
head ominously.


         
“That’s funny shit!”  Paulette exclaims, taking another shot and silencing
Terence at the same time.  “So your name is Emil, right?”


         
“Yes, my name is Emil...”


         
“Emil, I’m Paulette, it’s a real pleasure,” she announces, raising a can of Red
Bull for a toast.  


Emil
puts his cigarette out in an ashtray, smiling at the idea of a toast.  He
grabs an unopened beer, unscrews the cap, raises the bottle for a toast with
Paulette and drinks heartily, keeping his eyes open for any surprises from the
two thugs.  As he’s drinking, Paulette empties the contents of the Red
Bull can all over Emil’s hair, face, and upper chest.


         
“What the fuck are you doing!?”  Emil shouts in protest.


         
“This ain’t Red Bull, but it will give you wings, Motherfucker!”


         
As the powerful, repugnant odor of refined petroleum hits Emil’s nostrils, he
realizes that what looked like Red Bull was actually gasoline.  His eyes
instantly begin to sting as he hears the flicking sound of a lighter and sees a
flash right in front of his face.


         
“Oh shit! Oh shit! Oh shit!”  Emil repeats as she holds the flame up near
his face, realizing he is trapped in the booth between Paulette and Sil.  


         
Paulette moves right next to Emil’s ear speaking very directly over the loud
bass music.


         
“Do I have your attention, you little piss ant?”


         
“Yes…  Yes! Yes!”  Emil says frantically, his eyes clearly stung by
the fumes of the fuel.  “Don’t hold that so close; the fumes could light!”


         
“Listen good, Emil, because I have Sil’s counter offer.  You keep your end
of the bargain; as contracted, minus my fee, and we let you walk out of here
with your face.”


         
“Okay. Okay, okay.  Just…” Emil lifts a very shaky left hand pointing at
her lighter.  “Just get that away from me.”


         
“Do we have a deal?”  Paulette demands in a doubtful tone.


         
“We have a deal.  We have a deal.  No bones broken! Good to go!”


         
“Great,” Paulette says with a sweet smile, knowing that she just sealed the
deal, “Jeremy will take you to the men’s room to wash up and we’ll make payment
arrangements.”  She lets the flame go out and puts the lighter away, then moves
out of the booth with Jeremy so he can escort Emil to the men’s room.


         
“Okay.  Sure, sure,” Emil says, as he scoots rapidly out of the booth,
following Jeremy to the Men’s room.


         
Paulette sits back down, and Sil is staring at her; his expression mixed with
elation about her success, but disapproval of her tactics.


         
“What!?”  She declares in frustration.  “I got what you wanted.”


         
Sil smiles a bit, blowing smoke casually and nodding slowly for a moment, and
then he shakes his head in disapproval as he takes another drag.


         
“Fuck you, Sil,” Paulette explodes; not liking his judgmental behavior.


         
“Well done, Paulette,” he replies with a gentlemanly toast.


         
She smiles shyly now almost like a little girl who was forgiven for using
fireworks on the neighborhood cat.
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Isiah’s olive skin rains droplets of sweat as he treads double pace through the
streets of Chicago.  His emotions wash away with the sweat as if a warm
summer storm were cleansing dirty fruit in a poorly kept orchard.  He
hefts his way across the pavement, putting more of the city behind him; not
caring about his path, just moving boldly, feeling more alive than ever. 
This late night run takes him around ghostly looking stores and government
buildings, all shadows of their daily hustle and bustle glory, waiting to be
awakened.  The morning forecast calls for heavy rain, so an evening run
gained precedence over getting drenched during his normal exercise
schedule.    


         
He remembers these streets again; they were his home just a few short years
ago.  The visceral, naked life of never knowing what will happen from one
hour to the next.  When people decide they want something in the streets:
money, food, sex, or drugs; someone else will always pay the price, and the
greater the need, the larger the price tag.  Isiah pulls his hood up
around his head as the accounting system in his mind runs through the deviant
nature of the people who occupy the streets.  The abacus in his heart now
fills tipped too far to one side and Isiah slows his pace as he decides to turn
back toward home, suddenly feeling exposed, like a target moving into the
crosshairs of fate.


         
His legs are starting to feel heavy as the city views turn to suburbs,
businesses to homes, and the familiar area just outside his own neighborhood
raises his spirits.  When he is closer to home, Isiah slows to a walk,
allowing his legs a much deserved rest from a powerful running session. 
He takes his hood down, enjoying the solace of the evening, walking lazily and
catching his breath, passing cars parked on the streets, and houses with well
groomed, green lawns.


         
“DO YOU SEE HIM, BOY?” A voice shouts from somewhere behind Isiah, just
slightly off to his right.


         
Isiah turns to see the silhouette of a man standing on the front porch of a
nearby home; the light coming from the open door of the home making his
features hard to distinguish.  The man’s hands are grabbing feverishly
around the neck of what looks like the silhouette of a large dog.  


         
“GET HIM!” The man shouts; his voice riled in twisted anger, as he undoes the
dog’s leash and sets it after Isiah.  “GET THAT LITTLE SAND NIGGER,
MACHO,” he bellows from the safety of his front porch.  “I’ll teach your
little Al Qaida ass to run through my neighborhood every day!”


         
Isiah’s pace goes from slow, peaceful walking to frantic, clumsy sprinting; his
leg muscles protesting with every painful step.  He hears the dog
breathing heavily and looks back to see Macho gaining ground on him with little
effort.  The dog growls deep and snarls as Isiah quickens his pace;
already exhausted from his lengthy run through the city. The lactic acid in his
muscles is unforgiving, and the adrenaline helps his breathing, but his leg
muscles are screaming to shut down and rest.


         
He feels sick inside with a sharp pinch of teeth suddenly brushing the back of
his right thigh as Macho tries to get a good bite on him, but the teeth fail to
penetrate his clothing.  The dog barks its frustration, ringing Isiah’s
ears with its raucous loudspeaker tone.  Isiah vaults up onto a car, his
leg muscles burning and tightening into severe discomfort.  The black dog
follows his vault; not missing a step.  


         
His eyes search the higher levels of the suburbs, looking to climb out of the
dog’s reach.  He sees some sycamore trees, but their branches begin just
over 10 feet off the ground.


         
“Shit!” He exclaims as he jumps off of the car and starts to run a zigzag
pattern on the street, before leaping up onto a freshly polished BMW; his eyes
still searching for a place to climb. His face lights up with hope and he
raises his eyebrows as he notices a pine tree just off to his right with
branches strong enough to hold him.


         
When Isiah shifts his feet to move toward the safety of the tree, he slips off
the freshly waxed, gray body of the BMW.  His body twists wildly in the
air, feeling Macho’s teeth clench around his right forearm.  As he falls
toward the ground, his head smashes into the trunk of a yellow VW Jetta parked
just in front of the BMW.  Isiah’s head is a house of pain after
connecting hard with the steel trunk, and he crashes heavily on the asphalt,
feeling small, tar covered rocks digging into his flesh as his body finally
lands between the two cars.  He only gets a half second to recover from
the fall before the snarling Rottweiler clenches its teeth deep into his arm and
begins shaking its head ravenously back and forth to tear his flesh. 
Isiah grits his own teeth as he feels the dog’s canines penetrate his skin,
fat, and muscle; blood flowing sickeningly sweet into Macho’s mouth.  The
pressure around his bone from the compression of the dog’s bite causes Isiah to
panic.  


         
In an eruption of fury, he snarls back at the dog, and reaches up around its
muzzle, first trying to free his arm, but failing as his hold is shaken off
easily by the awkward shape of the dog’s head.  He lets forth a war cry,
guttural and primitive, as he rises to his feet with Macho still gripping his
arm in his mouth.  He lurches forward as he reaches a standing position,
pinning the dog against the hood of the BMW, causing it to release his
arm.  Isiah then grabs around Macho’s throat, pinning him harder to the
hood of the car, the dog now horizontal.


         
He looks straight into the dog’s face; his arm dripping blood, and throbbing
from the fresh wound.  His hooded sweater is covered in sweat, blood, and
sticky asphalt particles.  Macho snarls fiercely as Isiah puts his face
right in front of the dog.  It starts to bite in the air, trying to tear
into his face and free itself.  Isiah becomes more tenacious, putting his
face right next to Macho’s with the copper scent of his own blood reeking on
the dog’s breath.  He shakes the dog wildly back and forth, tightening his
grip on its throat, trying to squeeze the fierceness out of it and wanting to
do the same to the whole world.  


         
The dog begins to yelp and flail its legs with genuine fear for its life. 
Isiah loosens his grip, allowing the animal to breath, but the dog snarls and
tries to bite his face again, feeling confident that its enemy has lost his
strength.  Isiah pulls his face away, shifts his body a bit, and knees the
dog between the legs.  Macho lets out a sharp yelp, his body spasms wildly
from the pain, and Isiah releases his grip on the dog, watching it scamper on
the hood of the BMW, its claws tapping in rapid succession as it leaps off the
car and dashes back toward its home.  


         
“Good girl,” he utters sarcastically at the retreating dog through gritted
teeth.


         
Isiah decides it’s time for him to also make the slow, painful trek home. 
He stumbles oddly for a moment, looking at his arm under the streetlight; nasty
little gashes of torn flesh along the inner side of his forearm. The smeared
blood makes the wound appear worse, but there is no permanent damage.  The
stinging pain from the pressure on his bone is a fresh reminder of how much
more dangerous the attack could have become.  Isiah glares back in the
direction of the home where the dog originated from, wondering if the dog could
have killed him, and if that was the man’s intention.  He looks around at
the deserted street, knowing someone must have heard the scuffle and hoping
they came out to see what was happening.  Soon he realizes he is alone;
seemingly engulfed by the coldness of the world and the smiling darkness,
waiting for him to die.  He thinks about stories from history where people
would gather together and dance and sing, and rejoice the nuances of precious,
short lives.  They sought closeness and warmth in a wilderness where death
carried a full quiver and a precise shot.  The modern world felt as
lifeless as the BMW; given more love and attention with a fresh coat of wax
than most people living on the street see in a year.  Isiah feels disgust,
shaking his head as he weighs these principles against one another.  His
resolve to help the homeless has never felt stronger; the ghosts left to suffer
while others pursue their own satisfaction in the richest country in the
world.  As he gets closer to home, the disappointment of his heart throbs
heavier and more painfully than his freshly wounded arm and badly strained
legs.
















Aug 14th
03:00 hours:


Sitting
on the precipice of spiritual nothingness, Isiah battles the voracious and
clever evils causing turbulence in his mind and heart.  He sees the world
as a blackish nightmare, forever scarred by its inherent self-disdain, and the
inevitable, unenviable destruction of all things beautiful.  His body
twists and turns in bed, and his eyes dart rapidly back and forth beneath his
eyelids as visions of the past creep forth from Isiah’s memory.


         
He woes himself to the haunts of aging; the unstoppable force that corrodes
everything regardless of might or righteousness.  Looking deeper into the
precipice, he distinguishes the ugly movements of hunger and greed; and
lustful, tyrannical betrayals.  Then as his soul is sinking to its lowest
point, his fingers gripping for anything of beauty and his body pushing not to
be coveted by destruction… It all begins to burn.  There is a swirling
whirlwind of energy being devoured into nothingness faster than he can even
shout to protest; all of his wonderful childhood memories of Israel turning to smoke and ash before his innocent, eight-year-old eyes.


         
In this loud and horrific chain of incendiary demise, he sees his parents laid
sickly across the living room of his childhood home.  His mother is on the
couch, clearly lifeless from long before the fire, and his father is face down
near an end table in the corner of the room; a lamp tipped over next to his body. 
Isiah’s young eyes staring up at the stab wound in the center of his father’s
back; the defining moment of a coward’s betrayal.  A sudden calm washes
over him now as he forgets the heat and savagery, pushing it down inside his
heart with all his strength.  He stands there completely fearless, and
doesn’t hear the door open behind him; nor does he see the figure with the wet
blanket that wraps him up safely and carries him off into the night out of the
fire.  Isiah remains asleep; his body covered in droplets of cold sweat
from this recurring nightmare as if an emotional hurricane had just passed over
him and pounded him with its fury.    
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The cold wind whips fiercely back and forth, bringing colder raindrops into the
faces of those marching into East High School from a change of classes. 
Jack Pennington raises his leather day timer over his head as a shield against
the rain, trying hard to keep a masculine expression to show that he is tough
enough for the elements.  His suit coat is quickly becoming saturated, and
the unforgiving wind is tearing through his clothes as a cold, unwanted lover
in all the wrong places.  Lightning cracks across the sky with ominous,
Godly power, making every creature feel small for a few seconds in the dreary,
cloud covered morning.  The grass smells sweet from being cut earlier that
morning, and the mix of the fresh rain makes its sweetness that much more
intense.  


Jack
makes his way out of the gusty storm, and into the High School, now opening his
day timer to look at a map he had printed off the day before.  This is one
of five high schools he would need to visit and sift through yearbooks in an
attempt to identify one of the suspects from the bank robbery.  After
looking at the printed map of the school, he makes his way to The Principal’s
office.  Soon he reaches the receptionist area, shaking some rain off of
his clothes a bit before entering.  As he walks through the doorway to the
main office, he sees an old battle ax seated behind a large desk, clearly
someone of authority and seniority.  Her beautiful, young aide, stands
just behind the counter, displaying magnificent, brunette hair pulled back in a
pony tail.  He immediately stops admiring the seventeen-year-old, feeling
suddenly guilty that he was tricked by her makeup and sexy clothing.  A
quick double take helps him to see her for what she is; someone who was wearing
pigtails and jumping rope just a few years ago.


“Can
I help you?”  The pretty teenager mutters in an unpleasant tone; obviously
trying hard to impress her crabby superior.


The
battle axe smiles under a pile of thick red curls, her beady eyes seem black as
she watches her protégé master the craft of how to lose friends and piss off
people.


“Sure,”
Jack mutters showing clear disdain for the situation, “Jack Pennington of the
FBI.  I have an appointment to meet with Principal Beck.”


“Uh
‘kay,” the teenager says lazily, taking a file from the filing cabinet and
placing it on the large oak desk, proving she’s not in a hurry to be helpful. 
After placing the file on the desk, the girl shuffles lazily back into the
offices, in search of Principal Beck.


“You
must workout a lot,” the battle axe suggests playfully to Jack, pushing the tip
of her pen in her mouth and pressing her teeth on the cap like a lioness; the
end result being a crude, ‘school secretary meets runway model’ pose.  It
takes every ounce of his willpower to resist telling her how little she must
workout.


“Freaky
Friday,” Jack mutters under his breath, wondering why the teenager is acting
like the bored office slave, and the battle axe is playing the kinky, young
girl role.


“I
sure do,” Jack says with a forced, innocent grin, as he takes out his cell
phone.  He decides to pass the time by texting with his buddy Eric: ‘I’m getting
hit on by the lunch lady’s sister. FML’


The
battle axe looks at him with curious, dreaming eyes, swiveling her chair back
and forth a bit, still smiling wide at him.


“Just
letting my boss know where I’m at; the FBI likes to know everything,” he says
with discomfort, wishing princess lazy ass would return with the Principal
soon.


“I’ll
bet you’re really good at investigating; you probably don’t miss any details,”
the woman says boldly, actually a very impressive effort.


Jack’s
phone pings back with a text, and he flips it open:  ‘C’mon Jacky, jump on
that grenade. Lunch lady wants to serve you up some warm pie. Lol.’ 


         
His smile turns naughty as he reads the text, feeling suddenly relaxed as he
types a reply:  ‘I’m on a diet, but will box the pie for you to eat later.
Let’s grab a drink, bro, helluva week. Peace.’


         
“You’re with the FBI?” Principal Beck asks as he appears from the back offices
with the lazy princess shuffling close behind.  


Jack
looks up from his phone at the aged Principal; his hair white and thinning,
sporting a kind, if a bit wrinkled, face and strong jaw.  Jack sets down
his day timers on the counter and both men extend their hands in a formal
greeting.


“Agent
Jack Pennington,” Jack says in a friendly tone.


“Principal
Beck,” the older man says with a quick, business-like smile.  “What can we
can we do for the FBI today?”  He asks, a bit condescending, as if
addressing a student.


“I
need copies of yearbook photos,” Jack requests, feeling self conscious to put
away his phone after being treated like a teenager.  “Also, if I find a
match, I’ll need some address and contact information for the legal
guardians.”  


“Sure
thing, we can give you the yearbooks now, and if you need more info, then I’ll
just have to dot some I’s and cross some T’s.  Sarah,” the elder principal
turns to the lazy princess who seems irritated that she has to raise her head,
“Please get the agent copies of the last few yearbooks we have on file, and have
him sign and date a document on our letterhead disclosing which copies he
took.”  The lazy princess nods, and shuffles off into the back offices
again.


“Is
there anything further you need today, agent?”  The older Principal
inquires with the same condescending tone.


“Thanks,”
Jack says with authority, “that will be all.”


The
two men shake hands and Principal Beck disappears back to his office around the
corner.  After he leaves, the battle axe stands up with a smile and walks
toward Jack hungrily with a sticky note and pen in hand.


“I’m
gay,” Jack blurts out, feeling panicked, and then suddenly guilty when the
woman turns back to her desk.  But his guilt washes away fast as she takes
her seat again and scratches her nose with her middle finger, being certain
that he gets the message.  


         
“Okay…” Jack says uncomfortably under his breath, looking at the floor, then
the counter, realizing that getting the yearbooks will feel like an eternity.
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Isiah sits in the fourth row on the right side of Dr. Bill Isaac’s English
Literature class, casually listening to The Professor lecture about how authors
can use tone and structure to bring events to life.  


         
“I caution you folks when you’re putting together a story because your audience
needs to relate to the content.  They are looking for escape, new
perspectives, bold descriptions, and the better they can connect the story to
their own lives, the more engaging it will be.  So the story of the hero
and the villain is possible, but it’s a big risk because you can lose your
audience easily.  If you take real life as your model and think of it as
unfiltered and unforgiving, then the lines between hero and villain quickly
fade.  Now you don’t have this rigid contrast between who is good and who
is bad, but a raw and visceral representation of people just making mistakes,
and reacting to the mistakes of others.”  


         
Dr. Isaacs stretches quickly, rubs his fingers through his dark, curly hair,
looking mature and professional in his perfectly ironed royal blue shirt. 
He grabs a bottle of water from his desk and takes a quick, hearty drink before
continuing the lecture.


         
“Also remember to include something for all education levels; let your voice be
heard on many different levels.  Leave some nifty Easter Eggs in the text
for the bawdy intellectuals… Like me,” he says sarcastically posing a bit and
running his fingers through his receding hair, across the smooth, dark skin on
his head.


         
Part of the class chuckles a bit, while others look around bewildered,
realizing they missed something potentially fun in their daze.


         
“Try not to be preachy, and stay true to your character’s unique qualities,
without editing your characters-“


         
“Sorry to interrupt, Bill,” Principal Hallanstein says poking his head into the
classroom through the cracked door.


         
“No problem,” Dr. Isaacs exclaims, showing relief at this new excuse to break
from his lecture.  “Come on in, Principal Hallanstein,” he says with an outstretched
hand, then moves quickly to his chair behind the desk to rest his legs and take
in some water.


         
Principal Hallanstein looks much taller by comparison to Dr. Isaacs, especially
wearing his sleek black suit, and expensive leather shoes.  He could
easily be mistaken for a banker or Senator.  The Principal is holding a
plastic, store bought trophy with a golden figure mounted to its base. 
This figure seems to be frozen in the middle of an athletic sprint.  He
holds the trophy proudly across his chest at an angle, looking squarely at
Isiah with a winning political smile.


         
“Class, I’m here today to reward the ingenuity and humanitarian efforts of a
student who has gone the extra mile to help others… Literally.”


         
Isiah shifts nervously in his seat, curious as to what Principal Hallanstein is
talking about; he wonders if this is a dream for a moment, pressing on his
bandaged arm, and feeling the sting of the dog bite from the night before.


         
“Isiah and Coach Clyde put together a program similar to the Multiple Sclerosis
walk, but a bit different.  They had all the members of the football team
contribute one dollar for every mile they ran for training.”


         
The other two football players in the class stop ogling the cheerleader for a
moment to exchange confused glances then fix their attention on Isiah, suddenly
feeling left out.  


         
“They were able to raise over two thousand dollars to help The Homeless!” The
Principal utters with excitement, smiling and moving his eyes around the room
signaling the need for applause.


         
The class gives a half-hearted obligatory clap before sinking back into their
seats, waiting for school to be over.  


         
“I had forgotten about this,” the Principal clarifies, gesturing to the trophy
in his hands, “until I got a call from Isiah’s father about the program.”


         
Isiah feels a lump in his throat, realizing he’d nearly been caught in his
lie.  Now as he looks up at Principal Hallanstein’s smile, the whole
charade makes total sense.  


         
“So Isiah Thomas, on behalf of our school, I’d like you to accept this award
for going the extra mile; or two thousand, in this case.  Come on up
here!”


         
The Principal raises his head at Isiah with a cocky smile.  Isiah gets up
reluctantly, the marionette strings of his own lie guiding him to be the key
player in the Principal’s new puppet show.  He reaches out and grips the
trophy lightly, feeling as owned and store bought as the gold runner mounted to
its base.


         
“I know you always follow through on your word,” the Principal says carefully,
releasing the trophy and staring squarely into Isiah’s face.  Then in true
political form, he claps his hands and pats Isiah on the shoulder.  


         
“Congratulations, young man, you have made a difference for families in need
and shown us all how to take care of our own. Well done!”


         
The Principal smiles cheerfully, then gives Dr. Isaacs a quick nod, and walks
briskly toward the exit.  As he reaches the door, he glances at Isiah
sternly for a quick moment before leaving the classroom.


         
“Well done, Isiah,” Dr. Isaacs beams with genuine admiration.  “That is a
phenomenal thing you’ve done for this community.  You’ve gone a step
beyond Robin Hood; instead of robbing from the rich and giving to the poor, you
decided to be the bigger man and give hard earned money to the poor.”  


         
Isiah feels a bit ill as his most respected mentor congratulates him on his own
lie.  He manages to be halfway satisfied knowing that the money really had
been for the homeless from the beginning, but his satisfaction fades quickly as
he realizes that The Piper just made a visit, and his stern look meant that he
wanted to be paid.  


         
He sits back for a moment frustrated with Grant Atkin; not for being an
ignorant racist, but for being stupid enough to scare a man’s family and push
him this far.  Isiah rubs his hands through his hair, the pressure
building as he adds another dangerous task to the roster.  When the
pressure becomes too much, Isiah bursts out in laughter at the thought of him
being in Chicago and using violence to ‘send a message’ for The High School
Principal.


         
The class looks at Isiah with confusion at his outburst.  


         
“It’s just a trophy, you arrogant ass!”  A fellow football player proudly
reminds him.


         
“Hey, easy there…” Dr. Isaacs warns.  “Anyway, moving on…  Let’s
finish talking about character.”


 
















Aug 14th
15:05 hours:


         
Joanie steps out of the high school after a quick gossip session with some
fabulous friends.  Her lion’s mane of red hair looks brilliant in the
sunlight that shines through the clouds just after a fresh summer
rainstorm.  Joanie swings her pink purse from side to side feeling sassy
as the warm weather has given her freedom to wear a revealing yellow blouse,
and stylish jeans with high heels.  She gazes off into the distance, where
a rainbow is fading in the sky.  Her smile is devious as she thinks about
the gossip session while walking toward the student parking lot.  Vanessa,
the cheerleader got crabs from a computer geek; it was the most important piece
of news spread through the school this month, and Joanie giggles on the inside
as she visualizes the two being intimate.


         
While she is climbing the grassy hill toward the student parking lot, she sees
an older guy wearing sunglasses, a black dress shirt, and tight jeans leaning
against her mother’s Pathfinder, smoking a cigarette.  He smiles wickedly
at her as she approaches, causing her to stand fast at the top of the
hill.  She recognizes him as the same man she toyed with in the
mall.  


         
Sil blows smoke arrogantly from the left side of his mouth, pointing his chin
up, obviously full of pride.  He looks at the little redhead standing on
the grass near the edge of the parking lot like a rabbit who has spotted a
hunter.  Sil flicks his cigarette away, removes his sunglasses, and
motions with his index finger for her to come hither.


         
Joanie looks upon the man’s blue eyes that seem wild, but friendly
enough.  She feels frightened by this creepy meeting, but is tempted at
the sense of adventure and decides to restrain her fear.  The lioness
smiles back in a cocky manner, deciding to play along and find out where this
goes.  Joanie approaches the dark stranger with caution, looking around
the school parking lot for potential rescuers.


         
“So you’re a fag?” Joanie boasts to Sil, taunting him right off the cuff.


         
“Really?”  Sil replies with an arrogant smirk.  “Because I go the
mall with hot models, and only a fag would be caught dead with something like
that?”


         
“No, because only two things come out with rainbows,” she says playfully,
gesturing at the rainbow in the distance, “leprechauns and fags.  You
don’t look like a leprechaun to me.”


         
“Ha… Ha…”  Sil coldly mocks her teenage attempt to be witty.


         
“First off, you stupid little bitch, some of my best friends and colleagues are
gay, so I don’t appreciate the sentiment.  Secondly, you are in no
position, girly, to be toying with me after the shit you caused with Jessica!”


         
Sil reaches into his pocket for a pack of cigarettes, and lights up another
with his silver Zippo, allowing his words to sink in.


         
“Stupid bitch!”  She erupts, shaking her head side to side in a sudden
fury.  “How dare you talk to me like that; I could have the cops here in
five seconds and tell them you tried to rape me,” she threatens boldly, pulling
out her cellular phone and shaking it in his face.


         
“Oh yeah?” Sil states as his inner teenager starts to come out.  “Well, my
friends appreciate being called fags about as much as you appreciate being
called a stupid bitch.  And go ahead and call the cops; I’ll go off the
grid for a few weeks and send someone else to find you and make you pay! 
Or maybe I’ll get arrested; get put in ‘the joint,’ but I’ll still send someone
to find you and make you pay…  Put that in your pipe smoke it, you little
smart ass.  You don’t dick with my life; not a man like me! 
Understand?”


         
Joanie swallows hard, feeling fear creep up the back of her neck; she suddenly
seems very young and vulnerable.  Yet, the fear is somehow tantalizing,
and brings fresh energy rushing through her veins, making her heart
pound.  ‘I’ve just been threatened by a gangster,’ she thinks to herself;
‘I’m a real badass, and the other girls will be talking about me for years
after this.’  She smiles playfully at Sil, feeling like she has struck
popularity gold.


         
“I guess we’re going to have to work this out,” Joanie says with a nervous
giggle.


         
Sil pulls his eyebrows together in confusion and tightens his face; her
reaction completely baffles him.  He expected her to cry; break down and
say she would never do it again.  Obviously, this girl is too screwed up
to be dealt with by conventional means, or she’s a good actress.  Either
way, his excitement to see where this goes is overwhelming.


         
“Get in the damn SUV; you’re driving,” Sil barks coldly, gesturing to her blue
Pathfinder, thinking to himself for a second that it is a risky move to let her
be in control of their ride.  The alternative would be to go in his van,
but he discards that idea because she’d scream bloody murder, and bring all
kinds of heat down on him and the contents of his van.


         
“Fine,” Joanie says with an overly confident shrug. “But first, where are we
going?”


         
“We’re going to have some dinner and sort this shit out,” Sil growls at her,
pointing his cigarette angrily at her face, gripping it casually between his
index and middle finger.  “That okay with you, Princess?”  He glares
at her with his cold blue eyes, walking around to the passenger side of the
SUV.


         
Joanie smirks with guilty pleasure; her body is on fire at this unexpected
adventure, and it seems faintly romantic now that the gangster is letting her
drive.  She takes out her keys; hands shaking a bit as she opens the door,
and subsequently uses the power locks to let Sil in on the passenger side.


         
“Oh, you can’t smoke in my mom’s car” Joanie demands; her voice suddenly full
of familiar fear.


         
“I can…” Sil retorts, showing his intentions to be difficult as he removes the
cigarette from his lips, blowing smoke all over the interior, “and I will.”


         
Joanie wrinkles her forehead in frustration, but looks at the smoke cloud
inside the Pathfinder, realizing the damage has been done.  Her mom would
go ape shit over the stench, but it wouldn’t be the first time.  As she
considers the wrath of her Mother, she buckles her seatbelt, starts the engine,
and begins to drive with a somber expression.


         
“Where are we going?”  She demands; no longer excited about this
adventure.


         
“I give a rat’s ass,” Sil replies honestly, “somewhere with food.”


         
“Uh-kay,” Joanie says with a lazy smile, picking up speed as she puts on her
sunglasses and plays some music to pass the time.  


         
It is clear that Sil hates her ‘attitude girl’ music sung by FC Kahuna; he
decides instead to quietly enjoy his cigarette and dropping the ash on the
floor of her Mother’s vehicle as an added bonus.  Soon they arrive at a
Carl’s Jr., and as the vehicle stops, Sil is rubbing the bridge of his nose
after being exposed to Britney’s ‘womanizer’ and Verbalicious’ ‘don’t play
nice.’


         
When they enter the restaurant, Sil starts looking at the menu; a mixture of
grease and garbage that is just one step up from his palette at Molly’s Diner.


         
“Friends of yours?”  Joanie gloats with a cocky, devious smile, gesturing
to three Chicago Police Officers seated near the back of the restaurant.


         
Sil’s eyebrows raise instantly, and his mouth opens for a moment of
surprise.  He feels like an amateur suddenly as he gazes at the parking
lot on the opposite side of the restaurant where the squad cars are parked in
tandem.


         
“They come here around this time every day,” Joanie states with a playful
grin.  “Should we ask if we can join them?”  As she says this, she
smiles at the officers, holding up her right palm, and waving amorously with
the tips of her fingers.


         
Sil feels a bit of a chill run down his back; his heart starts pounding as he
curses at himself.  What a stupid ass he was for letting her be in control
of anything, allowing her teeny bop music to get on his nerves and screw up his
judgment.    


         
“What’s wrong, Mr. Gangster?” Joanie says with a giggle, suddenly feeling very
powerful as she watches his expression.  “Should I go in the bathroom, rip
up my clothes, and scratch my body up with a nail file?  Then I can run to
my rescuers from the bad gangster who tried doing naughty things to me.” 
She laughs menacingly, watching Sil’s face turn pale white, becoming bolder
every second.  


         
“Can I help you?”  The young woman behind the counter says dutifully to
Sil and Joanie.  She is wearing the standard Carl’s Jr. Uniform and the
not so standard depressed look of someone working in a dead end job.  The
girl has a plain, pale complexion with an extremely artistic hairstyle; her
brunette locks are pulled high and tight through some type of plastic braid Sil
has never seen before. 


         
“Let’s get some food, honey,” Joanie suggests as she grabs his arm, towing him
over to the register in front of the sad-looking cashier.  Her voice is as
phony and plastic as the giant hamburger on the counter in the opaque display
case.


         
“We’ll each have a… number four combo with strawberry milkshakes” Joanie says
enjoying herself and thriving on the intense feeling of control, “and my man is
going to pay,” she winks playfully, kissing Sil on the cheek.


         
Sil presses his lips together hard as he retrieves his wallet from his jeans,
tipping his head down a bit and glaring at the cashier across the tip of his
nose, refusing to say a word.


         
“It’s fifteen, sixty-eight,” the cashier states with irritation, pointing to
the total on the digital display that is right in front of his face.


         
Sil hands the cashier a twenty, and closes his eyes in disgust, realizing he is
now on the rails of a ride that leads to God knows where.  He feels
vulnerable, having dropped the proverbial soap in the shower, only to find
himself owned by a damn teenager.


         
“Four thirty-two is your change,” the cashier says in a professional tone,
reaching over the counter to hand him the money.


         
“Thanks, baby,” Joanie gleans, snapping up the cash, and putting it into her
purse.


         
The odd couple makes their way to the center of the lobby, waiting for their
food.


         
“It’s got you hypnotized, no beat too hard to ride,” Joanie sings the lyrics
from the last song that was playing when they parked the SUV, shaking her body
seductively in her own personal music video.  “Like love will be shaking,
here we’ll be waiting, cuz I don’t play nice!”


Her sinister eyes burn
through him as she sings the last line with extra verve, and she pauses for a
moment, then continues.  “This tune should be hittin’ you, should be
splittin’ you so, close your eyes, cuz love will be shaking, here we’ll be
waiting…”  She moves her face up next to his, locking her eyes on him as
she repeats the last line, “cuz I don’t play nice!”


         
He looks away for a disgusted moment in light of this blatant taunt session,
but then looks squarely back at her and nods his head, signaling she has won
his respect.


         
“Order up,” the cashier says quickly, pushing a tray full of food across the
counter toward them before disappearing towards the drive thru.


         
Sil picks up the tray, playing along with the hateful little vixen who leads
him back to a table on the opposite side of the restaurant with a straight line
of sight to the Police Officers.  This little bitch will give Paulette a
run for her money when she gets older, Sil thinks to himself in
frustration.  They take a seat with the tray of food between them, Joanie
stretching out comfortably; a cocky nature child with her yellow blouse,
contrived pink purse, and jeans with high heels.  Her face is thick with
makeup, green eye shadow and pink lipstick.  She takes a single fry to her
lips, biting into it with all teeth, systematically chewing it up in small
segments.


         
Sil smiles at her thinking to himself what poetic justice it would be if he had
some time released poison that he could mix into her food, knowing that she
would choke to death on her own chunks of vomit hours after the police had
gone.  That would wipe the arrogant smirk off the little asshole’s face,
and he knew a distributor who could get him that very poison.


         
Joanie tilts her head to the side, showing a bit of boredom, and after a
moment, she smiles wickedly as she raises her leg and pushes her high heel
slowly into Sil’s groin.  His face immediately fills with rage at this
audacious move, and he glances at the Police Officers; one of them staring
straight at her leg in his crotch.  The officer shakes his head in
disgust, wiping his moustache with his thumb and index finger, pulling the
right corner of his mouth up in contempt, and turning away from the scene to
enjoy his late lunch.


         
“My milkshake brings all the boys to the yard.  Holla!” Joanie celebrates
pushing her right palm in the air as if to ‘raise the roof.’  


         
“You are a manufactured piece of pop culture shit!” Sil announces, feeling the
anger getting the best of him.


         
“Whuh?”  Joanie says, half speaking her own language.


         
“You heard me,” Sil mutters with malice, clasping his hands together and
pushing his shoulders closer to her.  “You’re not the girl who people
follow; you’re a slave to these other girls you’ve never met, trying to be like
them, look like them, and gain their approval… Haha,” He laughs mockingly,
taunting her, enjoying how her face is filling with rage enough for her to
glance at the Police Officers with the thought of ending her own game.


         
“You know what you are?” Sil asks in a voice filled with judgment. 
“You’re a twit who tweets and follows, and is always advertising your
twat.”  


         
Joanie is stunned by these words; her mouth drops open, and a tear rolls down
her right cheek.  She removes her leg from his groin and places it quietly
back on the floor.


         
Despite his rage, he cannot help but feel bad for the kid; her youth finally
showing under the hard exterior.  He remembers being that age, and how
large the world seemed; confusing most of the time.  His senses also
detect that she has been through abuse similar to what he went through; a
parent who is a holy terror over the smallest things: smoke in the car, a
leather jacket, or sunglasses worn at night.  He recalls the intimidating
threats and hateful insults at this tender age from his worst enemy; his old
man.  


         
“I’m sorry…”  Sil says, surprising himself as the words come out; feeling
a sudden connection to this girl, knowing her heart has been ripped out dozens
of times by those closest to her.


         
He smiles as he glimpses the ‘protect and serve’ branding on the side of the
police car in the parking lot, realizing the people at this table only knew
‘intimidate and destroy’ for their adolescent palettes.


         
“I’m sorry I smoked in your Mom’s car,” Sil says looking softly at Joanie,
“your mother is going to hurt you now; isn’t she?”


         
Joanie looks down and away in shame for a moment, and then fiddles with her
fingernail on her right pinky finger, grimacing in pain for a moment as she
pulls the nail off.  She holds her finger up so that Sil can see that
under the fake nail, her real fingernail has been pulled out.


         
“What a BITCH!”  Sil exclaims with disgust.  His face is mixed with
outrage and concern; he now sees the girl as a fellow wounded soldier; not to
be left in the cold, bloody battlefield of abuse.


         
“Let’s get you back to the school,” Sil suggests softly.  “It’s all good
between us now.”


         
Joanie smiles, feeling a bit better.  She takes up her milkshake, and
leaves the rest of the food on the table as they step out of the restaurant.


         
Back at the high school, Joanie parks the SUV, smiling shyly.  Sil smiles
back at her with genuine eyes, and opens his door to leave, but the redheaded
vixen grabs his arm, pulling him back.  She presses her mouth against his
and he pulls away, feeling uncomfortable.  He stops her despite the warmth
and sweetness of her kiss.


         
“Look, I feel for you, and I know what you’re going through; my life was like
that… Coming home to an asshole no matter what you did to please them; an
asshole every second of every day.”


         
“Give me,” Joanie whines in an almost begging tone, wanting to be close to
someone who finally understands her.  


         
“We can go to a movie sometime, okay?” Sil says unconvincingly; his voice full
of dismissal.


         
“No!”  Joanie demands, kissing him harder and rubbing her hands on his
chest, her hunger to be understood overpowering.


         
The warmth of her kiss is too much, and the sincerity of her desire too
powerful; Sil gives in and indulges them both, moving to the back of the
Pathfinder: two wounded souls, building bonds on broken dreams.
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A
silver Mercedes Benz is facing east overlooking the city from a high rise
parking structure.  General Assihm is sitting patiently in the passenger
seat, listing to Rohjin’s new proposal; of which he has many.  Rohjin is
dressed in an expensive suit, complete with a wide brimmed hat.  As he
speaks, he slowly runs his thumbs in concentric circles over his fingers. 
Assihm watches his nervous hand gestures as the two men sit side-by-side in
silence for a moment.  Having interrogated many men, and having worked for
many men in power, Assihm is familiar with these tedious hand gestures.


“How
have you been, old friend,” Rohjin asks in Arabic.  


Assihm
bellows forth with deep laughter at this plastic attempt to show concern for
another soul.  “I have been...”  Assihm raises his eyebrows coolly,
knowing his immediate upper hand in this proposal.


“Do
you even care about The Prophet; about our way of life?”


“Who
are you to speak of the prophet,” Assihm demands with a frozen tone and
piercing eyes.  “What do you want?”


“I
want you to think about helping our brothers back home.  Once or twice a
week, you could advise on strategy, help with training, and provide-“


“No,
Rohjin!”  General Assihm sits up straight in his seat as if preparing
himself for battle.  “I have told you that I am retired from all of that.
 Our brothers back home will find their way by reaching out to The Prophet
and Allah.  With Allah… they will not need my help.”


“You
have no problem training your grandson, then?”  Rohjin spits his words out
like spoiled milk.  “While our brothers are dying, Isiah holds the
knowledge from 30 years of battle.  He knows how to reach out and take a
victory…  For what?  For your own amusement?  To provide you
some escape from your sins?  If you will not help us, then I will ask
Isiah to show us the way.  You won’t live forever.”


Assihm
smiles slowly, cinching up the right side of his mouth.  He places his
hands on his knees, staring out at the sun for a moment.


“Then
you agree?  Isiah can help us with training and strategy?”


Assihm
looks distant and disconnected, the same expression you would see on a deer
hunter’s face when he is trying to decide which trail he should take to best
pursue his quarry.  He looks down at his hands, flexing his fingers up and
down against his knees, feeling the soft, fine unity of the navy blue
fabric.  After a moment he stretches, extending both arms toward the roof
of the Mercedes, placing his right arm halfway over his left, and then lowering
both arms toward his chest.


In
one sharp movement, Assihm uses his right hand to grapple Rohjin’s right wrist,
then he extends his arm up toward the windshield.  Rohjin is pulled
forward suddenly by this maneuver as Assihm’s left elbow fires up from under
his extended arm into his throat.  Rohjin feels the thick bone of Assihm’s
elbow tag his windpipe with sickening force.  He instantly begins to
choke, as if a hard ball of popcorn were stuck in his throat.  While
Rohjin gasps for air and grabs his throat with his left hand, Assihm maintains
control of his right hand.


“Isiah
is not going to help you, and I will tell you why,” Assihm announces with a
commanding, parental tone.  “Reason number one,” Assihm snarls as he grabs
Rohjin’s index finger and snaps it backwards.  Rohjin feels instant
shooting pain from his dislocated finger, crying out with the sharp breaking of
his bone, the sinewy fibers of his hand snapping, creating pulsating throbbing
pain in his joint, followed by recurring sharp stings that can only come from
permanent damage.  


“Reason
number one,” Assihm repeats, “is that I am retired, and so my family is
retired.  Reason number two,” Assihm announces, as Rohjin silently pleads
by shaking his head.  Assihm coldly pulls back on Rohjin’s middle finger
with a disturbing snap, tugging on it as if he were breaking a stick. 
Rohjin cries out in severe agony as the larger joint in his middle finger is
dislocated, bringing a whole new shattering cocktail of pain into his
mind.  “Reason number two,” General Assihm speaks coldly, staring into
Rohjin’s eyes, “I am not interested in war any longer.  Now, my brother,
Rohjin, how are you doing?” he asks with a sarcastic smirk.  “Do you have
enough reasons why Isiah will not be joining your fight… or do you want
more?”  


Rohjin
is still gripped with pain from the fresh wounds; the cocktail of agony is now
a flaming drink of betrayal and searing, stinging heat.  “I don’t need
anymore reasons, General,” he exclaims, mostly out of instinct.  “We will
never try to recruit Isiah into the fight.”


“Good…”
Assihm speaks with satisfaction, stretching out his fingers and flexing them
against the unified, soft navy blue material of his pants.  “Good,” he
repeats, nodding his head.
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Joanie pulls the blue, Nissan Pathfinder into the driveway at her mother’s
house being careful to park on the far right side to give her Mother plenty of
room to pull her other car out of the garage.  She steps out of the SUV,
her head of red hair is a mess, and her heart is pounding, so many things going
through her mind.  She walks to the passenger side of the Pathfinder to
ensure the tires are not touching the grass.  “Two by two,” she says
quietly to herself.  This was a phrase her mother had instilled in her
ever since she started parking in the driveway.  Each set of tires should
be two inches from the right side of the driveway- no more or less; otherwise
she may run over the grass as she did back in May.  She starts walking up
the stairs; her leg muscles a bit strained from her passionate dinner with Sil
just a short time ago.  


         
As she walks up the stairs, she looks at the hedges and rocks nearby to ensure
nothing is out of place.  She removes a set of keys from her pocket,
remembering to undo the lock from the top deadbolt for the outer steel security
door.  Then she uses a second key to unlock the handle of the steel
security door, and pulls it slowly open.  Behind the security door is a
solid oak door that also has a deadbolt and door lock.  She uses two
separate keys for each of these before finally entering the home.  When
she walks through the doors, she locks each of them behind her, ensuring that
the deadbolts and door handle locks are secure.


         
“Joanie, that you?”  Her mother’s voice carries over from two rooms away,
cold and demanding, like a slave owner from the 1800s.  


         
“Yeah, ma’, it’s me,” she announces reluctantly.


         
“Did you lock both doors?” Her mother’s voice comes forth with urgency and
tedious pride.


         
“Yes, mom, I locked both doors,” Joanie replies with strained exhaustion.


         
“Did you lock all four locks?” Her mother asks with intensified authority.


         
“Yes, I locked all four locks,” she blurts out, then whispers under her breath,
“all four of your fucking little locks, self-righteous, bitch.”  After a
short pause, she raises her voice again, “Mom, I’m going to take a shower.”


         
The house is ghostly silent as Joanie starts moving up the stairs, dragging her
feet as she goes, her leg muscles and entire body are exhausted from an
afternoon of passion.  She is feeling sick stumbling up the stairs, seeing
Isiah’s smiling face in her mind with his trusting eyes looking playfully at
her.  As she reaches the top of the stairs she puts her head on the cold,
laminated cherry wood railing, trying to make the world stop spinning.  


What was she going to
tell Isiah?  Why was life so complicated?


         
“Did you get raped again,” her Mother’s cold, raspy voice flows up from the
bottom of the stairs like a canyon wind coming over the top of a snow covered
meadow.  


         
“I’ve never been raped, Mom,” she replies with clear exhaustion, leaning back
from this new interrogation.


         
“You have, you just don’t remember…  Look at me when I’m talking to you-
pain in the ass girl!”  Joanie’s mother stares at her with inquisitive
blue eyes, examining every inch of her.  Joanie turns around halfway at
the top of the stairs, trying to comply with her request with as little effort
as possible.  As she looks down at her mother, she sees the familiar face
of judgment, complimented by a constant look of paranoia.  The thin woman
is short, around fifty years old, already displaying a full head of gray
hair.  She is wearing a flower print dress with odd colors, making it
appear more like a shower curtain than a piece of clothing.  Her feet are
covered in thin, white walking slippers, indicating that she rarely leaves the
house.  


         
“Look at you,” her mother speaks pointing her finger and making a stabbing
motion.  “How many guys did you give yourself to today- pain in the ass
girl?  Did you have fun?  Is it fun wondering what they have put
inside your belly?  Do you think a man is going to want that; that he is
going to want someone like you?”    


         
Joanie stares at her mother blankly, she has heard this speech many times
before, and she waits at the top of the stairs, knowing that her mother will
not approach her.  She can see through her mother’s acidic speech; that
her legs are getting shaky, and she is compulsively feeling the need to check
the door locks to ensure they are engaged.  Joanie smiles down at the
pathetic, twisted creature below her.  She knows that her mother has a
phobia of being pushed down the stairs and has not climbed a set of stairs more
than five feet off the ground in over ten years.  


         
“That’s right,” Joanie exclaims, “I let everyone have my little flower;
especially that hot boy from The Middle East!”


         
Her mother puffs out her cheeks in rage, and looks up at the stairs as if she
were in the presence of some great and powerful being.  Then she steps
back in fear, and turns her focus on the door locks, opening the inside door to
ensure the outer door is locked.  To Joanie’s surprise, her mother opens
the outer door and steps outside.


         
“Omg,” Joanie exclaims in frustration, “she is going to check my parking job.
Yes, bitch; they are two-by-two, side-by-side.”


         
With sudden urgency Joanie makes her way to the upstairs bathroom, passing
through the dark hallways, not bothering to turn on the light until she is in
the bathroom.


         
Once inside the bathroom, she closes the door and sits on the edge of the old
fashioned tub looking at all the clean, white surfaces that are sparkling
new.  Inside she is wishing that she could also be clean and sparkling
new.  As she thinks back to her afternoon with Sil, she starts to tremble
and cry.  “I am so stupid,” she exclaims through a flood of tears, “what
if he had been a really bad guy?”


         
Joanie leans over toward the tub and starts running a warm bath for
herself.  She shakes off her fear and thanks the fates for sparing her in
another dance with destiny.  Realizing that she is alone, Joanie begins to
sing her song; a song that she has not shared with anyone.  Her own voice
of solace and belief; fate and destiny ground up like gunpowder and fired from
a canon at will.  She gets undressed, slowly building herself up inside
while singing her song of danger, and love, and excitement.  She thinks of
Isiah and Sil fighting over her like two pirates in one of those romantic
adventure movies.  Sil being the dark pirate with the eye patch, and Isiah
the noble hero out to rescue the world from itself.  A smile grows across
her face as she contemplates this fantasy, looking at her lovely body in the
mirror; she slowly dips her foot in the nearly filled tub.


         
“You OLD BITCH,” she exclaims as her foot plunges out of the cold water in the
tub, realizing that her mother shut off the hot water again to spite her. 
Joanie shakes her head from side-to-side, refusing to give up her happy moment,
she slowly sits down into the uncomfortable cold water in the tub, and her legs
are shaking a bit as her muscles react to the cold.


         
“You aren’t ruining this for me, you old bitch… Not today.”  Joanie
smiles, as her body is submerged in the cold water.
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Sil opens the door of his condo and steps into the entryway with heavy
footsteps feeling guilty for many reasons.  


         
“Hello, babe,” Jessica greets him with excitement and struts over energetically
for a kiss.


         
“Give me a minute, babe,” Sil replies, pushing her away, “I threw up in my
mouth on the way home and I’m sure you don’t want to share it.”


         
“Yuck! TMI,” Jessica says with frustration walking back toward the kitchen, “do
you want a drink?”


         
“Yeah, I’ll take a rum and Coke,” Sil says with exhaustion in his voice as he
hangs his jacket over the bar stool near the white countertop on the far side
of the kitchen, then makes his way back to the master bathroom.  As he
walks back into the hallway, he hears ice cubes dropping into an empty
glass.  He laughs to himself realizing that his stomach feels like an
empty glass full of ice.  His head is pounding as he shuffles into the
bathroom and locks the door, shaking his head and pressing his body against the
cold eggshell painted surface of the wall.


         
“What am I doing?” He asks himself, clearly frustrated, clenching his
fists.  He looks at himself in the mirror.  “That girl was too
young,” he says to himself shamefully, “way too young,” he continues, clasping
his hands behind his head.  He feels his stomach churn as he remembers her
small face looking up at him; not the look of a lover in just pleasure, but the
look of a young woman who is madly in love.  The look of a young woman who
does not yet understand what love is, but she desperately wants to
indulge.  


         
Sil bends down and runs cold water on his hands, then runs his hands across his
face and through his hair.  “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.”  He says to
himself, looking in the mirror.


         
“Why did you have sex with her; you know she’s broken?  Why did you give
her your phone number?  This shit is going to BLOW UP if you don’t get a
handle on it.”  


         
“Good talk,” he says after a short pause, looking at himself in the mirror with
a nod, then he removes his clothes quickly and starts running a warm shower.


         
Jessica sets down a fresh rum and Coke on the kitchen counter for Sil, and starts
sipping on her own fuzzy naval.  She hears Sil’s phone vibrating in his
pocket- for the third time in the last few minutes, and is staring down at his
jacket with curiosity.  She looks into the hallway to see if he has come
out of the bathroom yet, and hears the shower water running.  


         
Jessica turns her head sideways, even more curious; she reaches into his pocket
and looks at the cell phone.  Her eyes tighten as she begins to read a
series of recent text messages.  


         
In the shower, Sil finds himself covering his eyes with shame, he can feel the
warm water dancing across his fingers and finding its way quickly to the shower
floor.  He remembers that sweet little face, staring back at him with
total trust and admiration, his hands feel dirty, and he keeps trying to think
of a way to justify what happened; that he was somehow doing her a favor. In
his head, he pretends that she didn’t say the things she said afterward that
were childishly sweet and genuinely loving.


         
“Sil, get the fuck out here,” Jessica yells through the locked bathroom door.


         
Sil turns off the shower, and wipes the water from his eyes.  “What?”


         
“I said get out here; we need to talk right now,” Jessica growls through the
cheap bathroom door.  


         
Sil turns off the shower, and dries some of the water from his body before
wrapping himself in a towel and going to the kitchen to join Jessica.  


         
“What now!?” Sil exclaims as he emerges from the hallway into the kitchen,
wrapped in a small black towel.  


         
“Let’s see,” Jessica says, reading from the screen of his cell phone. 
“How are u? Lol.”


         
“Are you reading my texts?”  He asks trying to grab the phone away.


         
“Wait, there’s more,” Jessica exclaims, ignoring his grab for the phone. 
“Hey, cowboy, I hope ur legs don’t hurt as bad as mine.  Oh, and the third
message,” Jessica speaks with fury, “R U there? Talk to me.”


         
Jessica glares at Sil and slowly shakes his cell phone in his face as if saying
how-dare-you.  “How fucking old is this girl, Sil?  Are you kidding
me with this?”


         
“You don’t understand,” Sil says to Jessica, taking the cell phone from her
hand.  “First off, this is my phone and it’s none of your damn
business.  Secondly, you completely took these messages out of context.”


         
“I’m taking this out of context!?”  Jessica shouts indignantly. 
“Explain to me the context, fuck face, because when someone says their legs
hurt, that’s usually because they’ve been keeping them spread for too long.”


         
“No, Jess, you are completely wrong,” Sil exclaims defensively, thinking hard
to himself.  “Do you remember…? Do you remember Fred’s daughter; the
little heavyset girl?”


         
Jessica turns her face away from Sil; not wanting to hear his bullshit.


         
“Jessica, do you remember Fred’s daughter?  The little fat girl?”


         
“Yes,” she exclaims, “I remember Fred’s… little daughter; so what about it?”


         
“Fred called me up earlier and said his daughter got dumped by this jock at the
High School.  He was really worried about her and she seemed
suicidal.  Apparently, the boys had made a bet to see who could have sex
with ‘the fat girl’ and dump her first.”


         
“Oh my God,” Jessica exclaims, “is she okay?”


         
“Well, that’s the problem; the boys posted their story on Facebook and The
Twitty.”


         
“Twitter,” Jessica says, rolling her eyes.


         
“Yeah, Twitter,” Sil continues, “anyway, they posted some images on the
Internet and called it something like ‘cow tipping pictures,’ and now his
daughter is suicidal.”


         
“That’s horrible, Sil,” Jessica says covering her mouth, “so wait, these
messages are from Fred’s daughter?”  


         
“Yeah, Fred asked for my help, so we took his daughter to the gym to boost up
her self esteem.  While we were there, I was riding the exercise bike and
showing her how to do an imaginary lasso in the air.”


         
“That’s why she called you cowboy?”


         
“Yeah, that’s why she called me cowboy and her legs hurt from working the
exercise bike.  His daughter is struggling with her weight, and we thought
it would be good for a couple of guys to take her out and give her a
boost.  Also, I’m going to find those little bastards that hurt her and
pay them a visit.”


         
“Are you sure you want to do that, Sil, if those kids are still in High School,
you could do some serious time?”  Jessica crinkles her brow for a moment
deep in thought.


         
“I’m not worried about that; this shit needs to be dealt with or Fred isn’t
going to be able to work.  Besides, I sat down with her and she gave me
some pictures from the yearbook, I know who these kids are.”


         
“Well, be careful, babe, you don’t want to get picked up for hanging around a
High School…  Little assholes; why do they have to be like that?”


         
“So can I finish my shower now?  Is my penis off of probation?”


         
“I don’t know,” Jessica says playfully looking down at Sil’s towel, “I think
he’s going to have to make an appearance.”  She pulls off the cinched up
towel, and lets it drop lazily to the floor, then puts her arms around him for
a passionate kiss.


“You are not off the
hook,” Jessica warns, “I will be checking your phone, and if you have nothing to
hide, then there won’t be a problem.”


“There won’t be a
problem, babe,” Sil states, grabbing her rear end tightly, and giving her an
even bolder kiss.  He embraces Jessica warmly, staring out into the
distance, feeling like the universe is going to crush him for being the wolf
who took the young fawn.  As she leans against his shoulder, tears roll
down Jessica’s face and her heart pounds with intense rage as she embraces this
liar who takes her for a fool.
















Aug 14th
23:00 hours:


The world seems sour
now in the arid darkness of Chicago, soiled by the sins of the day.  A
once peaceful and serene wind has changed to a flowing shiver of destiny. 
It’s as if time itself knows the uncertainty of the future; the very particles
that bond together the objects in the streets can feel themselves slowly
falling apart.  The dog who barks aimlessly in the night will soon see his
fears realized; as will the older man who barks aimlessly at the children for
playing in his yard. There is a silent rebellion brewing quietly in the pages
of a small journal penned by a wounded heart as they bear witness to the world.


Tonight’s entry is as follows:


 


Aug 14


           
I fear hope.  Today was full of tedious tasks ordered or performed by
those who wear masks.  What more is life than a vivid puppet show? 
If our feelings are not part of this world, then do feelings truly exist? 
I worry for what hope does to prevent those who need to cleanse their hearts
and minds.  If my feelings are real to me, they don’t seem real to anyone
else, even reading my feelings, you cannot say that you have touched
them.  They do not exist in this world.  Feelings are the seeds of
hope; it is through the control of our feelings that we can shed the mask and
become true to one another.  


 


           
I have seen the acts of such hope bearing down on those who would otherwise
defend themselves.  They stride shamelessly, wearing their masks for
glory, taking in the garbage, and ignoring what has been taken from them. 
We are the only ones left, my renegade, not bowing down in the face of glory or
in the face of the mask.  I can feel the cold, wet sweetness of hope
trying to drip into my ear and poison my heart.  They are selling hope to
compliment their masks.  Hope is a sticky sweet ooze that makes you weak
in the knees; it gives you false desires for happiness, and forever glues the
mask to your face.


 


           
My heart is as a crocodile, ancient and mighty, stealthy and calculating. 
I wait for the opportunity to spring forth with my jaws and have them snap
shut; to show them I have not purchased their weakness; to see that I do not
need their hope.  I feel we are living as nature intended, my renegade,
truly living life and taking on the battles without a mask.  There will be
days of fire; there will be a tremendous snap, and the masks will be burned
from their faces, exposing their false tendencies, false hope, and false
perception of real power.  


 


           
We are getting close, my renegade, the world is changing, improving to
something that nature intended, letting the weakness die out, to be replaced
with truth and strength.
















Aug 15th
07:00 hours:


         
In the early hours of the morning, just east of their High School, Grant Atkin,
and two other skinheads are engaged in a game of hacky sack.  The morning
sun shines bright on their freshly shaved scalps as they kick a small, black
bean bag back and forth, nicknamed ‘Uncle Ben.’  They exhibit some skill,
turning their feet sideways, and kicking high to dart the ball toward the next
player.  Grant Atkin wears his typical sneer as he shows his chewing
tobacco through his teeth.  The other two players are Paul and Roy; both a
bit smaller than Grant, but sporting the same clean shaven heads, and thick,
pleated jackets.  All three of them show solidarity by wearing wide leg
jeans with thick, expensive fabric, and white T-shirts.  


Grant
kicks the bean bag high in the air, right between his two comrades, and begins
to taunt them.  “You gotta’ get it, man, Uncle Ben is going to hit the
floor and Aunt Jemima is going to be pissed!”


         
Paul starts to chuckle as the bean bag comes down toward his chest, he tries to
hop a bit and keep it up in the air with a knee, but his fellow skinhead Roy is
in the way and the ball hits the ground.


         
“Yehehesss!” Grant declares victoriously, turning to face Paul, “letting Uncle
Ben hit the floor, now I give you eighteen more.”


         
Paul now arches his body a bit as Grant slugs him in the arm eighteen times for
letting the bean bag hit the ground.  Then Grant picks up the bag and
tosses it into the air to begin another round.  The other two boys are
ravenous at keeping the bag in play, and Grant kicks it high in the air again,
but this time Roy uses the end of his foot to flip the bag up onto Grant’s
chest.  Grant jumps backward; looking at the bag as he moves, and tries to
flip it with a sideways kick, but the bag falls through his legs and hits the
ground.


         
“All right!” Roy shouts with his arms raised, stepping closer to Grant,
“letting Uncle Ben hit the floor, now I give you nineteen more.”


         
“You better go easy, dude,” Grant warns, darting his eyes back and forth, “I’m
a killer if I know you’re hitting hard just to play badass.”


         
“Relax, Kim Scaredashian, it will be over soon,” the boy says with a chuckle,
and then begins to strike Grant in the arm repeatedly, counting up to nineteen.


         
From half a block away, Isiah is moving toward the unsuspecting skinheads with
his body concealed by a creepy disguise.  On any regular Halloween day,
seeing someone wearing a clown costume and mask would seem normal, but in the
middle of August, as the young man passes through the streets, he gets mixed
reviews from passers by.  


         
“What the hell are you supposed to be?” an old man asks as Isiah walks near
him.


         
Isiah is wearing the evil clown mask that he bought a few weeks ago, along with
some large, black cargo pants, and an oversize black dress shirt with an orange
tie.  You can barely make out his football pads protecting his stomach
beneath the large dress shirt.  He darts in and out of the pedestrians,
making his way quickly down the street, trying to warm up his body.  A
young boy suddenly shrieks as he sees Isiah approaching, and he is immediately
picked up by his mother.


         
“What the hell are you doing freaking out my kid?” The mother inquires with her
face full of disgust.


         
“I’m looking for small children to eat,” Isiah beams nervously, and then laughs
in a sinister villain voice, “muah-ha-ha-ha.”


         
The little boy isn’t impressed, so Isiah continues making his way down the
street toward the end of the block.


         
Near the High School, all three skinheads are at the top of their game and they
keep the bag in the air for two minutes, using various straight foot serves,
side of the shoe taps, and even behind the back hits.  Finally the bean
bag drops to the ground again as Paul tries to spin kick it at Roy.


         
“Hell yeah!”  Roy shouts with total satisfaction, stepping closer to Paul,
“letting Uncle Ben hit the floor, now I give you twenty-two more.”  


         
“Dude, what the fuck?” Grant exclaims, pointing at something that is behind the
other two skinheads.  


         
The two young men turn around to see a figure approaching wearing an evil clown
mask, large, black cargo pants, and an extra large, black dress shirt with an
orange tie.  The three boys instinctively group together as the clown
approaches, giving up on their last round of hacky sack.  


         
“What are you doing down here, clown dick?” Grant says sarcastically to the
figure.


         
“Yeah.” Roy chimes in. “Are you coming to the High School to entertain all the
good wittle girls and boys?”


         
“Dude, that looks like Ronald McDonald had a baby with Donald Trump,” Paul
shouts, waving his right hand down and over his body as if addressing a comedy
club.


         
The other two boys laugh and give Paul high fives.  


         
The figure in the clown costume quickens his pace stepping onto the sidewalk,
ignoring the three skinheads as he strides past them, and they begin to chuckle
again.  Just as the clown passes by Paul and Roy, a steel baton drops down
from inside his sleeve, and he turns forcefully, hitting Roy on the back of the
head with the baton.  Then, in the same motion, he tosses the baton from
his right hand to his left, and spins the other direction to catch Paul on the
left temple.  


         
“Holy shit!” Grant exclaims, backing away instinctively, “what the hell do you
want?”  


         
The clown takes a mighty swing with the baton toward Grant’s head, but stops
short as Grant puts his arms up to block it, then he tosses the baton just over
Grant’s outstretched arms, causing him to raise his arms higher, and kicks him
squarely in the chest.  After the stout hit to his chest, Grant stumbles
backward into the bike rack, trying to catch his breath and grabbing his chest
in pain.  The baton hits the ground with an empty metallic thud, dancing
on the pavement end over end.  The clown now grabs Grant with his right
arm, dragging him forward as he punches him repeatedly in the kidneys. 
Grant moans in pain as his body is soon hanging halfway over the bike rack, his
knees up against the steel frame.  The clown then tries to kick Grant’s
right leg in between the steel supports that would normally be used to hold a
bike.  Grant resists, putting his hands on top of the bike rack and
pushing his body backwards into the clown while throwing elbows wildly. 
One of these elbows catches the clown on his right cheek, sending him to the
ground on his back.  Just a moment after hitting the ground, the clown
kicks Grant in the back of the leg, forcing him to lose his balance and also
fall, but as he hits the ground, the clown slams Grant’s head into the
pavement.


         
Grant grabs his aching head, feeling instant ringing and pain from a
concussion.  He gets to his feet, stumbling, and the clown forces him
against the bike rack again, this time successfully getting his lower leg stuck
between the steel rods that would support a bike.


         
As soon as Grant’s right leg is locked into the bike rack, the clown lunges and
grapples Grant’s upper body pulling his upper body over the top rail of the
bike rack while his leg remains trapped between the steel rods.  Grant
lets out an ear splitting shriek as his right knee is hyper-extended from the
weight of the figure in the clown costume along with the weight on the top half
of his body.  The clown rolls off of Grant’s back and stands up, stopping
for a moment to enjoy his victory.  


         
However, his victory is short lived as Roy and Paul charge toward him from
around the bike rack on either side.  Thinking quickly on his feet, he
chooses to take down Roy as he is the smaller of the two boys.  The clown
grabs Roy’s wrist and elbow, using his momentum to throw him onto the bike
rack, then he dashes around the bike rack near a black sport utility vehicle
parked in the street to escape from Paul.  To his surprise, Paul lunges
over the bike rack, shoving him into the passenger side of the parked SUV,
where his clown mask and head slams into the passenger window, creating a
spider web of large cracks in the glass.  He protects his head out of
instinct and starts backing into the street; cars honk and swerve as he gets in
the way of the morning traffic, desperately trying to straighten the clown mask
so that he can see.  


         
Paul dodges between a few cars, then gets close to the psychotic clown, and
throws a left hook, hitting him sideways in his right rib cage.  He
immediately follows up with a second hook, which is blocked by the clown’s
right arm.  The clown then pulls Paul close, takes off his mask and rolls
it backwards over Paul’s face, blinding him.  Now with his face exposed,
Isiah shouts, “you shouldn’t break into people’s homes,” then jabs Paul in the
throat, turns quickly in the opposite direction, and sprints through the
stopped traffic back to the street where he emerged earlier, and out of
sight.  


         
  Roy steps around the SUV and pulls Paul out of traffic, removing the mask
from his face. The two young men rest for a moment, leaning against the SUV to
catch their breath, watching Grant in total agony with a shameless, ‘glad that
isn’t me’ look on each of their faces.  


         
“Who the hell was that?” Paul asks with disgust.  


         
“I don’t know, man,” Roy replies, “I didn’t get a clear look at him; definitely
a strong guy.”


         
“He said that we shouldn’t break into people’s homes; what the hell is that
about?” Paul thinks aloud as he watches Roy dialing the police on his cell
phone.


         
“It means The Principal knows who he is,” exclaims Roy, covering the receiver
of his cell phone, “yes, my friends and I have just been attacked, we need an
ambulance.”  


         
Grant is screaming in agony for a moment, but then he goes silent as he passes
out from an overload of pain and shock.  In the distance, there are sirens
approaching.


         
A few yards down the street, Sil watches with interest from his white utility
van.  When he saw Isiah leave his home that morning wearing the outfit, he
thought it was for some type of school party.  He sits quietly in thought
to himself with a smile on his face, having enjoyed the display of raw violence
between the young men.


         
“Apparently the kid has had some good training,” Sil mutters to himself, “he’s
smart and cunning; I’ll need to be careful with this one.”


         
Sil takes one last drag off his cigarette now that the free show is over, and
slowly merges his van back into traffic.  
















Aug 15th
10:00 hours:


         
Jack Pennington sits across from Donna Miles at a black, high top table,
drinking coffee; his patience is wearing thin.  She is looking over his
case file, chewing on the nub end of her sunglasses.  They are sitting in
an uncomfortable coffee shop that is loaded with College kids using laptops and
senior citizens reading the news on their iPads.  Jack maliciously rolls
his tongue over his teeth, showing his building frustration at having to work
with this prima donna.  As he looks her over in her magazine dictated Chicago outfit, expensive purse, and stiletto heels, he thinks to himself that this woman
probably thinks her own farts are more important than other people.  Jack
smiles to himself as he imagines her rushing into the emergency room of a
hospital ahead of a patient who is in cardiac arrest screaming, “no, I was here
first, I’ve got to fart!”


         
“You know what it is? “Donna asks blankly, spoiling Jack’s happy mood.


         
“What… what… is?”  Jack asks as if a five-year-old had just asked him for
the tenth time why the sky is blue.


         
“It’s some kind of psychological condition,” she elaborates, ignoring his
mood.  “Look at how the team leader gets stuck in this position on the
desk, and seems to lose time.”


         
“Maybe he was giving orders to the cashiers,” Jack challenges.


         
“No,” Donna counters playfully, talking to Jack like a little brother, “every
eyewitness said that the team leader came in, had everything together, then
froze up and seemed to lose time.  We may be searching for someone who has
PTSD.”


         
“Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, from a teenager?” Jack chuckles. “What caused
his post traumatic stress? Did he not get a date for the prom?  Did
someone unfriend him on Facebook?”


         
“I don’t think I appreciate your tone,” Donna replies smugly.


         
“Well, I don’t appreciate being carted down to this shitty coffee shop with all
these Internet café people within earshot of the details on this case.”


         
“I think I know what caused his post traumatic stress,” Donna beams
sarcastically, “someone asked him to bring a folder to a busy coffee
shop.  Damn, that can take years of recovery; screw a guy up like no
other.”


         
“You bitch,” Jack says drinking heavily from his coffee cup, swallowing more
pride than coffee.


         
“No, you bitch,” Donna says, pointing at the center of Jack’s body as if to
define him as a man.  “You bitch, and you bitch, and you bitch about
everything.  Well I’ll tell you what, I am the lead on this investigation,
and if the FBI can’t handle the fact that the shiny and new Homeland Security
branch is involved in this one, then I guess you can find the door.  I’ve
got news for you, Jack, when there is a bank robbery, and the gunman is giving
orders with a thick Arabic accent in the name of Allah, then Homeland Security
is going to be involved.  We have it on good intelligence that the terrorists
have been squeezed to the point where cells may now have to steal money to fund
their activities since we are doing such a good job to kill their funding from
overseas.”


         
“Look, bitch,” Jack speaks casually, “may I call you bitch?”


         
Donna nods with a fake smile showing that she is not amused.


         
“When your whole… terror, bullshit whatever story gets put on the shelf,” Jack
continues, “I’ll look forward to doing some real work on this case without your
dumb ass theories.  …I mean look at what you put together… An Arabic
accent.  Scratch that, a perceived Arabic accent.  That’s what you’re
basing this entire search on, and I can’t wait for it to fall apart because it
is thin.  It could have easily been a couple of white hoods faking an
Arabic accent and shouting the word ‘Allah.’  Your case is so thin; it’s
like a layer of frozen bullshit between pressed glass; that’s pretty damn
thin.”  


         
“Does that happen a lot where you’re from, Jack?” Donna asks with a smirk.


         
“Hell yeah, it does,” Jack says with a playful smile, “we press bullshit
between glass so that we can see through it clearly.”


         
“That’s cute, Jack,” she yields back playfully, “but I’m not going to sleep
with you; no matter how charming you think you are.”


         
“Sleep with you?” Jack fakes surprise, trying to hide his disappointment. 
“Hell, lady, the only way that vagina is getting penetrated is if it becomes an
Al Qaeda target.”  


         
“What a wonderful target it would be,” she says with a smirk, “I think it might
even lead to world peace.”


         
“Let’s get back to the case,” Jack concedes in frustration, “I don’t want to
hear anymore about your world piece.”  


         
“So PTSD?” Donna asks, her eyes threatening Jack with discrimination.


         
“Yeah, PTSD, sounds great, lets go over it more in detail,” he closes his eyes
for a moment, shamefully realizing that he has just handed her the keys to the
case- if she were to report even half of that conversation it would be the end
of his marriage and career.  


         
“So three suspects enter the bank,” she states, raising her shoulders with a
newfound voice of authority.


         
“Clearly they are all amateurs, have small builds, and one of them speaks in a
thick Arabic accent.  I suppose you can follow up on the last of the High
School leads and I’ll keep checking for registered citizens of Arabian descent
who have small builds.  There are very few men over age twenty who have
that type of build.” 


         
Just as he is reaching total disgust with Donna, Jack’s cell phone starts
ringing.  He looks at the caller ID and sees that the field office is
calling him from the FBI.  


         
“This is agent Pennington,” Jack says no longer feeling emasculated. 
“Where was this? Yes, so the description is a close match to the bank. 
Okay, I’ll go check it out.”


         
“What was that?” Donna asks coyly, “you’re officially going to win the National
Dick of The Year award?”


         
“No, I’m pretty sure that one went to your father for not-“ Jack stops himself
short, knowing he is already in too deep with his unwanted partner.  


         
“…Actually, it was the field office,” Jack returns to his professional tone,
“they say that three young men were attacked by a young man wearing a clown
costume.  Apparently, the young man lost the clown mask long enough to be
recognized as being from Middle Eastern descent.”


         
“Wow, that’s fantastic, where do we go?”


         
Jack stares at Donna now irritated by her intrusion, and she is smug, knowing
that he has to bring her along for the ride.


         
“They’re emailing me the details,” he confirms with hesitation.


         
“Excellent!” Donna boldly states, putting her face close to his as if to show
ownership, “I’ll get our coffee to go.”
















Aug 15th
15:00 hours:


         
Martin and Butch are sitting on the home team bench at the baseball diamond of
their High School.  Isiah stands in front of them, his face is swollen
near his right eye, and he is pretending to be deep in thought.  In reality,
he has a pounding headache from a minor concussion he received during his fight
with Grant, Paul, and Roy earlier in the morning.  All day at school he
felt like throwing up, and now his right eye streams continually down his face,
forcing him to wipe away the residue every few minutes.  


         
“Hey, bro, we can do this tomorrow,” Butch says, observing how much pain Isiah
is showing.


         
“No,” Isiah retorts, “I am fine, just need to moment to decide our best
strategy.”


         
“Shouldn’t that be a group decision instead of just YOUR decision?” Martin
demands.


         
“No, I’m the one with the training,” Isiah raises his voice with a degree of
arrogance, “how are you going to know what I need to teach you?”


         
He stops speaking for a moment, realizing what he just said doesn’t make any
sense to him.


         
“What?” Martin asks in frustration.


         
Isiah’s hands start to shake as he realizes that what he said doesn’t make any
sense to Butch or Martin either.  His head is pounding, and his stomach is
churning as if it’s about to explode.


         
“Hello, boys,” Joanie shouts from about fifty yards away.


         
“Dammit,” Isiah mutters in frustration, “how did she find us?”


         
His right eye starts to water more and his head continues to throb.  He
can almost make out the shape of the glass from the SUV as his head was forced
into the side.


         
“What are you boys up to?” Joanie flirts in a sexy 1930s Hollywood fashion.


         
“We’re doing guy stuff,” Isiah says coldly, wishing that she would just go
away.


         
“Okay,” Joanie replies, taken back by his hostility, “sounds pretty gay. 
Are you boys sure you couldn’t use a pretty face to make things a little less
gay around here?” She speaks playfully again in her 1930s tone.  “Wow,
look at that shiner, you nasty boys, looks like  ya’ started without me?”


         
Martin and Butch start to chuckle at her sarcastic impression of an
old-fashioned actress.


         
“Just go away, Joanie,” Isiah shouts, turning his eyes toward her with angst,
“you’re ruining everything.”  


         
“But I thought I would get to watch your training?” She asks, showing that she
is visibly hurt.


         
“Who told you we were training,” he demands, staring coldly at Martin and Butch
through his uninjured eye.


         
“Hey, babe, I know you’re in pain,” Joanie states, grabbing Isiah softly by the
arm, “but why don’t you let me stay so that I can take care of you
afterwards?  I’m a good girlfriend.”


         
“Just leave woman,” Isiah shouts loud enough for other students in the area to
hear.  They turn quickly to look at Joanie, who is now full of dreaded
embarrassment.


         
“All I need you to do is drive the van,” Isiah says, realizing that he has gone
too far.


         
For the first time in their relationship, Joanie is speechless; she walks away
silently, the rage building up inside her with each step until she disappears
to the other side of the school.


         
“What the fuck is your problem, bro?” Martin asks with astonishment.  “If
I had a girlfriend like that, then I would never treat her that way; neither
would Butch.”


         
“That’s messed up, dude,” Butch agrees with a nod.


         
“Maybe you don’t deserve her,” Martin exclaims selfishly, “she’d probably be
better off with one of us… Maybe someone a little more American?”


         
Isiah suddenly feels nauseous realizing that Martin has been secretly coveting
his girlfriend.  His eye starts to leak fluid again and his head is
pounding.  He feels like a wounded animal, and as if the other animals
have turned on him and tried to take everything he cares about away because
they know he is wounded.


         
“Do you want sex with my girlfriend?” Isiah inquires through gritted
teeth.  


         
“No, man,” Martin begins, realizing that he went too far with his statement.


         
“How would you do it to her?” Isiah asks, stepping closer to Martin on the
bench.


         
“I wouldn’t-“ Martin is cut off from speaking as Isiah uses his powerful right
hand to pinch Martin’s neck, forcing him to stand up from the bench on the
baseball diamond.  


         
“How would you do it?” He asks again, twisting Martin’s right hand painfully
behind his back, then spinning him around and pressing his chest down onto the
baseball bench where he was just sitting.  Isiah places his knee in the
middle of Martin’s back, pushing his kneecap directly between Martin’s shoulder
blades and grabs his throat in a choke hold with his right hand.


         
“What the hell are you doing?” Butch exclaims, clearly disturbed by this act of
aggression from Isiah.  When Isiah doesn’t respond, Butch pleads, “stop
it, man, you’re going to break his spine; he’ll be paralyzed.”


         
With his knees against the soft earth under the baseball bench, Martin can feel
his chest being compressed from the force of Isiah’s knee in his back. 
His lungs start to asphyxiate from the constant pressure in his throat, and he
cannot speak.  As he starts to cough, Martin is horrified when his friend
forces his knee even deeper into the middle of his spine.  He feels
increased pressure and discomfort in his chest, and starts to flail his arms.


         
As Butch sees how distressed Martin is, he instantly stands up and punches
Isiah solidly in his already injured right eye.  This renewed blow to his
head is too much, and Isiah drops down to a sitting position on the baseball
field.


         
Martin sits upright, fighting to recover his breath.  He immediately
thanks Butch for stopping Isiah, gesturing with his right hand as he is still
gasping for breath.


         
“What is wrong with you?” Butch asks, as he helps Martin to his feet, staring
coldly at Isiah as if he never knew him before.  “I mean, we know that
you’re kind of a control freak asshole, but doing Martin like that… is
bullshit.  We’ve been friends for a long time, and I’ve never seen you
snap like that; I’m sure he’s sorry that he said he wants a piece of your girl,
but grow up, dude, he’s not the first guy to think that, and he won’t be the
last.”


         
Isiah sits on the dirt of the baseball diamond letting these words sink in as
his head continues to throb.  Martin and Butch are looking down at him as
if he were infected with some apocalyptic rage virus.  


         
“I’m sorry, guys,” Isiah mutters, “I’m just not myself.  Tell me what you
want to do, and that’s what we’ll do.”


         
Martin and Butch look at each other for a moment, and then Butch speaks, “let’s
just go over the plan enough times so that we are ready to kick some ass
tomorrow.  No fancy maneuvers. No military jargon.  Just the plan one
step at a time until we know it like a football play. Deal?”


         
“Deal,” Isiah says with a painful half smile.  The two young men reach
down and pull him up onto the baseball bench where he starts to go over their
plans for the next day.


         
From a distance, Sil watches through his binoculars as the young men have a
scuffle.  He laughs at himself, thinking about fights from his younger
years.  Though their youthful innocence doesn’t fool him, he knows from
his little redheaded lover that they are planning to rob a bank soon, and from
his vantage point, planning is what they seem to be doing.


         
He smiles broadly, lighting up a fresh cigarette, extending his surveillance
time.
















Aug 15th
16:00 hours:


         
“What is your pain level?” 


Grant
Atkin opens his eyes in his new hospital room; his clean shaved head is still
ringing, and his right knee is in terrible pain.


         
“It’s bad,” he mutters to the little blonde nurse.


         
The nurse looks blurry as he tries adjusting his eyes to the light.  She
is wearing a standard maroon nurse’s uniform with a hospital pager around her
neck.  


         
“You’re not supposed to be sleeping,” she says deliberately, then grabs the
remote and changes the incline on his bed so that he is more upright. “You have
a concussion, so we need to keep you upright somewhat, and awake to avoid blood
pooling in the back of your head.”


         
“Okay,” he replies, still confused at his new surroundings.


         
“What is your pain level on a scale from one to ten with ten being the worst
and one being not much?”


         
“It’s about an eight,” he answers.


         
“That’s no surprise,” she confirms, “you took a good beating; I’ll be right in
with some pain medication.”  


         
Grant starts to focus and gazes out the hospital window, remembering that he
was playing hacky sack with his friends earlier that morning.  Then he
remembers the clown; that intense clown mask, coming toward all of them out of
nowhere.  He recalls being against the bike rack and having his leg kicked
out from underneath him, causing him to drop backward where his head was
smashed into the cement.  After that, it was piercing pain and heat in his
head, a virtual mixture of vibrating pain and hot pain.


         
He somewhat recollects his body being pushed deliberately against the bike
rack, and his leg getting wedged between the lock bars.  Then the
unthinkable wrenching pain of his right leg, and then... darkness.


         
Grant looks around his room, seeing that there are no visitors.  Surely
his parents are just dipping into their second round of Vodka cocktails to
unwind for the evening.  They probably wouldn’t know anything happened
until early morning when they are semi-sober and able to drive to work.


         
The nurse returns with a syringe, and attaches it to the IV running the fluid
into his arm after pushing all the air bubbles out.


         
“This is going to feel really good after a few minutes,” she reassures him,
“its morphine; a good, strong dose.”


         
They both wait in silence for a moment as the morphine starts to take effect.


         
“Am I ever going to walk again,” Grant asks.


         
“Oh, yes, sweetheart,” the nurse replies, “you will be just fine to walk
again.  We see this type of injury a lot from skateboarders and motorcycle
accidents.”


         
The nurse gets up and checks his blood pressure and other vital signs, then she
excuses herself from the room, “please remember to stay awake for the next
twenty-four hours; we’ll be popping in to help you.  Let me know if you
need anything.”


         
The nurse exits the room and closes the privacy curtain behind her.


         
A few moments later, the curtain is drawn back and then closed again.  For
a moment, Grant thinks that his parents have forgone their alcoholic slumber
this evening to be there for him, but instead he sees a familiar redhead. 
Joanie is staring down at Grant, her boyfriend’s sworn enemy.  His right
knee is covered in gauze and a thick brace, and his face and neck are cut up
and swollen in places.  


         
Grant looks up at her with curiosity at first, and then his curiosity turns to
horror as he realizes who was wearing the clown costume.  He reaches
frantically for the remote to call the nurse, but Joanie easily pulls it away
and sets it on the floor, as if taking a monitor away from the baby it was
protecting.


         
Joanie whispers to Grant, her face serious and defiant, “there’s something I
need to do, and you’re going to let me do it.”


         
She brings her hands up close to her face, clasping them together, and starts
to blow on them with her mouth wide open.  After a moment, she cups her
right hand over her mouth and blows through it.  Then she reaches toward
the bed near Grant’s IV drip, and he pulls it out of her reach with his left
hand, but her hand slides up under his blanket instead.  She reaches and
finds the outline of his leg, then moves to the inside of his thigh and grabs
up under his hospital gown.  


         
“What the hell are you doing?” He says in shock.


         
“Just relax and enjoy this,” she says her face still defiant and stoic. 
“That’s good,” she says after a minute, “just like that.”


         
Although he is worried about her intentions, the morphine has relaxed him
enough to enjoy her gentle touch.  Then she starts to bend closer to the
bed, carefully pulling the blanket away from his legs and using both arms to
push up his hospital gown.


         
“What the hell?” He asks again, terrified at the idea of Isiah’s girlfriend
having her teeth near his most vulnerable parts.  


         
Joanie ignores Grant and puts her mouth on him deliberately.  He grabs her
neck instinctively, trying to protect himself, and begins to tighten his grip
on her.  After a few seconds, he feels her teeth start pressing down on
him; he is terrified, and instead of squeezing her neck harder, he releases
her, stroking her arm softly.  


         
His hands start to shake as he stares at the privacy curtain, hoping that
someone will walk in and stop her.  He can feel her breath on him, and a
full set of teeth pressed uncomfortably all around him.


         
Soon she releases her teeth, and starts moving her mouth lovingly up and
down.  After a few moments, he relaxes completely, not caring why she
showed up or why she was doing this, but just enjoying this good part of a very
bad day.  
















Aug 15th
16:30 hours:


         
Isiah is smiling as he watches Butch and Martin coordinate their movements on
the baseball diamond.  Butch moves with light feet and short steps now,
not distracted by Martin’s coverage section or Isiah’s coverage section. 
Teaching his friends to hyper-focus their attention on their assigned space
took quite a bit of time, but now they understand why trust is so important in
a heated situation.  


         
Since humans have binocular vision, his grandfather taught him to treat each
man like a pair of binoculars with limited peripheral vision.  Each man
can only effectively cover potential threats in a small area; around ten feet
wide by fifteen feet long.  This is a safe distance for watching a group
of people to ensure they don’t make small movements that will put the group in
danger.  If each man doesn’t trust the other, then they will break their
line of sight, giving someone enough time to pull a gun or trigger an alarm.


         
For their upcoming task, they would need to control a space that is thirty-six
feet wide and over seventy-five feet long.  On the baseball diamond, Isiah
has been showing Martin and Butch how to shorten space by pushing a crowd into
a contained area.  Since their eyes cannot cover the entire space, they
need to quickly move all potential threats into a twenty-foot by fifteen-foot
space.  This will allow two men to guard the group while the third gets
the cash.  The second aspect of controlling the group is to enforce a rule
of not moving.  This allows you to see small movements like elbows
drifting across the body to retrieve a gun or cellular phone from a
pocket.  Isiah also researched the statistics that over 10% of Americans
carry concealed firearms, meaning they will have to assume at least two people
will have guns aside from security staff.


         
“So what if a security guard draws just on me?” Martin asks with concern.


         
“The security guards will not risk injury to the bank customers.  The only
reason they would shoot us is if they were in a position to shoot all three of
us with customers at a safe distance,” Isiah replies instructively.  “If
the security guard draws his pistol on you, just hold your ground and let us
take care of him.  Keep your weapon focused on your coverage area.”


         
“And don’t panic,” Butch says with a wink, “that got us into trouble last
time.”


         
“Yeah,” Martin says slowly, “I was thinking about having two glasses of red
wine before we go, that would help me relax.”


         
“No drugs or alcohol,” Isiah demands, “we need to be sharp and alert.”


         
“Hello boys! Did you miss me?” Joanie calls out as she approaches Isiah on the
baseball diamond.


         
Isiah looks back at her; she is smiling radiantly with her mane of red hair
draped over her right shoulder.  She looks cute, shy, and innocent as she
approaches him on the baseball diamond near the pitcher’s mound.  


         
“Did you finish all your ‘guy stuff’ for today?” She asks playfully.


         
Isiah nods his head slowly, looking at her with apologetic eyes, but not
wanting to show weakness in front of Butch and Martin.


         
“It’s okay, baby,” Joanie reassures him, “I just wanted to give you a kiss for
good luck.”


         
Before he can say anything, she wraps her arms around him and engulfs his mouth
in a bold kiss.  At first, he enjoys the familiar sweetness of her lips,
but her kiss is different as she twists her mouth over the top of his lips as
if to cover them completely.  She kisses all over his mouth, even a bit of
his upper and lower lips, then hungrily darts her tongue all over inside of his
mouth.  After a moment, he starts feeling suffocated by this odd kiss, in
the back of his mind trying to figure out what she is out to prove.


         
In the background, there are ‘whoots’ and clapping from Butch and Martin, as
the whole display looks very manly to them.


         
As she pulls away from the kiss, Joanie is half smiling and half glaring into
his eyes.  “You deserve it, baby,” she says dutifully.


         
He feels suddenly strange looking into her eyes, and can’t place why this
doesn’t seem like it should, but the throbbing in his head reminds him that he
is not himself.  Isiah uses the shoulder of his shirt sleeve to wipe off
his mouth as he somehow feels like he just made out with a slobbering
bloodhound.  


         
“Are we good then?” Isiah asks her doubtfully.


         
“Yeah, we’re good, babe, everything is all evened out,” Joanie speaks with
satisfaction.  “I’ll be ready to drive the van tomorrow; no problem.”
















Aug 16th
06:00 hours:


         
Isiah continues his morning run, remembering that he is doing all of this for
his homeless brothers and sisters.  His route now changes sharply as he
starts jogging up and down the streets surrounding Capital Trust Bank.


         
From his vantage point in the utility van, Sil recognizes that the young
Arabian boy has changed from a morning run to a deliberate mapping of routes
around a central point.  Since he has planned so many jobs where he needed
to move precious cargo without being recognized, it is easy to see what the boy
is trying to accomplish.


         
First he runs the backside of a large retail area, looking for places where
service vehicles enter and leave for deliveries and maintenance.  The boy
stops every now and then, making notes on his cellular phone and taking pictures.


         
Sil thinks to himself that he still prefers the old school methods, a small
notebook, and a good memory, but the end result is the same.  He stays
central to the Arabian boy’s route, moving the van only when needed with its
lights off, and only a few hundred feet at a time.


         
The second leg of the boy’s journey is the front side of the same retail block
in town; his breath heaves from under the dark blue hoodie as he pretends to be
running ladders for endurance training.  Sil sits up as he notices that
the young man has passed by the front of Capital Trust Bank for a third
time.  A smile grows across his face as he ponders this with disbelief.


         
The bank would be a target for some seasoned thieves.  Sil would never
recruit anyone for a job like that unless they had at least five years under
their belt.  However, as he continues to watch, the boy is systematically
mapping entrances and exits through the streets and getting a good feel for the
space around the bank.


         
“What a dipshit!” Sil announces to himself as he lights a cigarette, taking in
a heavy breath of fresh smoke, feeling himself relax, his eyes burning slowly
with patience just like the sweet tobacco in his hand.


         
He thinks to himself all of the potential targets in this area with less
security like the jewelry store, pawn shop, and cell phone store.  All of
these had lower security, and small items that were easy to grab in a
hurry.  Sil shakes his head as he smiles to himself, thinking incredulously
that this kid really does have a death
wish.       


         
As he contemplates this, he remembers the first meeting in the mall with the
fiery redhead, when she decided to screw with his life.  He starts to
realize that what is happening with Jessica is not his fault, and that this boy
still has a price to pay for his trespass into Sil’s world.


         
Sil is startled when he sees the young man now standing just fifteen feet from
his van, staring directly at it, with his cell phone in hand.  He immediately
extinguishes his cigarette on his pant leg and ducks down slowly, wondering if
the muscular teenager has made him.  His right hand moves instantly behind
his belt where he clasps a Glock .45 caliber pistol.


         
Isiah takes a few more photos thinking about the space, and what traffic would
be like later in the day.  He notices a white utility van just a few feet
away with its engine running.  There is no one in the driver’s seat, and
Isiah realizes that someone is likely warming up the van before taking their
daily drive.  As these thoughts sink in, he decides it’s time to make his
way back home.  He has plenty of photos of the area, and there is a lot of
movement on the streets already.  


         
Sil watches the young man turn his head deep in thought; he takes his hand off
the grip of his pistol and observes the boy as he changes direction and sprints
off back toward his home.  Sil smiles for a moment, enjoying the thought
of watching someone else fail.  This boy wasn’t just biting off more than
he could chew by going after the bank, he was bringing on the wrath of the
Federal Government, which was known as a career ending move in the
industry.    


         
He remembers the exercises the boys were doing on the baseball diamond just a
few hours earlier; now the leader was scouting and taking photos.  Sil
shakes his head and chuckles, recognizing a last minute cram session for a job
that would normally require months of professional planning.  His hands
find another cigarette and he lights up again with anticipation.  As he
pulls the van away to go home and sleep for a few hours, he mutters to himself.
“This will be one hell of a show.”
















PRESENT DAY 


Aug 16th
09:00 hours:


         
Grant Atkin hears the privacy curtain being pulled back in his hospital
room.  The steel rings drag with a swift, metal to metal scratching
sound.  He is excited for a moment, hoping that his breakfast has finally
arrived.  His stomach is empty after he vomited during the night from the
severe concussion.  


         
He is even less excited to see a black man and white woman standing in the
doorway of his hospital room.  The man is groomed very clean, save for a
moustache, and dressed in full business attire with a trendy beige
jacket.  His companion is a cocky, petite brunette with her hair pulled up
in a tight braid.  She is wearing a sexy blue dress; the type one wears
when they have no plans other than looking good for the day.  Donna
displays a positive expression with an ambiance of concern, while Jack bears a
serious face, looking around suspiciously.  


         
“Grant Atkin?” The black man asks.


         
“Yes,” Grant replies reluctantly, staring out the window; his voice is flat,
demonstrating his total lack of interest in these two new visitors.


         
“Jack Pennington of the FBI,” the black man states as he notices Grant’s shaved
head and clear contempt for him.  “…And this is Donna Miles from The
Department of Homeland Security,” Jack states with little enthusiasm as if he
just introduced Donna to a barnyard animal.


         
“Hello, Grant,” Donna says with reinforcement, taking Jack’s tone of
introduction as a personal insult to her.


         
Neither of them offers to shake the boy’s hand as they notice the IV drip on
his right arm and large brace on his right knee.  


         
“We need to ask you a few questions about yesterday,” Donna says, recognizing
that Jack has mentally tuned out of this conversation.  “Are you feeling
well enough to answer some quick questions?”  Donna asks with a cheerful
smile.


         
“Yeah, sure,” Grant mutters, uncomfortably adjusting his hospital gown and
pulling a blanket over his legs.


         
“Great,” Donna begins, “so you were assaulted yesterday morning, according to
the report- by someone wearing a clown costume?”


         
“Yep,” Grant says, “me and my buddies were playing hacky sack, and-“


         
“Sorry,” Donna interrupts for a moment, “just to confirm, your buddies are Roy
and Paul, right?”


         
Jack stares out the window of the hospital room, seeing people who are checking
out from their care.  He thinks to himself how much fun it would be to
excuse himself for a moment and take a big shit in this skinhead’s
shower.  A smirk spreads across his face as he thinks of casually walking
into Grant’s hospital bathroom, hovering over the floor of his freshly cleaned
hospital shower, and releasing the hounds in a nice, neat pile for the boy to
find later.  Jack imagines Grant hobbling into the bathroom to take a
shower and seeing the gift that his friendly FBI agent left for him.  He
envisions this very frustrated look on Grant’s face as he shouts, ‘that
sumbitch took a shit in my shower!’  Jack snickers to himself out loud,
suddenly feeling awkward that his thoughts are being exposed on the surface. 



         
“Do you have something to add, Agent Pennington?”  Donna asks in
frustration.


         
“No,” Jack says with a slight snicker, “you go right ahead.”


         
“Have you had any threats from anyone at school?” Donna asks the boy, rolling
her eyes slightly at Jack.


         
“Naw,” Grant says quickly, “everything at school has been easy come easy go.”


         
Jack starts snickering again, and Donna almost asks him what is so funny, but
she turns back to Grant.  The young skinhead glares up at Jack knowing
that he is being mocked somehow; his eyes threatening the man despite a total
lack of mobility.


         
“Grant,” Donna begins with a serious demeanor, “is there a young man at your school of Arabian descent that wants to do you harm?”


         
Grant sits up uncomfortably in his chair and Jack instantly realizes that Donna
has struck a nerve with him.  He looks down at the floor, squeezing his
eyes tight, trying to understand how or why the FBI would want to talk with him
about Isiah.


         
“What is the boy’s name?” Jack asks deliberately.


         
“I don’t know what you two are talking about,” Grant concedes, staring up at
Jack with his chin pushed out and eyes full of pride.


         
“Please, Grant,” Donna says faking a plea for help, “this boy is dangerous to
himself and other people.  All we need is his name so that we can ask him
a few questions.”  She puts her hand gently on his right arm.


         
Grant pulls his arm away, feeling patronized by these two strangers.  He
looks directly into Jack’s eyes with anger and replies, “I have nothing to say
to you.”


         
“Sounds good, Grant,” Donna sighs, “we’ll see what Roy and Paul have to
say.  Get some rest and thanks for your time.”


         
As they walk out of the hospital room, Donna looks at Jack as if to ask him,
‘Seriously?’


         
“What?” Jack says defensively. “The kid is a skinhead; he wouldn’t help me dig
my own grave.”


         
“Just my luck,” Donna states in a strained voice, “you coming to work black on
a day when I needed you to be white.”  She taps his nose with her index
finger playfully as if to tell him to cheer up.


         
“Yeah, whatever, you bitch,” Jack speaks slowly with respect, smiling wide so
that she can see he is joking.
















Aug 16th
10:30 hours:


         
Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, Sil thinks to himself as he sits at the
foot of the bed with his hands covering his freshly burned face; using a wet
wash cloth to dull the sting.  Now that his vision has cleared up, he
looks down at the ashtray which has three full books of burned matches that had
been placed under his nose while he was taking a nap.


         
As he glances down at the floor, he sees his cell phone mixed in with the
various items of clothing near the bed.  He continues to hold the damp
cloth to his skin as he grabs the cell phone from the floor and turns up the
screen.  As the familiar screen goes bright, it shows the time, friendly
background colors, and his icons.  Sil opens his text messages and notices
that Joanie had sent him a few again this morning.  They all came through
between eight and ten while he was napping.  He closes his eyes for a
moment and shakes his head, then reluctantly begins reading the messages that
no doubt caused Jessica to spiral into a jealous rage.


         
His text message log reads as:


         
8:32 am: Good morning cowboy. I miss u. Do u miss me?


         
9:05 am: School just started. Sucks. I did something very naughty the other
night.


         
9:25 am: Hey why aren’t u talking to me? 


         
9:55 am: I want you baby again. Like we did in the car. U felt so good!


         
 Sil closes his eyes tight and sighs; he shakes his head slowly from side
to side, furious with the damage that the little redhead had just caused in his
life.  He gets up from the bed, dropping the cell phone lazily on the
metal nightstand with an empty thud, and walks around the condo, which looks
like it was ripped apart by a tornado.  


         
Jessica had gone on a rampage through the condo while he was in the bathroom
earlier, washing the freshly burned skin around his eyes and applying
ointment.  He sees broken bottles of Vodka and Rum on the kitchen floor,
smashed dishes, coffee mugs, and the coffee pot itself.  As he glances
over to the living room, he sees that his sixty inch High Definition Television
has been smashed in with a chipping wedge out of his golf bag.  His
eyebrows raise as he notices a pair of his boxer shorts hanging from the
ceiling fan in the living room.  This causes him to stop and wonder how the
hell Jessica would have managed that.  


         
As he makes his way back to the bedroom, he realizes that those text messages
had likely cost him around $5,500.00 in damage to his apartment, clothing,
electronics, and appliances.  


         
“You owe me six grand, you little bitch,” Sil mutters as he puts a cigarette
into his mouth.  He stares defiantly down at his cell phone thinking of
how best to handle this new assault on his life.  His nostrils flare
heavily with frustration as he makes his way to the bathroom for another damp
washcloth to sooth his burned skin.
















Aug 16th
14:30 hours:


         
Isiah slides into the booth at a Chicago Riverwalk pizza restaurant, joined by
Joanie, Butch, and Martin.  Above their heads is a brightly lit corner
mounted television showing highlights from a recent football game.  The
four teenagers sit in silence for a moment, reminiscing the last time they had
so much on the line.  Martin is dressed in white cargo pants and a simple
grey shirt, but his short, black hair is slicked back.  Joanie looks
extremely professional wearing a beige pantsuit, but has removed the jacket to
show off her white blouse.  Isiah and Butch are wearing their usual
expensive jeans and stylish T-shirts.  


         
The pizza place is full of vibrant energy and colorful characters, mostly
teenagers and young families out for an early dinner before rush hour. 
The wait staff all wear short, neat uniforms, modern and yet family
friendly.  Although the interior design of the restaurant is black and
white, it gets some love with rich reds in just the right places.  On the
wall, there are black and white depictions of various celebrities over the
years; none of them eating pizza.


         
“How much time do we have?” Butch asks with a lump in his throat.  


         
“About an hour,” Isiah says with a half smile.


         
“Welcome to Chicago Pizza Builders,” beams the waitress as she steps up to take
their order.  “Did you have time to look at the menu?  What can I get
for you?”


         
“How about a large Chicago supreme pizza?” Isiah asks, looking around the
table.  


         
Everyone nods in agreement.  “And four waters would be great.”


         
“A Chicago supreme and four waters it is,” the waitress repeats, taking their
menus as she struts away from the table, shaking her backside as she goes.


         
“I hate her,” Joanie says with a glare.


“Of
course you do, babe,” Isiah says, giving her a kiss on the top of her head.


“Are
we going to talk about it?” Martin asks, he has been nervously chewing his
upper lip and playing with his eyeglasses.  


Isiah
sighs, “my Grandfather always says that before a battle, the best thing to talk
about is victory, because talking about anything else is bad luck.”


“So
what are we going to do with the money?” Joanie asks with a big smile, her
stomach full of butterflies.


“I’m
getting a leather jacket,” Butch declares, “It’s time to ask Mandy out on a
date.”


“No
wayyyy,” Joanie teases, “you and Mandy? That seems so old fashioned.  She
doesn’t even wear skirts that go higher than her knees.”


“Neither
do I,” Martin says with a wink, “otherwise I’ll have to shave Herbert and the
twins.”


All
four friends share a laugh as the waitress brings four glasses of water and a
basket of garlic bread to the table.  


“A
toast,” Joanie says, holding her glass up high, “to the best friends ever!”


“To
helping the homeless,” Isiah says raising his glass.


“To
a date with Mandy in my leather jacket,” Butch joins in.


“To
naked women on the Internet,” Martin jokes with his glass half raised, “God
bless America!”


All
four teenagers laugh again, settling in to enjoy their meal and talking about
the highlights of the school year.
















Aug 16th
16:15 hours:


Capital
Trust Bank is blossoming with business.  The day is almost over, and the
clerks are already starting to stretch and yawn, showing that they are fading
fast.  As the last pot of coffee is drained, employees are more eagerly
looking at the clock between transactions until it is time for freedom.


The
lobby is rich with intense displays of marble, and there is a brilliant use of
natural light and earth tones.  These interiors are complimented by the
heavy cherry wood lobby furniture that was all custom-made for the bank. 
Exquisite cherry woods topped with cream colored leather, giving the bank a
mystical appeal as if it were designed just a few years ahead of its
time.  The first floor is strictly cashiers while the loan officers work
on the floor above.  The bank is designed so that customers must cross
about fifty feet of space, walking on elegant marble flooring to reach the
cashiers or gain access to the second floor.


You
can clearly see the bustling Chicago streets outside through the large windows
as if the city itself were on display in this architectural wonder.  There
are two sets of steel doors at the entrance of the bank, both comprised of two
inch thick stainless steel with tinted glass.


Beyond
the doors lies a grand lobby with high ceilings vaulted toward the
heavens.  Clearly the bank was built to make a statement about its wealth,
power, and professionalism.


On
the upper floor, loan officers work diligently, helping clients with various
transactions.  The upper floor overlooks the ground floor via a balcony
that wraps all the away around the lobby.  Most of the upper balcony is
comprised of marble, glass, stainless steel, and cherry wood furniture with
cream colored leather, just as with the ground floor.  


Each
desk and cashier station is equipped with a silent alarm that will signal the
police to arrive within a few minutes.  Two full-time security guards sit
in a small room just behind the cashiers next to the vault watching color
monitors with video and audio feeding in from sixteen different cameras
throughout the bank.  


Just
a few blocks from the bank, Martin sits on the city bus in a wheelchair,
wearing an oxygen mask and blanket. Joanie stands behind him wearing a beige
pantsuit and pair of sunglasses; her red hair is covered with a brunette wig. 
The bus roars up through its downtown route, making a stop every block or
two.  Martin’s legs are bare except for a pair of comfy slippers. He is
holding the oxygen bottle with his left hand and a blanket is neatly wrapped
around his whole body.  His wardrobe is topped off by a simple brown
beret.  As the bus pulls into a large shopping district, Joanie yanks the
cord signaling to the bus driver that they need to stop.  After a short
drive, the bus stops at the corner and Joanie pushes Martin’s wheelchair onto
the motorized ramp, lowering him down to the pavement.  Then she wheels
him slowly down the sidewalk, looking at her cell phone to check the
time.  


Further
up the road, a city cab stops near the sidewalk in front of a busy
pharmacy.  Butch and Isiah pay the driver, collect their change, and step
out onto the sidewalk.  They are wearing sunglasses, black, long sleeve
shirts, baseball caps, casual jeans, and backpacks.  Isiah takes a
magazine out of his backpack, steps over to the pharmacy and leans against the
wall, watching Butch make his way down the street as he pretends to read. 
   


The
Get Well Pharmacy is a modern building covered in light tan stucco.  It
sports large, expensive windows, and brightly lit signage.  Looking at the
building from a distance, you could easily mistake it as a small hospital. 


Further
down the street, Butch steps lively to a jewelry store, just half a block from
where Isiah is standing.


He
also takes out a magazine from his backpack and pretends to read as he leans against
the wall of the jewelry store.


The
Sammy Ray Jewelry store is older and has much less flattering features than the
pharmacy.  Their sign is a matte finish with an older style yellow font on
a hunter green background, and the windows have a dark tint, making it nearly
impossible to see inside unless your face is pressed against the glass.  


At
the end of the street, about two-hundred yards away from Butch, Joanie has made
progress pushing Martin’s wheelchair all the way around the corner to the
entrance of Capital Trust Bank.  A friendly, older stranger in a gray suit
holds the door for them as she wheels Martin into the bank.  


“Thank
you, Sir, “ she says with a smile and nod; not wanting to stand out in any way.


Once
they have entered the lobby, Joanie pulls her wig down to ensure it is tight,
and then she sends Isiah a text message that reads: ‘Old man inside.’


As
Isiah’s phone chimes, he pulls it out to read Joanie’s text message and
stretches his arms lazily and high into the air.  He glances back at Butch
who is also stretching, but with his elbows pointed outward.  Immediately
after this signal, Isiah pushes away from the wall and sprints into The Get
Well Pharmacy.  A short distance away, Butch also steps away from the wall
and moves quickly through the front door of Sammy Ray Jewelry.


Inside
the pharmacy, Isiah takes off the backpack and retrieves an automatic 9mm
pistol, along with two other items that he shoves into his pockets.  He
scurries to the prescription counter at the back of the store, moving past
promotional display racks and stunned customers, staring in disbelief. 
When he reaches the prescription counter, he holds his gun in the air and
shouts, “THIS IS A ROBBERY, EVERYBODY GET OUT OF THE STORE!”  


After
shouting this, he removes a small, green army grenade from his left pocket,
pulls the pin, and tosses it behind the prescription counter.  The
pharmacists and technicians panic at the sight of someone lobbing a grenade,
and the metal clinking sound of the weapon landing on the store tile
nearby.  They scramble out the back door nearly running over the top of
one another to get out of the store.  Isiah turns to see the cashiers near
the front of the store along with a group of customers, and pulls the pin out
of a second grenade, then lobs it to where they are standing.  This group
also subsequently panics, as they run out the front of the store.  A few
people are frozen in their tracks, so he decides to fire two shots into the
ceiling, causing them to cry out.


“THIS
IS A ROBBERY,” he shouts again, “GET OUT OF THE FUCKING STORE OR DIE!”


Hearing
this, the last few patrons leave the store, sprinting for their lives.


As
he enters Sammy Ray Jewelry, Butch steps up between two display cases and fires
his 9mm pistol twice in the air.  The interior of this store is more
modern than its exterior with every square foot of space used to house various
types of: rings, watches, necklaces, and pendants.  Butch is relieved to
see that only a handful of customers are shopping, and there are two employees:
one behind the counter to his left, and another at the back of the store in
front of him.  


“THIS
IS A ROBBERY,” Butch declares, “GET OUT OF THE STORE!”  He points his
pistol around making sure everyone knows he is serious, and then he removes a
green army grenade from his jacket, pulls the pin, and tosses it over the
counter to his right.  The grenade bounces aimlessly, hitting the wooden
shelves below a glass display case and rolling to a stop on the smooth
carpet.  Butch immediately takes out another grenade and tosses it over
the counter to his left, but he throws this grenade too hard and it smashes the
glass on one of the display cases, sounding an alarm.  As the employees
and patrons recognize these devices, they panic and vacate the store. 
Butch fires two more shots and looks around to ensure that the store is
empty.  His heart is racing and he is starting to sweat.  He pulls
out a stopwatch with shaky hands, moves to the back of the store and locks the
back door.  Then he shoots the surveillance camera in the back, and looks
around for any other surveillance equipment.


In
the Get Well Pharmacy, near the back door, Isiah has already shot out the
surveillance cameras. He pulls out his stopwatch and starts timing himself,
quickly moving to lock the back door.  After he confirms there is no one
left in sight, he immediately opens his backpack and begins changing his
clothing.  


Back
inside the jewelry store, Butch is getting dressed in what appears to be full
tactical SWAT team gear.  The realistic looking costume comes with a fake
bullet proof vest, riot helmet, and dark uniform.  His pistol is the only
real component of this outfit and it is secured to the side of his leg in a
black leather holster.  He shows panic now as he digs through the
backpack, looking for a small, critical item.


“Shit!
Oh shit! Where is it?  Where is it?”  He has this hopeless, lost
expression on his face as his fingers finally clench the silver Chicago Police
badge from the costume shop.  Butch smiles and uses his shaky fingers to
pin the badge to his tactical uniform.  Once he is dressed, he tosses the
empty backpack into the garbage, draws his pistol and waits near the back door,
taking in heavy breaths as every second passes.


Near
the back door of the Get Well Pharmacy, Isiah breathes heavy with anticipation;
his pistol is drawn and he is wearing a similar SWAT costume with a fake
Chicago City Police badge.  His left hand grips a portable two-way
radio.  Just like Butch, the only real items they are using with the
costume are the radio, pistol, and holster.  After what seems like an
eternity, he hears the police sirens coming toward the front of the store, and
unlocks the back door, bursting through it with a solid kick and his gun drawn.


The
employees in the street behind the stores are bewildered as the pharmacy staff
and jewelry store staffs have started to intermingle.  


“Which
way did he go?” Isiah shouts to the employees with a phony American accent as
he runs quickly toward Butch.


One
man holds his hands out to his sides with a blank stare, “he must have gone out
the front,” the man replies.


“Sanchez,”
Isiah yells to Butch in the same phony accent, “did you get eyes on him?”


“Naw,
everyone is telling me he went out the front,” Butch shouts back in another
phony accent.  Isiah pulls out a radio, and engages the call button,
“don’t let these people leave,” he shouts into the radio, pointing at the group
of employees, “one of them might be the perp.  We already looked at the
front.  Sanchez and I are going to check around the perimeter.  Over
and out.”


Butch
and Isiah make their way to the end of the block and disappear around the
corner.  


A
few moments after they are gone, a real Chicago Police Officer emerges from the
back door of the jewelry store.  “Is everyone okay?” He asks, staring with
discerning eyes at the two groups of employees.  


On
the first floor of Capital Trust Bank, Martin is sitting in his wheelchair
pretending to fill out deposit slips, and griping about the weather.  Joanie
stands behind him with a surly expression, resting against the back of his
wheelchair.  There is a sound of police sirens just up the street from the
bank, and a few police cars drive right past the building on their way to the
jewelry store and pharmacy.  Joanie holds her breath nervously, her hands
are trembling a bit, but she is also enjoying the excitement of the
moment.  A few bank employees who are not busy working look out the
windows up the street, trying to determine what is happening.  


“Jasmine,
dear,” Martin speaks to Joanie in character, pulling his oxygen mask aside,
“could you please hand me another deposit slip, I think I messed up my account
number?”


Joanie
walks over to the cherry desk in the center of the lobby, retrieves a few more
deposit slips, and sets them on Martin’s lap near the hand rest of the
wheelchair. 


“Could
you please wheel me up to the cashier?” Martin asks. “I am ready to make my
deposit now.”


 
The cashier is still taking care of one last customer as Joanie wheels Martin
up to the back of the line.  As they are waiting for this transaction to
wrap up, she sees two police officers walk through the front doors of the bank
wearing what appears to be full SWAT team gear.  Her face lights up with a
smile.


Isiah
and Butch step briskly through the lobby of the bank with their pistols now in
their holsters.  They approach the cashiers on the right side, just
opposite Joanie and Martin so they can cover that side of the floor.  As
they reach the far corner of the cashier counter, Isiah nods politely to an
older cashier who is helping a customer. 


“Have
you had any disturbances today?” Isiah asks the cashier. “The jewelry store and
pharmacy up the block were just robbed by gang members.”


“Oh
my God.  No, how scary,” the cashier replies.  She shows genuine
concern through her soft eyes and round face.  Her large flower print
shirt dances around in the air as she gestures with her hands.  “Do you
want to talk with our security team?”


“Yes,
ma’am, that would be great,” Isiah confirms.


Butch
suddenly feels nervous; his palms are starting to sweat heavily under his
folded arms and he wants to kick Isiah for agreeing to meet with the bank
security guards.  


“Okay,
I’ll just be a moment with this customer and I’ll go get them for you,” the
woman states, slightly irritated at the interruption.


More
police cars drive past the bank, speeding up the street to respond to the
assaults at the two stores.


“May
I help you, sir,” the cute blonde bank teller asks Martin, peering down at him
in the wheelchair, and then smiling up at Joanie.


Joanie
fakes a smile back at her, using her right hand to scratch an itch beneath the
dark brunette wig.  The petite blonde teller is around twenty-five with a
plain face and short legs.  Her personality is friendlier than what you
typically encounter in Chicago, but she displays tenacity about her as well.


“Yes,
that would be great,” Martin blurts out lazily, handing one of his deposit
slips to Joanie.


After
he hands the deposit slip to Joanie, she places it on the counter, then waits
for the cashier to read it over.  When she sees the look of shock and fear
on the cashier’s face, Joanie gestures to Martin who is pointing a pistol at
her from beneath the blanket.  


Joanie
takes the other deposit slips from Martin’s chair and provides the frightened
girl with instructions, “give these to all of the cashiers without making a
scene, and bring all of the cash back to this station.  If you trigger any
alarms, we will level this place!”


The
cashier is beside herself with fear, and she instinctively glances at the two
police officers.  


“Those
are not real cops,” Joanie says with a smile, “if you scream, they are more
likely to blow your head off than to help you.  One of them is my
boyfriend,” she says with pride.


The
cashier looks down at the note again, which reads: ‘I have a bomb under my
wheelchair. Remove the cash from each register without making a scene and let
me leave quietly or I will BLOW UP THIS BANK!  NO ALARMS!!!’


“Stop
shaking and smile,” Joanie says, “you’re going to screw this up for everyone.”


The
bank teller takes a deep breath and is slowly able to pull off a fake, relaxed
composure.  She removes over $2,000 cash from her own drawer and quickly
counts it over to Joanie just as she would a customer, then she takes the
deposit slips to each of the cash drawers, handing the notes to her colleagues
and whispering in their ears as she goes.  Joanie watches impatiently as
she talks with the first teller and gets the cash from the drawer, trying to
ensure that no alarms are being set off to the police.  


When
the teller returns to the counter, Joanie says, “Ask them to step back from the
counter after they have gotten the cash.”


“What
about our customers?”  The blonde asks.


“Say
something that… will make sense to them,” Joanie speaks in frustration showing
off her inexperience and youth.


The
teller returns to the other cash drawer, asking her colleague to step
back.  This man glances over at Joanie, then over at the police officers,
and finally at the wheelchair.  Martin looks up at him and nods his head,
as if to confirm the threat is real.


At
the other end of the cash counter, Isiah and Butch wait for the teller to
return to her station with the bank security guards behind her.  They
stand looking official in their SWAT tactical uniforms with fake Chicago City
Police badges.  


After
a moment, the bank teller returns to her station and the two security guards
approach Butch and Isiah.


“Aren’t
you a little young to be cops?” one of the security guards asks with a smirk,
putting his hands on his large hips, and smiling with his eyes under white
tufts of receding hair.


“Aren’t
you a little old to be rent-a-cops?” Butch replies with a smirk.


The
two guards look at each other, their faces are showing confusion, and Isiah
knows they don’t believe him and Butch.  A few sirens scream past outside
the bank to join the rest of the police just up the street.  The younger
guard has a slight belly, but is fit compared to his older partner.  He
turns to watch the police cars rolling up the street to the pharmacy and
jewelry stores nearby.  An unusual blaring siren is also heard and they
soon see a fire truck following the police cars up the street.  This seems
to put the two men at ease.


“Looks
like all the rookies get to do the leg work,” the younger guard says with a
grin as he turns to face Isiah and Butch again.  


His
older partner turns around a second later, and gives him a smile and a fist
bump.


“We’re
SWAT,” Isiah says, trying to maintain his accent and a deeper voice, “they
called us in to help the police with the robberies at some local stores. 
We just wanted to make sure that you haven’t had any problems here.”


“No
problems here,” the older security guard replies, “other than this mouthy
little dipshit.” He finishes his sentence with a slight nod to Butch.


Isiah
quickly smacks Butch in the back of the head.


“Why
do you have to show disrespect to these guys?” He asks in an official tone,
“the Captain told us just to check the video to see if we could get anything
from the street view.”


“What
is it that you’re looking for?” The younger guard asks with irritation.


“It
would be great if we could get your outside camera video from the past fifteen
or twenty minutes?” Isiah asks politely.  “A few witnesses told us that
the suspects ran past your bank.”


“Okay,”
the guard says with frustration, “we’ll be right back.”


Isiah
watches nervously as the third cash drawer is being emptied and the cash is
carried over to Joanie by the young brunette teller who begins counting it out
to her as if it were a regular transaction.  He glances back to confirm
that the guards are returning to their security office, then checks the front
door to confirm that their exit has not been compromised.  As he looks at
the bank customers, he feels a bit uneasy.  They are not able to cash
their checks at three teller stations now and some of them are staring
inquisitively at Joanie and Martin.  The customers seem to be at ease
though with the presence of so many Police Officers.  After a moment,
Isiah looks over at Butch and nods his head in approval.  Butch’s face is
tense and the back of his neck is sweating; he has the posture of someone who
just placed their face into a cage with a wild animal, and found it
sleeping.  


Isiah
looks down at the floor behind the cashiers thinking to himself about the next
steps.  They would need to disarm the security guards and control the
handful of customers who still remained.  Then he would have to enter the
security office and destroy the video recorder.  Once the robbery was
exposed, they would have about sixty seconds to reach Martin’s van that he had
parked just down the street earlier in the day.  He looks up at the
balcony above them, knowing that as soon as it gets loud someone would be
triggering a silent alarm.


Something
seems off for a moment, as Isiah twists his head slightly to the right, he
catches a glimpse in his peripheral vision that sends a shiver down his
spine.  He raises his head, gazing at a large window between the cash
drawers and the front doors; just twenty-feet to the right of where he and
Butch are standing.  


Isiah
can’t believe his eyes for a moment as he focuses to see a man just outside the
large window, staring into the bank directly at him and waving.  He closes
his eyes and shakes his head for a moment, feeling his stomach turn; his eyes
open and the man is still there, waving with a smile that is half excitement
and half hatred.  His feet start to slowly shuffle forward to the window,
swallowing hard as he realizes that he recognizes this man from
somewhere.  


Again
he is in a trance as he approaches this man, looking at the features of his
face and body; he has the appearance of something mischievous and noble at the
same time.  The man is dressed in dark jeans, a light plaid shirt, and a
black jacket.  He is also wearing dark boots, which he taps together
slightly as he leans against the glass and pulls a cigarette out of his
jacket.  Then he takes out a metal Zippo lighter, and glares into Isiah’s
eyes as he lights the cigarette.


When
Isiah reaches the window, he recognizes the man, remembering that Joanie had
pretended to be his mistress in the mall a few days ago, but he looks slightly
different now.  His face is burned below his nose, and he has dark red
circles under his eyes.  He blows smoke on the outside window as Isiah
approaches and points at him with his two fingers clenched around the
cigarette.  


Isiah
looks back at the cash counter where his friends are standing. Joanie is
waiting for the fourth cash drawer to be harvested.  Martin is sitting in
the wheelchair pretending to be ill, watching the employees for any sudden
movements.  Butch is standing guard by the cash drawer near Isiah waiting
for the security guards to return so that he can hold them at gunpoint. 
Isiah looks back at the man outside the window; a wicked smile spreads across
the man’s face, and he realizes that his friends are in danger.  At this
moment, Isiah knows he needs to think on his feet; he looks at his friends as
if one of them will give him the answer, and somehow he realizes that they are
vulnerable, but can’t decide what to do.  His heart starts pounding as his
right hand reaches for his pistol in the holster at his side.  


Isiah
turns his face back to the window and locks his eyes on the man, but just as he
feels strength and confidence; all is lost…  The man already has a pistol
pointed at him through the window, and he gestures for Isiah to drop his own
weapon.  Every second is going by too fast now as Isiah feels the world
coming up over the top of him like ten foot waves from the ocean.  He puts
his hands up in front of him, hoping the man will be satisfied by this
gesture.  His mind is still racing, and his heart continues to pound; now
even more intense in his ears and head.  He has put all of his friends in
danger; everything that they have worked for in this life is just seconds from
being destroyed.  


With
cold, clear blue eyes, the man stares through him, shaking his head from side
to side, then raises his pistol at a thirty degree angle.


“Oh,
God!” Isiah pleads helplessly, glancing back at his friends.  


To
his horror the two security guards have returned from their office and are
walking toward Butch who is turned completely away from them, watching
Isiah.  At the cash drawers, Joanie is also looking back at Isiah, her
face full of confusion.  Just as he turns back to the window, several
bullets rip through the glass over his head.


Everything
moves at the speed of light now as pieces of glass fall and dance around his
face and arms on their way to the floor.  


After
Sil fires his third shot, he steps quickly into the bank and delivers a crushing
blow to the Arabian boy’s face with the butt of his pistol.  The young man
tries to shield his face from the glass, and drops to floor quickly after being
clubbed with the pistol, clutching his head in agony.


Sil
then crouches and turns patiently, taking careful aim at the bank security
guards.  He fires first at the closest guard in the dark blue, tactical
uniform, hitting him in the right side of the chest.  A stream of blood
immediately sprays from his chest, and the young guard drops straight to the
floor.


Several
bank customers are running for their lives now in a panic, and Sil strafes
slowly to the left, staying behind them as he takes aim on the two security
guards that are behind the counter.  The younger guard on the left draws
his pistol and seeks cover behind the counter while the older, heavier guard on
the right tries to get a clear shot through the crowd.


Sil
disregards the moral dilemma of the small crowd, takes careful aim, then
crouches and opens fire at the older security guard.  His first shot hits
a young man standing between Sil and the guard, facing toward the
counter.  The bullet tears through his shoulder and he falls slowly to the
floor, raising his head sharply as the burning bullet rushes through his
body.  A second shot hits the large guard in the left leg.  He cries
out, and drops on his back, holding his leg tight with his free hand, focusing
only on the burning wound.


Sil
continues to strafe to the left side of the counter for cover, waving to Joanie
as he goes.  


Joanie
and Martin are the only souls in the bank not moving; their faces are full of
shock and fear as they watch the nightmare unfolding before their eyes.


Joanie
looks on in quiet hopelessness; her new lover just pummeled her boyfriend to
the floor moments before shooting Butch in the chest.  Now he was waving
at her with a stoic face and sickly, smiling eyes as if he were getting cotton
candy at the fair.


Martin
removes his oxygen mask as if this singular action could erase everything he
just witnessed in the past few seconds.  He glances around again to make
sure what he’s seeing is real. Isiah is holding his head in pain on the floor,
Butch is gasping for air with blood draining from his chest just fifteen feet
away from him, and the security guards are having a shootout right over his
head with a man he’s never seen before.  Having just turned his wheelchair
around a few moments ago, Martin cannot determine who wounded his
friends.  


Behind
the left side of the cash counter, Sil knows his time is short; he squats down
and rapidly makes his way to the corner of the counter.


From
this vantage point, he cannot see the younger guard who took cover, but he can
see the large, older guard who was wounded in the leg. With calculated
precision, he puts a full clip into his pistol and takes careful aim at the
elder security guard.  He fires another shot that strikes the guard in his
right arm, wounding him a second time.


“Eeeeyyaaa!”
The guard cries out in misery.


“Stop
it!” The younger guard shouts in a demanding voice.  “Bill, are you okay?”
He asks his wounded colleague from behind the counter.  


“Drop
your gun and come out, or I’ll keep shooting him!” Sil shouts this demand with
a serious tone, showing that he is not going to be patient.


He
waits for just a short moment, and then Sil takes aim on the older security
guard again as if he were a glass bottle at the firing range.  He fires
another shot that goes through the guard’s left foot, causing him to wince and
shake in pain, rolling over on his side.


“Fucking
asshole!” The young security guard cries out.  “I’m sorry, Bill. 
Okay, okay,” the guard finally concedes, dropping his pistol to the floor and
standing up with his arms above his head.  


Sil
points his pistol at the young guard who just surrendered as he speaks, “you go
take care of him, but if I see your face turn this way, or do anything other
than help him, I will empty my clip into both of you!  Now move!”


The
guard walks rapidly to help his colleague with his hands still raised. 
Sil turns his eyes to Joanie and shouts, “get the money, we need to leave!”


Joanie
glares at him, taking a long look at Butch on the floor bleeding, and then back
at Sil in total disbelief.


“GET
THE FUCKING MONEY, WE NEED TO FUCKING LEAVE!” He repeats.


These
words cause her to shiver, and she runs over robotically to the fourth cash
drawer where she gets the small stack of bills and puts it into her bag with
the rest of the money.  Her arms start shaking a bit as she notices that
some of the money has blood on it from the man who was shot through the
shoulder in the crossfire.  


Isiah
rolls over onto his left side, looking at the bank in disbelief.  He sees
the man who attacked him shouting at Joanie as she hands him a bag, which he
snatches away from her the way a crocodile snatches life away from a
pelican.  Martin is hovering over Butch, who is lying on the floor
shaking; his SWAT costume is saturated with blood.  Joanie walks over by
Martin, looking down at Butch; she covers her mouth with her hands in
horror.  


“Is
he going to be okay?” Joanie asks Sil, her voice cracking with concern as she
starts to cry.


“Are
you with her?” Sil asks Martin, pointing at Joanie.


“Yeah,”
Martin says in a flat tone, not breaking his line of vision with Butch.


“Okay,
kids,” Sil shouts in a condescending tone, “here’s the deal, more guns are on
their way.  If you want to get him out of here alive, then we need to move
to my van right now. So the two of you need to get him up on your shoulders
RIGHT NOW, and START MOVING YOUR ASS TO MY VAN!”   


Martin
and Joanie snap back to reality and move quickly to lift Butch up off the floor
as Sil walks toward the window that he shot out less than two minutes ago.


         
Isiah tries to roll himself up off the floor, but his head immediately starts
to spin, and his stomach feels extremely queasy.  The sharp blow to his
head combined with the concussion earlier in the week has left him weak and
barely functional.  As he looks up to see his friends dragging Butch’s
bleeding body towards him, he uses every muscle to pull himself up from the
floor.  Sil watches Isiah rise up from the marble floor with a certain
satisfaction, and he stares him right in the eye the moment Isiah is all the
way to his feet.  They stand like this for half a second, Sil looming over
him, making sure he gets the message.


         
“Go get the wheelchair,” Sil commands Isiah dismissively after he is satisfied;
“…your friend needs medical care.”


         
Sil sprints toward the opening where the bank window used to be with the large,
colorful bag of money in hand.  “You can hitch a ride with me right now,
and we’ll take him to the hospital, or stay here, and work it out with the
cops,” he shouts to the three teenagers, then disappears outside the bank.


         
Isiah moves as fast as he can to get the wheelchair and rolls it behind
Butch.  Joanie and Martin lower Butch carefully into the chair, and help
him push it to the large, open window frame.  As they are wheeling Butch
through the frame of the broken window, Joanie and Isiah share an intimate
glance; his face full of suspicion and betrayal, and her face filled with
despair.  When they reach the sidewalk, a white utility van roars down the
street and jumps the curb to join them.  Sil is driving with a panicked
expression.


         
Martin opens the side door, and they all lift Butch gently, taking their time
to put him into the van.  


         
“Get him in here, NOW!  AND LEAVE THE CHAIR.” Sil roars, already hearing
police sirens that are just a few blocks away.  Once Butch is inside, the
other three quickly climb into the back with him and immediately slide the door
closed.


         
“Are we going to the hospital?” Joanie asks with a desperate voice, her right
hand held tight against Butch’s forehead.


         
“Yes! Now, shut up!” Sil barks, pushing on the gas pedal and driving off of the
sidewalk as if his van were a muscle car.


         
The van bucks left and right, forward and back, Butch’s body bouncing rough
against the surfaces inside the vehicle with every movement.  Each of the
teenagers has a grimace as they watch their friend being tossed around so
violently.  The van roars up the street, cutting in and out of traffic,
and making two left turns in the process.


         
After the second left turn, Sil slows the van down to the speed limit, keeping
his eyes fixed on the road and his mirrors.  The sound of sirens has
gotten louder as they left the bank, and seems to be coming from all
directions.


         
The three teenagers are fixated on their wounded friend; they hold him steady as
the van passes through traffic.  Another siren comes closer and closer to
the van until everyone inside can hear it just near the drivers side.  To
their surprise, the van pulls over to the right and stops; the siren then
continues down the road, fading away in the distance.


         
“HAHA!” Sil laughs, punching the roof of the van.  “Those dumb bastards,
of course we’ll stop and let you go by, Officers.”


         
“We need to get him to a hospital,” Martin declares urgently, looking down at
Butch as his condition seems to get worse every second.


         
“Yeah, yeah,” Sil confirms, “we’re rolling.  We’re… rolling.”











III. Isiah’s Skirmish


 


Aug 16th
17:45 hours:


         
John Tolman stands in the middle of his living room, staring with his mouth
open at his television.  He is wearing a casual blue dress shirt and a
pair of pressed pants with his graying hair tied up in a dignified pony
tail.   His wife, Elizabeth stands in front of him just slightly to
his left.  Her left hand is resting on her chin and her right hand is
gripping her left elbow.  She also looks very flattering in a formal red
dress that accentuates her figure well, along with a pair of high heels. 
The couple bears distant expressions as they are watching a breaking news update
on a large, flat panel television.  Their date night has been cut short by
a story that is giving them chills, and they continue to watch everything
unfold in confused astonishment.  


         
The room is dimly lit, and there is a bowl of fresh popcorn and two iced teas
on the coffee table in front of the sofa.  


         
On the television, a beautiful ebony news anchor is reading an update to a
breaking story that first aired fifteen minutes ago.  She speaks clearly
and professionally, keeping her eyes fixed on the camera as she delivers the
local news.  “Good evening, I’m Amanda Thatcher with Channel 6 News. 
We have another update to our breaking story regarding the tragic robbery of
Capital Trust Bank just an hour ago involving multiple suspects and a shootout
with bank security guards.  We have Channel 6 reporter, Lisa Munoz at the
scene to help cover the details…  Lisa.”  The news desk cuts to a
tall Hispanic woman in her mid-thirties who is standing just outside the police
barricade at the front of the bank.  She has dirty blonde hair, and
dictates the details of the story with a dramatic tone of voice; projecting her
words over background noises such as police cars and a slight wind.


         
“Hello, Amanda, I’m standing in front of Capital Trust Bank where a deadly
shootout took place just moments ago when a security guard and bank customer
were injured, along with one of the bank robbers.  Apparently, there was a
dispute between the alleged thieves, and authorities are still confused about
much of the details.


         
What we do know is that one young man entered this jewelry store while a second
young man entered this pharmacy.”  The television displays still images of
the jewelry store and the pharmacy as she mentions them.  “Then both men
proceeded to fire shots in the air, telling those inside the stores that it was
a robbery.  They also threw fake grenades like this one,” the reporter
holds up an Army surplus grenade for the camera, “and told everyone to exit the
buildings.  Neither suspect took anything from the stores, but they
destroyed the surveillance cameras, dressed up as Police Officers, and made
their way down to the bank behind me as soon as the police showed up to
investigate.  At this time we don’t know how these two men were involved
in the robbery, but police have provided us with these photos.”


         
Two images are displayed side-by-side; one is a profile view of Butch wearing
the police uniform in the bank, standing near the cash drawers, shown from
about twenty feet away.  The second photo is closer and clearly shows
Isiah’s face as he appears to be distracted by something, standing only eight
feet from the camera.  


         
John and Elizabeth exchange longing glances, their faces full of disbelief and
questions.  The couple is slowly shaking their heads back and forth as the
news broadcast continues.  


Just
behind John, the slender, bearded face of General Assihm is peering at the
television from the darkness of the hallway.  His eyes are black and
disapproving as he watches the news report showing pictures of his grandson’s
failure.  He raises his hand in the air toward the television and closes
it into a tight fist, shaking it in sinister disappointment.  After a few
seconds, he silently disappears back into the darkness, glaring at Richard and
Elizabeth while the reporter provides more details.


         
“Police have not yet identified these two suspects, but we do know the man on
the right is of Arabian descent, and the man on the left was shot by one of his
accomplices.  We also know that the bank teller was handed a note stating
that a bomb would detonate if the cash drawers were not emptied.  As you
can see behind me, the police are still taking the bomb threat seriously by
creating a large perimeter around the bank.   The customer and
security guard who were shot are at the hospital and both in stable
condition.  Those are all the details we have for now, but we’ll have more
updates to this bizarre breaking story as the night goes on-”


         
John uses the remote to shut off the television, closing his eyes in
shock.  He walks away from the living room, shaking his head as he moves
to the traditional kitchen.  Elizabeth follows his lead, taking a stance
up by the kitchen counter while he takes a seat at the kitchen table.  The
oak chair slides slowly against the carpet as John pulls it back and sits down,
letting his body flop lazily as if he were dropping a pile of clothes fresh
from the drier.


         
“What do we do, John?” Elizabeth asks hopelessly, holding her hand against her
forehead.


         
“I don’t know, Liz,” John exclaims,” shaking his head; not wanting to believe a
word of the news report.


         
“Did Isiah shoot someone?” Elizabeth asks.  “How did this happen?  I
thought we raised him to be a good boy.”


         
“I don’t know,” John repeats, “apparently we didn’t know everything about him
from the adoption agency.  He seemed like a great kid; hell, for all I
know he’s still a great kid.”


         
  Elizabeth picks up a slender, black cellular phone from the kitchen counter,
presses the screen a few times with a determined expression, then holds the
phone to her ear.  After about fifteen seconds, she places the phone back
on the counter in frustration.


         
“Oh God,” Elizabeth says with tears in her eyes, “he is still not answering his
phone; this is not like him.”


         
General Assihm steps slowly into the kitchen; he looks first at John, and then
glances at Elizabeth.  


         
John looks at him with his face turned slightly to the right, and then stares
straight ahead again.  “What the hell do you want?”  John asks the
General, half speaking to him and half speaking to the cabinets.  


         
The General looks back at him with a friendly smirk.  “Water,” he says,
walking over to the kitchen cabinets to the left of the sink just above Elizabeth’s head.  The older couple waits in silence, staring at nothing as General
Assihm opens the cupboard and removes a tall, thin glass, which he sets on the
counter.  His movements are unusually loud within the silence and mood of
the house.  You can hear the glass rub sideways against the travertine
countertop as he sets it down, along with the soft squeaking of the faucet
turning on the cold water to fill the glass.  The silence is almost
unbearable for the Tolmans, especially having endured this strange relationship
with Isiah’s grandfather for so long, not knowing much about him.  John
had told Elizabeth it was a mistake at the time; he had said you ‘adopt a kid;
not his family,’ but Elizabeth insisted it would help Isiah to adjust.  


         
Finally the glass is full, and the couple seems somewhat relieved about General
Assihm leaving the room.  Instead, he sets the glass of water on the
counter, and then takes a few steps toward Elizabeth, getting uncomfortably
close to her.  As she leans away to claim back some of her space, the
general shoves her hard in the chest, causing her to drop straight to the floor.


         
“DON’T TOUCH MY WIFE!” John bellows from his deep chest, jumping up from his
chair quickly, forcing the chair to tip over onto the floor behind him. 
Once he is on his feet, John charges at the old General with his hands in a
bear claw pose.  


         
General Assihm simply takes two steps backward, uses his right hand to grab the
drinking glass from the counter, and then braces his body against the counter
as he smashes the glass on John’s forehead.  The shattered glass leaves a
two inch cut on the right side of John’s forehead, and he drops to one knee,
lunging to grab the old General.


         
Assihm side steps out of John’s reach, then he bends to his left and grabs a
heavy oak chair with both arms and swings it into John’s head and back, sending
him all the way to the floor as a heavy “oomph” sound leaves his mouth.  


         
“JOHN!” Elizabeth shouts as she wiggles to quickly roll on her right side and
look at her fallen husband.


         
General Assihm drops the chair and takes two steps toward her.  She kicks
and punches frantically at his legs as he comes near her.  The General
peers down at her with his dark eyes, raising his right leg high in the air,
his heavy black boot hovering over Elizabeth’s face.
















Aug 16th
18:00 hours:


         
Butch lies on top of a twin size bed on his back, still wearing the pants from
the police uniform after the bank robbery just a few hours earlier.  His
face is pale, and his eyes are closed; he is covered with sweat, and his upper
body has been stripped of the costume in an effort to dress the gunshot wound
in his chest.  He has been wrapped in a white sheet to serve as a fresh
tourniquet that covers his torso, and the sheet is already saturated with blood
from the center almost all the way out.  Next to his limp body is a bowl
filled with bloody water and a rag that was used to wash his wounds.  


         
This small bedroom within Sil and Jessica’s condo has been his resting place
for the past hour.  The room that was filled with trendy, modern tables, knickknacks,
and expensive pieces of art, is now a pseudo hospital room for him. 
Before he passed out, Butch remembers the man who shot him helping to lift him
out of a van, then sirens, arguments, quiet talking, and finally darkness.


         
“We need to get him to a hospital!” Joanie is pacing in Sil’s living room in
front of his smashed big screen television.  “You said you were taking
Butch to the hospital,” she demands with tears in her eyes, pointing at Sil
with her right hand while her left hand is shaking by her side.  She is
still wearing the beige pant suit, but has taken off her wig.


         
“How about we get you a bed right next to him at the hospital?” Jessica asks,
raising an empty vodka bottle in a clubbing motion.  She is standing just
nine feet to the right of Joanie in the kitchen next to Sil.


         
Sil is leaning against the kitchen counter with one knee forward; his hands are
spread apart with the palms down.  His face displays irritation as he
stares at the three young people in his living room.  This stare shifts
from his three new guests back to his cell phone, which is resting on the
kitchen counter between his palms next to his pistol.  Near his right hand
is a large, white bowl of water, which holds three completely useless cell
phones that they took from their young guests earlier.  


         
At this point Sil would normally tell Jessica to stop making threats, but she
and Joanie have continued to exchange these same words several times over the
past hour.


         
Martin is sitting on the sofa next to Isiah watching Joanie pace back and forth
in front of everyone.  He is still dressed like a terminally ill patient
with casual slippers, and his skinny white legs are exposed, under a pair of
white cargo pants.  With the blanket and oxygen mask gone, he now looks
vulnerable and out of place in his white turtleneck sweatshirt.


         
At Martin’s right side, Isiah sits with a somber expression, still wearing the
police uniform that he used for the hellish bank robbery.  His head is
pounding, and he tries to retain consciousness with the combination of head
injuries and the large amount of vodka that Sil and Jessica had forced everyone
to consume over the past hour.


         
“Are you sure you don’t have your cell phone?” Sil asks Isiah suspiciously,
glaring at him with contempt.


         
“No,” Isiah mumbles in a somewhat drunken haze, “it’s in my car.”


         
Isiah looks down now at his empty, red plastic cup that held his vodka a few
moments ago.  Even through the warm alcoholic buzz, he cannot smile or
feel anything.  His eyes move slowly over the plastic cup and he feels a
connection to it somehow.  They are both empty containers; both used and
emptied of their contents to rejuvenate others.  He looks at Joanie,
watching her pace back and forth along the living room carpet; her legs keep
appearing and disappearing behind his empty cup.


         
“You are a red, plastic cup,“ Isiah says to Joanie in a somewhat drunken voice.


         
“What, baby?” Joanie asks Isiah, her face full of fear and pain.


         
“I said,” Isiah begins in a surly tone, “you are a red, plastic cup!”


         
“What the hell does that mean?” Joanie asks.


         
“You,” Isiah says pointing a finger at her face, “are an empty, red plastic cup
that everyone just drinks from… and then throws away.”


         
“I’ll drink to that!” Jessica agrees from the kitchen with a laugh, folding her
arms with the vodka bottle still clutched in one hand as she watches the young
couple with intrigue.


         
Joanie stares at Isiah incredulously; she can’t believe he just said something
that her mother would say.


         
“Are you kidding me?” Joanie asks as tears stream down her face, “Butch is in
there almost dead, and all you can think about is us?” She finishes her
sentence, pointing a finger to the bedroom where Butch now lays waiting for
medical help.  “Butch wouldn’t even be hurt right now if it wasn’t for
you!”


         
Isiah looks down at the floor for a moment, then back up at Joanie in a
daze.  Sil raises his eyebrows and sighs, still waiting for his phone to
ring.


         
“Butch-“ Joanie begins again and Isiah cuts her off.


         
“Yeah… bitch,” he says with a smile.


         
  “No, I said Butch; you asshole!” She places one hand on the back of her
head and the other on her hip.


         
“Bitch,” Isiah says slowly, “B – I – T – C – H…  You told him about the
bank,” Isiah says as he points a finger at Sil.


         
“No,” Sil speaks in disagreement, “she didn’t tell me about the bank.”


         
Sil stands up straight as he addresses the room, sliding his cell phone into
his back pocket, then he walks over to Isiah and Joanie with his pistol
clenched in his right hand.  He kneels down near Isiah’s face; both of
them staring at one another.


         
“First, the two of you,” Sil begins, pointing the pistol back and forth at
Joanie and Isiah, “got in between me and my girl.”  He nods his head back
at Jessica.  “Then I followed you out to the parking lot that night and
then all the way to your house.  I waited outside your condo,” he
continues, looking at Isiah, “because I was going to give you a Brooklyn tattoo the moment you came out.  I had my baseball bat ready and I followed
you into the city, waiting for you to get winded.  Then I saw you giving
out bills to all these homeless people; just giving away money… like
candy.  At that point, I knew something was up, and I decided to keep
watching you, and now here we are.  I still owe you for DICKING with my
LIFE,” he growls, looking at each of them as he speaks.  


         
“Jessica, can you get another bottle?” Sil asks, glancing back to the kitchen
for a moment.


         
As Jessica moves to the wet bar to retrieve more alcohol, he continues speaking
more quietly, “we are not done here, sleeping with your girlfriend is a drop in
the bucket compared to what I owe you now.”


         
His words hit Isiah like an arrow in the gut, and he looks at Joanie who turns
her face away from him, lowering her head towards the floor.  The room
falls silent except for Jessica fumbling with more plastic cups and pouring
straight alcohol in the kitchen.


“All
we have is peppermint schnapps,” Jessica calls out from the kitchen, oblivious
to what Sil just admitted.


         
“That will be fine,” he replies, slightly annoyed.


         
“They better not puke in my house,” she yells back defiantly.


         
Isiah’s face is filled with agony as he watches fresh tears starting to stream
down Joanie’s face.   He leans forward, pushing a heaving breath out;
his hands form a diamond shape, and he presses his thumbs against his mouth,
deep in thought.  In the core of his body, he can feel this sting as if
something were stuck in his chest and had emptied his stomach; a biting emptiness
as though he had not eaten for a week.  He thinks of his friend lying on a
bed dying in the next room, completely innocent in all of this.  Butch was
getting ready to start college soon, and had dreams of getting a business
degree and playing football at Notre Dame.  In this drunken emptiness, he
gazes at the woman he has loved for over a year, not knowing who she really is
or what she has done.  He glances over to Martin, who seems terrified and
yet half asleep from the alcohol; his exposed arms and legs appear so fragile
now as he wears an expression full of defeat.


         
Finally, Isiah raises his head and focuses back on Sil, a man he had only seen
briefly a few days ago, now taking control of their lives for his revenge like
some twisted psychopath.  His breathing becomes heavy as he thinks about
this man being inside his girlfriend, taking what he pleases, and recklessly
destroying lives in his path.  The back of his neck is radiating heat from
his anger and frustration.  With each breath, he can feel his body coming
to life again all over, the emptiness replaced with a fire that is white hot,
as if a blacksmith were using his insides to melt steel.  


When the mass of all
this heat finally reaches his face, he is as a volcanic eruption, and Isiah
explodes out of his seat, smashing Sil across the face with a mighty blow from
his right hand.  Sil’s head rocks backward as the wild haymaker hits him
on the left side of his jaw.  He takes several steps back, protecting his
face for a moment as he regains his balance.  In that instant, Isiah loses
his balance from the poorly planned attack, realizing that the alcohol and head
injuries would not allow him to keep his feet.  He drops flat onto the
coffee table as dead weight, snapping the small table in half at its center as
he falls like a wounded animal to the floor.  


         
Then, to everyone’s surprise, the young man jumps to his feet again as fast as
he had fallen.  He lunges at Sil, pushing him back a few feet with his
body weight, and pins him against the kitchen counter, raising his elbow in the
air over the man’s back, and then bringing his elbow down sharply against his
shoulder blade.  With his knee now underneath Sil’s stomach, he is in a
position to elbow him in the lower back, and he smashes down with wrathful
vigor, several elbows into Sil’s meaty upper back and into his kidneys. 
In the heated and brutal nature of this moment, a cold thud lands heavily on
the back of Isiah’s neck.  He winces suddenly as Jessica strikes him with
the large, empty vodka bottle, just missing his head, but catching the back of
his neck with extreme blunt force.  


         
This fresh pain stuns Isiah for a moment, and Sil rolls out from under the
muscular teenager’s ferocious attack.  As his adrenaline starts to flow,
Sil takes up a stance in the middle of the living room, and despite being
stunned by the bottle, Isiah is already moving toward him again.  In a
moment of half intelligence and half instinct, Sil points his pistol at
Joanie’s face, and stands firm, staring at Isiah with menacing eyes.  His
back and face are on fire with pain, and you can see his inner demon has now
come out to engage this new onslaught of aggression.


         
Isiah stops short as he sees the pistol pointed at Joanie’s face, he is still
breathing heavily as he glares with murderous hatred at the older man.  He
hears Jessica moving her feet behind him, and glances back to see that she is
poised with the vodka bottle over her head, ready to strike him again, but
waiting for a signal from Sil.  


         
Everyone is fixated on Isiah, not certain if he will surrender or explode in a
rampage; they stay silent in this pose for several seconds, their muscles
twitching and facial expressions taught with anger.  Sil, Jessica, and
Isiah all threatening each other in silence with their facial expressions,
showing they are not backing down.  


         
“Just sit down,” Sil demands, pointing the gun closer to Joanie’s right eye,
“or she is going to join him,” he finishes with sober eyes, gesturing with his
other hand at the bedroom where Butch is resting.


         
Isiah slowly lets his body relax, and Sil steps backward, gesturing toward his
empty seat on the couch next to Martin.  He looks at Martin whose face is
filled with concern, and his hands are gently gesturing for Isiah to take a
seat next to him on the couch again.  With some hesitation, he moves back
to the couch with unbalanced steps, massaging the back of his neck where
Jessica struck him; which is already red and inflamed.  Joanie glares at
Sil past the pistol, her face is disenchanted by him, showing her anger and
pride.  She steps slowly across the soft living room carpet to the couch
where Isiah is seated, and she embraces him and Martin with all her strength,
wishing this nightmare had never begun.  Isiah winces as her left arm
presses against the fresh wound on his neck, but the three friends all enjoy
the warm embrace for a few moments. 


         
Jessica rolls her eyes at Sil after she watches this embrace in the middle of
her living room.  She moves dutifully back to the kitchen, grabbing the
peppermint schnapps and pouring more alcohol for her guests, feeling that the
need for a drunken calm in her home is all the more urgent.


         
After he feels confident that their little lover’s quarrel is over, Sil takes
his cell phone out of his back pocket and dials one of his contacts, then holds
the phone to his ear as he watches the three young people with suspicious eyes.


         
“Where the fuck have you been?” Sil asks sharply into his phone.


         
Joanie turns her head in alarm for a moment, but relaxes somewhat when she sees
that Sil is talking on his phone.


         
“You had some important shit to deal with?” Sil asks with a chuckle, showing
his frustration by gritting his teeth.


         
“Emil, listen, I don’t give a shit!  Bring the wrecking crew to my place
right away.”  He waits for a moment listening, and then speaks with
poignant rage, “and I said that I DON’T GIVE A SHIT!  Look, I’ll help his
daughter to get in shape; tell him not to worry about it.  Well, kids are
assholes, but I really can’t deal with this right now.  No, I do give a
shit in the long run, but I don’t give a shit at this moment.  Just tell
Fred to stop having his period and get over to my place with the rest of the
crew… I have some real problems to deal with. Bye!”


         
Sil throws his phone across the room as he finishes the call and it bounces on
the walls a bit before gliding to a stop on the carpet near the corner of the
living room.  He returns to the kitchen as Jessica passes him carrying two
red, plastic cups filled with peppermint schnapps.  His fingers grip a
pack of cigarettes on the kitchen counter amorously, and he retrieves one from
the pack, pulling out his silver Zippo lighter, he flicks it feverishly until
it ignites, and he breathes in the relaxing smoke, watching Jessica as she
gives the alcohol to their young guests, demanding that they drink more to calm
their nerves.  The pain in his face and back seems to be having a revival
and Sil glares at Isiah, deep in thought as he smokes.  Sil notices that
Martin is staring at the corner of the living room where he just tossed his
cell phone.  He purposefully shoves the cigarette into his mouth, and then
moves swiftly over to retrieve the cell phone, which he places in his back
pocket.


         
“Nice try,” Sil says to Martin, stopping near him to blow smoke in his face.
















Aug 16th
21:45 hours:


         
The night has descended quickly onto Sil and Jessica’s condo, and the time has
passed like ages as the couple and the small group of young people has become
more restless and uncomfortable in their own skin sharing close quarters with
one another.


         
Joanie is standing over Butch’s bed, looking helplessly at his wounded body,
wishing that some miracle would make him stand up and be himself again. 
Even through the alcoholic haze she knows that her friend is getting closer to
death as the time ticks mercilessly by, pulling him further away from this world. 
In her despair, she sinks down to the carpet, lying on her back, and letting
her red mane of hair cover the floor.  Butch has been bleeding for hours,
and hasn’t awoke since they put him on the bed.  Joanie starts to cry,
punching the bed frame in her frustration.  Something moves in her
peripheral vision, and she hits the bed frame again, and then looks at it more
closely.  Her thoughts are interrupted as she hears a loud knock at the
front door of the condo from the living room, and she shoots up from the
bedroom floor, instinctively brushing through her hair with her hands, feeling
instantly self-conscious.  Her heart warms with hope as she realizes that
the doctor Sil promised for Butch has finally arrived.  She steps quickly
into the living room, her face pinched with desire to see the man who would
save her friend.  As she watches Sil greeting a large Polynesian man at
the front door, her mouth drops open.  She scans the three men who are
entering the condo and greeting Sil and Jessica along the way.  


         
There is a short, thin guy with pale white skin wearing a pair of carpenter
jeans which have a long chain draped down from the pocket.  He has a blank
expression as he steps up to give Jessica a hug, his green army jacket and
white undershirt clashing heavily with her peach blouse and black skirt. 
His head is covered by a red baseball cap that is turned backward.  He
tries to kiss Jessica on the cheek, but she smoothly dispatches him by greeting
an older, white man who walked in last after the large Polynesian and the
skinny white guy.


         
The older guy is wearing a pair of light tan Carhart pants and a plaid shirt;
he gives Jessica a quick hug with some frustration showing in his eyes, then
slowly steps past her into the condo.


         
Joanie glances quickly over these men to see if anything screams doctor to her:
the hefty Polynesian, the young street hood, and the older man who looks like
an oil worker.


         
“Are you the doctor?” Joanie asks, stepping up to the older man, realizing how
foolish this sounds as she asks, but not caring.


         
The three men all look at Sil for a moment, then burst into laughter as they
turn back to Joanie.


         
“I thought you were going to take care of Butch?” Joanie asks as her sadness comes
forward again, her eyes pleading with Sil, “You said a doctor was coming to
take care of him!”


         
“These guys are going to take care of Butch,” Sil says with a reassuring
tone.  “Fred here was in the Navy,” he continues, putting his hand on the
older man’s arm, “he helped a lot of sailors with bullet wounds.”  


         
“In the Navy?” Joanie repeats, her gaze drifting toward the floor with
disappointment.  


         
“Yeah,” Sil confirms, “in fact, Jessica, can you take Fred to help the boy while
I get Emil settled in here?”


         
Jessica looks at Sil with irritation, but gestures for Fred to follow her into
the next bedroom, and they both leave together.  


         
“Holy shit!” Emil interrupts, “What happened to your TV?”


         
“He cheated on me,” Jessica announces turning around quickly and pointing at
Sil, “so I smashed the damn thing.”


         
Emil steps quickly over to examine the television as if he were walking over to
a cancer patient who needed urgent care.  


         
“Yeah, but that’s like a sixty inch 1080p, couldn’t you smash something else
like a plate or a glass?”


         
“That’s the whole point,” Jessica raises her voice with frustration, “I know he
loves that damn thing.”  She regains her composure fast, looking as though
a major weight had been lifted.  Sil looks into her eyes for a moment,
realizing that she knew the entire time, and then he watches her escort Fred
into the bedroom where the wounded boy is resting.


         
Sil shakes his head back and forth just slightly for a moment, and then moves
to join Emil by the television, walking past Joanie as if she were a ghost in
his home.  


         
“Look,” Sil begins slowly, looking at Emil intently, “I need you to keep an eye
on things around here for a few hours while I go take care of some business.”


         
“No problem, my friend,” Emil replies with a positive tone, “that’s what I’m
here for.”


         
“I need you,” Sil speaks quietly as he continues, “to make sure that no one
leaves this place other than that kid in the bedroom.  There’s a few grand
in this for you if you can help me to go off the grid.”


         
“Why do you need to go off the grid?” Emil asks; his tone now quiet as
well.  “Do you got some heat?”


         
“I’ve got heat,” Sil confirms with a grimace, “and my face is going to be
everywhere that I don’t want.  But we’ll deal with that.  Just keep
everyone loose, and use the schnapps to calm their nerves.  Nobody leaves;
not for any reason.”


         
“Okay, no problem,” Emil agrees, pounding his fist with Sil, and turning his
attention to the rest of the room.


         
“Come with me,” Sil calls out to Isiah, gesturing for the young man to walk
with him down the hallway, “you can’t be wearing that uniform when we go out.”


         
“Go out where?” Isiah asks as he stands up from the couch, swaying slightly
from all the alcohol Jessica has given him.  


         
“You’re coming with me,” Sil orders, “we’ve got shit to do. Do you think that
after everything that has happened today we can just sit here and watch
cartoons?  No, shit got real, now we need to get real.” 


         
Sil steps quickly toward the master bedroom of the condo, disappearing down the
hallway with Isiah following about ten feet behind him.  As they enter the
master bedroom, Isiah takes a seat on the bed to keep the room from spinning
and Sil digs through his closet and chest of drawers, locating pieces of
clothing, and dropping them next to Isiah on the bed.


         
“Get changed,” Sil beckons as he continues to dig through his wardrobe, “we
need to leave soon.


         
Isiah starts stripping down out of his fake SWAT uniform while Sil digs deep
into his closet until he retrieves a camera bag and the large purse Joanie used
for the bank robbery.  He carefully conceals his cell phone from Sil,
knowing it will give him an advantage.  Sil then systematically moves all
of the cash from the purse and into the camera bag, tossing in a few packs of
cigarettes from his closet shelf for good measure.


         
Isiah is now fully dressed in Sil’s vacation clothes from the prior year. 
He is wearing a black, silk dress shirt, expensive, custom dyed jeans, and a
pair of black socks to go with the shoes he was already wearing.  


         
“Let’s go,” Sil says with stoic intensity as he struts out of the room, turning
off the light before Isiah has made it past the door.


         
Out in the living room, Emil smiles at Joanie, and she turns her head away from
him then takes a seat on the couch, folding her arms as she watches the bedroom
where Butch is getting help.  Martin looks up at Emil with a smile; his
face is an alcoholic haze of numbness.  He waves at Emil, then slumps back
into his seat staring at the floor as if he is deciding whether to vomit or not.


         
Emil raises his eyebrows and sighs, putting his hands on his hips as he waits
for Sil to return from the bedroom.  His pale young companion, Fast Clio,
makes his way to the kitchen and takes a cigarette from Sil’s pack on the
counter.


         
After everyone settles into their own dysfunctional corners, Sil returns back
from the master bedroom with a camera bag slung over his shoulder.  He
takes out a stack of hundred dollar bills and gives them to Emil.


         
“Here’s a down payment,” Sil states, “you’ll get the rest later.”


         
Sil turns his attention to Isiah who is standing behind him with a blank
expression, looking around as if to figure out where all of these new people
came from. 


         
“Let’s move, stud,” he orders Isiah, “you’re coming with me. We’re going to
finish this shit.”


         
“Where are we going?” Isiah asks defiantly, staring straight ahead and refusing
to look at Sil.  


         
“Either you’re going with me,” Sil states coldly, “or she’s going with
me.”  He points at Joanie and gives her a sinister look.


         
Isiah grimaces at the thought of Sil and Joanie alone again; he walks over to
the door, and waits for his captor.  


         
“What are you going to do to him?” Joanie demands with concern.


         
“He’s going to be fine,” Sil reassures her with a wink, “we just need to get
some guy time; that’s all.”


         
Sil continues walking toward the door, securing the camera bag and putting a
fresh clip of ammunition into his pistol, which he tucks under the back of his
shirt.


         
“What are we supposed to do while you’re gone?” Emil asks as they are stepping
out the door.


         
“Watch some TV,” Sil answers coldly, walking out the door with Isiah and
closing it quickly behind them.


         
Emil shakes his head and raises his middle finger toward the closed front door.
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“Let’s walk,” Sil says to Isiah as they step out away from his condo. 
“It’s nice to take a walk every now and then to remember how things used to
be.  No cell phones.  No GPS Navigation.  No radio shows. 
Just a man going out the way men have done for thousands of years.”


         
Isiah looks over as they are walking, and Sil’s face is still covered in burns
from earlier that day, and has some thick stubble, which makes him appear more
like a wild man than when they first met.  The young man’s head and neck
are still aching from the various hits he has taken over the past twenty-four
hours. Also, the alcohol forces him to hard focus so that he doesn’t trip as the
two men walk down the quiet street in the neighborhood of family condos. 
Each step takes a considerable amount of effort to keep him from tipping
over.  


         
“I was watching this show the other day,” Sil continues, as if talking to an
old friend, “it was about these hippos and how they live together in these
family units; I think they call them pods…  Anyway, there are usually 8 to
12 hippos to a pod, and they generally stay in one area, eating, drinking,
having hippo sex, going about their lives.”


         
As he is talking, Sil removes a pack of cigarettes from the camera bag, takes
out a cigarette, and uses his Zippo to light it up.


         
“So these families of hippos usually stay in the water, all huddled together,
minding their own business.”  Sil takes a deep drag off of his cigarette
before he continues.  “But, if someone shows up near the territory that
the pod occupies, then a large bull hippo will open its mouth really wide and
give them a warning.  So, suppose this was a man swimming towards the
hippos, and this great big bull comes up out of the water, mouth open, the
message is clear.  This animal is telling him to stay the fuck away from
his family.  Now it’s interesting that the hippos will leave you alone as
long as you heed their warning and leave their territory.”  Sil extends
his arm and flicks some ashes to the ground from his cigarette before he speaks
again.


         
“But suppose some dipshit.  Or maybe some dipshit and his girlfriend swim
too far into the hippo’s territory.  Well, the bull hippo decides that
it’s time to track down this dumb bastard and bite him in half so he’s not a
threat to his family.  At this point, there is no hope of survival, you’d
be better off having an alligator stalking you than a pissed off hippo.”


         
“Are you planning to kill me then?” Isiah asks quickly, suddenly grasping the
relevance of this story.


         
“No…” Sil exclaims, a bit frustrated at Isiah’s lack of respect, “but I did
give you a warning when I Tony-tapped you in the face back at the bank.”  


Isiah
looks at him sideways with a bit of confusion.


         
“Oh,” Sil explains quickly, “a Tony-tap is when you hit someone in the face
with the butt of your gun like Tony Soprano.  –But that was my warning to
you,” Sil emphasizes this by pointing at Isiah’s face with his fingers that are
clenching his cigarette.  “Then I brought you back to my home, and… you
jumped me, in-my-home.  You jumped me in my own fucking home in front of
my girl.”


         
Sil lets this sink in for a moment as the two men walk further from the
community of condos past an empty field on their way to downtown Chicago.  The city lights appear warm and friendly by way of contrast to the events
that have taken place over the course of the evening, making this all the more
surreal for Isiah.  He remembers a lot of this terrain is similar to the
route he normally takes during his morning run, each running step adding to his
health and strength, causing him to feel more alive.  This walk, on the other
hand, feels much more sinister as each step leads him away from his friends who
are in danger, and away from the life that he has come to know.  As he
takes each step, it feels like time is being removed from his life, as though
this is the last journey he will ever have.  He instinctively begins to
focus more on each of these moments, realizing it may be the last time he feels
the familiar grade of the cement sidewalk beneath the black shoes on his
feet.  His nostrils would miss the sweet scent of the pollen from weeds
and grass cut earlier in the day blowing gently across the field they are
walking past.  Isiah’s eyes indulge in the presence of the moon and the
fine crisp details of the evening along with the slight chill that comes from a
late night walk or run.  His impulsive enjoyment of these things is cut
short by Sil’s voice once again.


         
“You want to kill me; don’t you?” Sil asks menacingly, twisting his head
further to see the emotion on Isiah’s face.  “You wanted to kill me back
at the apartment because I interrupted your little bank robbery, and I pounded
your girl’s ass like a Civil War Drum.  Just so you know,” Sil speaks with
honest eyes, “she was the one who wanted to have sex that day; I had no
intention of touching your girl.”


         
Isiah grits his teeth and tightens his fists a bit, heaving his chest and
turning his face slightly at Sil with rage and jealousy.


         
“Yeah, you want to kill me,” Sil states with confirmation, seeing Isiah’s
reaction.


         
“Well, that’s a sin,” he says with disappointment, as he stops walking and
faces Isiah.  “Now you have to pay for your sin,” Sil tells the young man
as if he were his priest.


         
Isiah watches Sil remove a knife from the camera bag.  Although it is
still in its sheath, he recognizes it as a slight variation of tactical knives
he had seen as a young boy back in Israel.  Sil gives him the knife, and
then lifts his shirt a bit to remind Isiah that he still has a pistol tucked
into the back of his pants.  Isiah looks down at the knife in his hands,
and stares at Sil with mistrustful eyes, wondering what game this man is going
to play with him next.  His mind automatically starts formulating ways in
which he can gain an advantage to use this knife on his captor now, and he decides
that patience will be his ally.


         
“You keep that in its case,” Sil instructs, “until I know that you are ready to
use it.  Since you wanted to kill me so bad…  And wanting to kill me
is a sin; you are going to pay for that sin by killing someone else.  I’m
sure you’re thinking that you’ll just refuse, so here’s how it’s going play
out.  We will walk through Chicago until you use that knife to kill
someone; anyone that you feel deserves to live less than you.  If you
refuse this; if you refuse to pay for your sin, then I will kill you,” Sil taps
the pistol under his shirt, “and I will kill all of your friends.  So it’s
not just a choice of who deserves to live more than you, it’s about who
deserves to live more than you AND your friends…  I warned you that you
would pay for fucking with my LIFE.”


         
Isiah realizes that Sil is serious with these demands, and his heart feels
heavy as he focuses to make sure he understands what this man is asking. 
He thinks about his friends just a few hundred yards away, left in danger; the
woman he still loves, his wounded friend, and his meek, cheerful friend. 
His chest heaves a sigh of frustration as he knows that Butch doesn’t have much
time, and he cannot afford to play this psychotic game.


         
“So, we’re going to walk through the city,” Sil begins as Isiah ponders his
proposal, “and you will need to kill someone, anyone in the city of Chicago with that knife; before sunrise.  If the sun comes up and you have not killed
someone, then I will end you and all of your friends.”


         
“I don’t understand,” Isiah admits, his hand shaking as the events from the day
are starting to weigh heavy on him.


         
“Okay,” Sil says with slight agitation, “let’s do layman’s terms.  We are
going to walk through the city.  You are going to find someone who doesn’t
deserve their life as much as you think you deserve yours.  Then you are
going to use that knife to kill the person you selected…  If you run away,
I will gun you down and your friends.  If you don’t choose someone before
sunrise; same thing, I will gun you and your friends down.  You will
follow my lead, and if you have to take a piss, you’ll do it out here as men
have been doing for thousands of years.”


         
“And if I do what you ask,” Isiah begins staring down at the sidewalk first,
and then looking into Sil’s eyes, “you will let my friends go?”


         
“If you do this, I will let your friends go, and we will never see each other
again,” Sil speaks firmly with his hands slightly apart, “because after
tonight, I will be on my way to Mexico.  They’ve got our faces on the
cameras from the bank, so I need to go off the grid for a while and move some
pieces around the chess board before I come back.”


         
As he watches Sil, Isiah feels sick inside, but he soon nods realizing that
walking around with this man for the entire night would give him plenty of
opportunities to trap him and take him out.


         
“Let’s move,” Sil instructs, as they continue walking side-by-side toward the gleaming
lights of downtown Chicago.    
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Several hours have passed now and Isiah is feeling more alert with the alcohol
wearing off.  Sil has told him a number of stories about animals in
nature, and about his career distributing stolen goods, and his failed attempt
at being a master thief.  More importantly, what Isiah gathers from their
conversation over this period is that Sil is serious regarding the deal that he
made.  Isiah feels empty when he thinks of actually killing another person
to save himself.  As he has listened to Sil through the night, it has been
something that he has been going over in his mind.  At first he started
thinking about the terminally ill, but who would he find at this hour that he
would be able to mercifully kill?  His whole body shivers at the idea of
taking a life with stone cold planning, even if it is to save himself and his
friends.  The first question to answer is who, and the second question has
been answered for him, but there is more to think about.  He asks himself
how it would be possible to even kill someone on a merciful level with a knife
and try to look at yourself in the mirror ever again.  Isiah knows that
the fastest way to execute someone with a knife is to stab them in the base of
the skull where the brain stem controls the heart and lungs.  His
grandfather had gone over these things many times.  


         
Another thought in all of this is his own safety; should he attack someone with
a knife and have a gun pulled on him, he would never get away in time.  


         
For the past several hours, he has tried to find opportunities where Sil was
not paying attention, taking extra bathroom breaks, lagging behind, but they do
not work.  The man walking next to him is a fanatic; he can sleep outside
someone’s home an entire night because he is angry with them, and wants to
strike when they are most vulnerable.  Every time Isiah has tried to
exploit any type of weakness, the man is one step ahead of him, and clearly
understands how desperate the situation has become.


         
“We’ll stop right here and rest our legs for a minute,” Sil requests, gesturing
toward some metal bleachers in an empty neighborhood baseball park to their
left.  


         
Isiah walks ahead of Sil as he has done every time they have deviated from
their course these past few hours. 


         
“Let’s sit at the top,” Sil says, motioning to the fifth row of seats on the
small set of aluminum bleachers.  


         
Both men move to the middle section at the top of the bleachers, leaving enough
space between them for another man to sit down.


         
“Do you know about the banana spider?” Sil asks with a short pause, showing he
is excited to answer this question.


         
“No.”


         
“The banana spider,” Sil begins, raising his hand in the air to simulate a
spider, will raise its long front legs if it feels threatened.  Now this
spider is deadly, and the venom gives you a painful erection if you get
bit.  They should call it the Zoe Saldana spider.” Sil smirks slightly,
but Isiah stares at him blankly, showing that he doesn’t understand the
humor.  “Anyway,” he continues, clearing his throat, “this spider raises
its long legs to warn off any offender that is getting too close.  See,
even deadly things in nature have the common decency to warn you before they
strike.  The spider is lifting up his legs at you as if to say, ‘hey,
you’re pissing me off, go away or I’ll bite you.’”


         
Isiah chuckles nervously at Sil’s spider impression.  


         
“So Emil gave you the nickname Pink Panther?” Isiah asks with blank stare.


         
“Yeah, like I said, there was a time when I wanted to be a thief, before I
became a front,” Sil takes his cigarettes out of the camera bag and lights one
up as he speaks.  “I used to love the Pink Panther movies, even took a lot
of karate classes; the whole nine yards.  Anyhow, I turned nineteen, and I
had studied this motorcycle shop for about a month before I decided to finally
steal one of the bikes.  I even had a bet with my friends that I could get
the most expensive bike off the showroom floor without setting off any
alarms…  So I break into this place one night, and all is going
well.  The alarms didn’t trigger, and I had a good exit planned through
the service shop of the place, which was a lot less secure than the rest of the
store.”


         
Sil flicks his cigarette, and shifts his weight on the bleachers causing the
seats to vibrate a bit in the cool darkness.


         
“Well the store owner had a daughter who had seen me sneaking around the place,
so she was curious about what I was doing.  Apparently, she started
watching me on their surveillance videos weeks before I decided to try and hit
the place.  So she had a silent alarm installed in the repair shop because
she noticed the hole in their security that I found.  So the moment I
opened that first door, the security company called her at home nearby. 
While that was happening, I was in the showroom looking for the motorcycle
keys.  I tore the place apart and even tried to get into their safe, but
ran out of time.”


         
“She locked the keys in the safe?” Isiah asks with curiosity.


         
“No,” Sil says, finishing up his cigarette, “she had been taking the keys home
every night and locking them in her house.  This girl was some kind of
freak, she shows up at this place herself, and is holding me at gunpoint when
the police get there.  I mean the girl had a huge Desert Eagle, and I
wonder if she had even shot the damn thing; it looked brand new…  So I got
arrested, and daddy’s little girl got recognized as a hero in the local
paper.  Their sales tripled that month from the publicity.  Smart
little bitch!”


         
Isiah laughs quietly at the thought of a young woman pointing a large pistol at
Sil and watching him being taken off to jail.  


         
“I did learn a lot though from that experience,” Sil admits dryly, flicking his
cigarette butt out onto the baseball field.  “First, you never assume
everything is going to work out as planned.  Secondly, the best way to
beat someone is to be more patient and have more knowledge than them.  If
you take that last bank robbery as an example,” he says shaking his head in
disgust, “your plan was decent enough to get you the money without anyone being
hurt, but you exposed all your faces to the security cameras.  I mean, in
the industry of stealing, there are two vital career ending moves: robbing a
bank, and showing your face to the Federal Government.  In fact, now that
I’ve shown my face I need to go cool my heels in Mexico, but I have ways of
making this disappear.”


         
“So if you’re going to Mexico anyway, then why do we have to go through all of
this,” Isiah asks pointing at the darkness around them.


         
A smile of life experience spreads across Sil’s face now as he listens to
Isiah.


         
“I knew we would get to this point,” Sil says with pride, “you’ve reached the
bargaining stage in this journey.”  


         
When Isiah looks down with a blank stare, then looks at him again, he explains.



         
“The process of acceptance begins first with denial.  When I told you that
you needed to kill someone to keep yourself alive, the natural human response
is to deny that you ever would do something like that.  Once you get past
denial, there is anger, which would be all those times you stopped to take a
piss and didn’t actually piss; you were trying to catch me off guard and take
me down.  Then the third stage is where we are right now, which is
bargaining.”


         
As he hears Sil’s delight and his calculating thoughts, Isiah turns away,
feeling suddenly exposed and powerless.


         
“Hey, there’s no need to be ashamed,” Sil preaches with a slight laugh, “this
is good news because the sooner you realize that you cannot bargain your way
out of this, the faster you reach that stage of acceptance.  Then you can
make your kill and we can go home.”  


         
“You don’t need to do this,” Isiah starts to speak, but stops short as he sees
the delight in Sil’s face.


         
“Haha, you are still bargaining even after I told you that there are no
bargains to make,” Sil laughs heavily from his belly.  “Seriously though,”
he begins in a sober tone, “if you kill someone then it secures my trip to Mexico.  See, if I let you and your little princess go on your honor, there is a great
chance I will be arrested anytime in the future.  However, if I were to
say… witness you killing someone in manner that was premeditated and
unprovoked, then there would be no reason for you to ever spill the beans on me. 
So you see, Isiah, this is your new Mecca; it is your holy journey to making
sure you don’t rat me out to the cops.  This is your right of passage as a
man, and it is my way of paying you back for the damage that has been done to
my life.”  


         
Isiah listens, staring at the ground, deep in thought.


         
“Lets get moving, Isiah,” Sil commands, “you are going through with this. 
We are all capable of much more than we think, and just like the young lion
doesn’t know he is a killer until he makes his first kill, the same is true of
a man.”


         
After a moment, Isiah steps down off the bleachers with Sil in front of him; he
runs his fingers through his hair as they walk, the anxiety building at his
core.


         
“Tell you what,” Sil offers, “I’ll even help you to pick someone.  So lets
ask the question; who in this city deserves to live less than you?”  


         
“I don’t know,” Isiah mutters in frustration, “someone who is dying of cancer
or someone who is evil.”


         
“Okay, both good options,” Sil says with satisfaction, “is that what you’ve
limited yourself to?”


         
“What do you mean?” Isiah asks in a quick short tempered burst.


         
“Well,” Sil begins with a big smile, “what about that skinhead from the other
day?  You didn’t seem to have a problem snapping his leg in two. 
That was gruesome; by the way.”


         
Isiah turns his head down and away, continuing to think, realizing that Sil is
mocking him.


         
“Haha,” Sil laughs as he proceeds to amuse himself. “What about little Johnnie
delivering newspapers at 4 am?  Lets get rid of that no good sumbitch.”
        


         
As he looks at Isiah, seeing his demeanor has shifted to a complete lack of
interest, Sil changes his tone.


         
“Look, people die every day,” Sil says with sincerity, “it’s called the circle
of life.  One is born, another dies; no big deal.  Do you know what
causes the most death in history?  It begins when a large group of people
have one idea and another large group of people have another idea that is
different from the first group.  Take a look at The Civil War, where over
600,000 people died, many of them brutally, because they disagreed over one
idea.  Every major event where people have died began over a land dispute
or over different ideas.”


         
“I don’t believe in killing someone just to kill someone,” Isiah says firmly.


         
“Killing someone just to kill someone would be very pure,” Sil declares, “I
mean it’s better than what your people have been doing in The Middle East for
thousands of years.”


         
With this statement, Isiah stops walking, looking Sil over man to man.


         
“Oh, did I offend your delicate sensibilities?” Sil asks defiantly. 
“Well, let’s see what the scoreboard says.  First, you have a dispute over
who gets control over the Holy Land.  Secondly, you have a dispute over
your ideas and how you each decide to live your lives…  So I think it’s
funny when I tell you that millions of people have died over land and ideas,
and then you call me crazy when I say killing for the purity of killing is a
drop in the bucket.  Do you actually think that if you kill someone for
fun, then claim you did it because you wanted your holy land; that it makes it
any less crazy?”  


         
“You wouldn’t understand jihad,” Isiah says coldly, “it is a means for Allah’s
people to get what was intended for them.”


         
“Seriously,” Sil utters in frustration, “don’t pull that Allah shit with
me.  If he truly is the creator of all things, and he really wanted HIS
people to have the land then why did he create other people?  If a creator
hates a race of people, would it make much sense for him to create them in the
first place?”  


         
“You just don’t understand these things,” Isiah says abruptly, “you don’t
believe in anything, and this war is much older than you.”


         
“Yeah, I’m sure you heard all of this from Allah himself, right?” Sil
retorts.  “I’ll bet you and Allah sat down at the 7-Eleven and had a nice
breakfast burrito while he told you the mysteries of the universe.  What a
bunch of horse shit!” 


         
Isiah has nothing more to say to Sil, and the two men walk the streets in
silence.
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The city of Chicago is quiet in the early morning hours; this time of day is
familiar to Isiah since it is when he prefers to take his morning run to clear
his head.  He and Sil have covered a lot of ground during the night,
walking past the amazing architecture and history through the center of
downtown Chicago.  They have been talking off and on as their surroundings
bring up important memories from the past.  Isiah sees similarities from
buildings in Israel that remind him of when he was with his mother and
father.  Sil talks about expensive dates he went on, and getting harassed
by the police, as per his definition, and the circumstances that made him the
proud owner of Molly’s Diner; his safe haven for criminal business
transactions.  They realize that they could have been good friends under
different circumstances; that their first meeting initiated by Joanie had
blossomed out of control into damage that required a pound of flesh from each
of them.  However, just when Isiah thinks that his captor has had a change
of heart, he immediately says something that makes it seem like he doesn’t have
a heart at all.  


         
They have been walking and resting all night long, covering about four miles
every hour, and are now in a territory that is again familiar to Isiah. 
As the two men pass through the inner sanctum of the poorest section in Chicago, they see everything from drug addicts to working girls and the homeless. 
When he sees these homeless people, Isiah remembers those days when he lived in
the streets, begging for food, living in constant danger, still having a hard
time speaking the language.  He recollects one terrifying month when his
grandfather had sprained his ankle and it swelled up the size of a fist. 
They were nearly defenseless with him only being twelve years old; shortly
before grandfather had met Rohjin, and he helped them to get a home.  


         
“Tick tock,” Sil interrupts his thoughts impatiently, “pointing toward the
East, “the sun is coming up soon, and you owe me one lamb to pay for your sin.”


         
Isiah doesn’t respond as they’ve been having this argument all night, and he
realizes that Sil has made up his mind.  After a moment, Sil sees how
tortured the boy is by the decision that has been laid at his feet, and he
decides to offer some help.


         
“Do you know why I brought you to this part of town?” Sil asks bluntly. 
“I thought we would come here because they call this place the ‘Asshole of
Chicago,’ an all you can buffet of pain, addiction, violence, pleasure, and
misery.  God Bless America!”  


         
After a short pause to pull a cigarette from the camera bag, Sil lights it up
and continues, discarding the pack on the ground with the rest of the garbage.


         
“Also,” Sil begins, reinforcing his demand, “I’m running out of cigarettes, so
I may just have to shoot you before sunrise.”  He smirks at the young man
for moment.  “Look, you can pick a drug dealer, wife beater, junkie, pimp,
gangster; any of these people are very disposable.  They go away nice and
clean because the police don’t care to protect their rights anymore than a
firefighter wouldn’t care to protect someone who is constantly trying to burn
their own house down.”


         
Isiah looks around the city for a moment, the tall, cement and steel structures
rising to the heavens and many of the dirty people below scurrying about like
rats.  He didn’t need Sil to explain to him who the bad people were in
this part of town as he had spent part of his childhood fearing them.  A
cat fight breaks out in the alley, and Sil starts laughing, obviously exhausted
by the journey.  Isiah thinks for a moment about the most horrible people
he encountered and remembers a drug dealer who used to set homeless people on
fire for entertainment.  He heard rumors that the dealer would play music from
his car in the background as he watched them burn, then he would film it and
laugh the entire time.  There was one night when he and his grandfather
were sleeping under a steel shelter they had built for themselves, and they saw
three homeless men doused in gasoline and burned alive for someone’s
amusement.  His grandfather had covered his ears the entire time, and
waited quietly beneath the shelter to avoid being discovered.


         
“How about a drug dealer?” Isiah suggests to Sil with subtle confidence.


         
“Yeah, I know a good place for that,” Sil replies with an expression of
surprise, “let’s go this way into the red zone.”


         
The two men make their way to the ‘red zone’ of Chicago’s drug business, which
is a few blocks over from where they heard the cat fight in the alley.  As
they get closer to the red zone, everything seems to be created in a
vacuum.  The streets are suddenly devoid of homeless people and there are
suspicious eyes on every street corner, some of them pulling out cell phones to
report their presence in the neighborhood.  There doesn’t seem to be a
soul in this part of town who comes here without stating their business.  


         
Just half a block down the street from them, they see a young man of mixed
ethnicity leaning against a building with a stoic face.  A woman walks up
to him wearing small, tight outfit composed of a short skirt, tall boots, and a
small top.  Her hair is done up in a large mass as if she were going to a
club.  When she approaches the man, he discreetly hands her a small, brown
bag, then she kisses him on the check and walks briskly to an expensive sedan
that is waiting nearby with its engine running.  The woman gets into the
car, and it drives off down the street, disappearing around the corner.


         
“There’s a good one for you,” Sil suggests, motioning for Isiah to move
silently behind the corner of a building and out of view.  “That guy is
scum; he is a drug dealer, pimp, and probably a woman beater, guessing by how
he made her kiss him on the cheek to show obedience.  Is this the one that
you want, Isiah?  I don’t think it’s going to get much better.  His
life… for yours?”


         
After a long pause, Isiah closes his eyes in disbelief, and then says, “Yes.”


         
“Okay, here’s how it’s going to play out,” Sil begins, suddenly more awake than
he has been this past hour.  “We’ll walk up to him casually, and I’ll
pretend that I want to be a customer.  When I ask him if he’s holding,
that’s your queue to move in and do the deed.  You’ll make sure to close
the space quickly, and get him in the stomach first; the wound needs to be deep
because it will hurt to make any sudden movements after that.  Also, keep
away from his mouth after you stab him, people have a tendency to try anything
to defend themselves, including biting your face, to get you off of them.”


         
Isiah’s hands start to shake as he begins to envision the deadly deed
ahead.  Regardless of what this man has done, he is still cutting into
another human being, and Isiah feels nauseated.  Sil smiles at Isiah,
seeing the fear and sickness growing inside of him.  They walk slowly
around the corner together, moving in tandem toward the building where the drug
dealer is standing.  Isiah’s heart is racing as each step is like thunder,
and the world is moving too quickly around him; he is filled with panic and
premature guilt.  Soon they reach the corner, and Isiah pulls the knife
out of its sheath, tucking it neatly under his forearm just as they begin to
cross the street.  They are getting closer and closer to the drug dealer,
and Isiah can make out his mixed African and Caucasian complexion, along with
the permanent street scowl that he has on his face.


         
Sil and Isiah are now just twelve feet away from the drug dealer as they cross
the intersection onto the sidewalk under a bright streetlight.  The drug
dealer is standing in a dark shadow cast by the corner of the building he is
leaning against, but everything within three feet of him is brightly lit,
giving him full visibility of everyone who approaches.  


         
“Hey man,” Sil begins speaking to the drug dealer, “got a minute?”


         
“I might,” the drug dealer says coldly, jutting out his chin as he
speaks.  “Are you lost, white boy?”


         
Isiah and Sil keep their distance, now just six feet from the drug dealer; he
locks his eyes on them like a bear protecting his cave.  


         
“I’ve got a party,” Sil replies cryptically, “I’ve got a need.”


         
“Well take your needs somewhere else, yo, I don’t know you!”


         
Sil nods at the drug dealer and starts walking down the block again, further
into the red zone.  Behind him, Isiah is lagging behind, feeling sick as
the moment is getting closer.  He slowly steps past the dealer waiting for
Sil to ask him if he is holding.  His mind is spinning in different
directions, and he is thinking about his parents now; heart pounding, knife
clutched tightly in his right hand, ready to strike.  Soon he realizes
that Sil’s statement about having a need was his queue to strike, and he looks
ahead, seeing that Sil is turning his face slightly around to see what Isiah is
doing.  In that instant, he knows that his friends are in danger if he
refuses to follow this order, and he turns slowly, side-stepping back toward
the drug dealer.


         
The dealer remains completely motionless until Isiah gets within three feet of
him in the dark corner, and then he bursts forward in a fully animated fury.


         
“What the hell are you doin’, man?” The dealer shouts into Isiah’s face,
opening his arms out to either side of his body with gang signs, “I told you to
go somewhere-“


         
His sentence is cut short as Isiah flips the knife forward from behind his arm
and thrusts it deep into the dealer’s stomach, piercing his liver.


         
“Whoa, what the fuck!?” Sil yells from a few feet away.  “Don’t do
it!  I was just trying to scare you; it was a joke!”


         
Sil watches in total disbelief as the young man stabs the twenty-five year old
drug dealer in the stomach, and he continues trying to call him off, but gets
no response.


         
In this small, dark space, Isiah has learned something about the world. 
From the moment he stepped into the drug dealer’s territory, he saw how
ferocious the world really is, and as his blade passes into the man’s stomach,
he feels a burst of relief from the sudden heat and fear that was encroaching
upon him.  For the first time in his life, he doesn’t feel like a prisoner
or a pawn; or a lamb waiting for the slaughter.  While he holds the knife
and feels the man’s life draining out down his hands, and onto the sidewalk, he
realizes that he is not a victim.  He is not a sheep; he is a wolf,
voracious and wild; someone who could have protected his parents when they were
stabbed to death back in Israel…  A man who could have protected those
homeless people who were burned alive in the streets of Chicago…  A man
who could have also saved Butch before he was shot; by shooting Sil first.


         
In this twisted moment, with the dealer still crying out in pain, he remembers
the tool bench in the garage, and the saw blade that his grandfather threatened
him with for trying to see the knife that was in his bag.  His grandfather
had held him tightly against the saw table, and he had watched the ferocious
jigsaw burn its way through one piece of wood after another.  The old
General had grabbed him with one hand firmly on the top of his left shoulder
near his neck, and with his other hand, moved Isiah’s arm up near the blade,
shutting it off just before it would do any severe damage.  Before the
power was cut; however, the saw did catch him a few times and he felt the sharp
sting of its teeth, ripping skin at horrifying speeds.  When it was all
over, he would have bloody scratches along his forearm, and would tell the
Tolman’s that he wrecked his bike.  It wasn’t the minor injuries of the
blade, but the nightmares it created that damaged Isiah. The visions of this
powerful ribbon of steel that could tear through your body with unmerciful
force, and intense pain; something that would easily silence a twelve-year-old
boy.


He
remembers now with total clarity the knife that was used to kill his parents
back in Israel, and how he was forced to bury it in his mind as a secret. 
The jigsaw was used to scare him into never speaking about the knife.  It
belonged to his grandfather.


         
“Isiah, we need to go,” Sil shouts, grabbing him on the shoulder and trying to
pull him off of the drug dealer.  The young man instantly releases his
grip from the knife, and then spins upward with an elbow to Sil’s nose. 
He then spins immediately around the other way and follows up with a jab to
Sil’s throat, and a knee to his stomach.       
    


         
Sil drops to his knees on the sidewalk in severe pain, choking from the impact
on his throat.  He is amazed at how much force the young man can deal out,
and a sudden fear rises up inside him for the first time since they met.


         
“Isn’t this what you wanted?” Isiah shouts, gesturing to the drug dealer who
has now dropped to his knees back in the corner where he was before.  


         
The drug dealer has gone into shock, he breathes fast and shallow, gripping his
stomach with both hands.  Isiah is standing half in the light, and half in
the darkness as he glares down at Sil, his face now embodies rage and
power.  Here is another man, like his grandfather, who used a knife to do
him harm, threatening his friends and his family.  He thinks now about
Joanie, Martin, and Butch; all stranded at Sil’s condo, waiting to be set free. 
After a moment, he darts downward with his upper body and hits Sil in the gut
for good measure as he takes the pistol out from under his shirt.  He
flips the pistol over in his bloody right hand and throws it high over the two
story building behind them.  


         
“What the hell are you doing?” Sil asks in disbelief, “we can’t be in this part
of town without a gun.”


         
“Yes, we can,” Isiah states in a hushed fury, “men have been killing each other
with knives for thousands of years; we don’t want to ruin the purity of the
moment!  Isn’t this what you wanted, to see the lion take down the deer?”


         
The drug dealer is lying on his back, moaning in pain, still holding his
stomach where the knife plunged in, trying to keep his blood from draining
out.  Isiah circles around him a bit, and then lunges down on top of the
dealer, pulling the knife out of him, then shoving it immediately back into his
thigh.  Then removing it again, and driving the blade into his other
thigh.  The man rolls over to protect himself, but Isiah removes the blade
as he rolls and stabs him deep in the right shoulder blade.


         
Sil gets to his feet, watching this brutal display with horrified eyes; he had
only meant to play a joke on the boy, to get even with him for the joke that
was played on him and Jessica.  He shakes his head from side to side,
showing guilt, empathy, and terror, realizing that he has released something
violent onto this world.  As he determines that Isiah is no longer
himself, and there is no point in trying to save the drug dealer, Sil sprints
across the intersection, over the sidewalk, and disappears into the darkness of
the streets.


         
In the blackness, Isiah continues his attack for several seconds after the drug
dealer stops moving, his lifeless body now used to get out the young man’s
aggression.  Soon he stops the onslaught, taking a look at the world
around him.  Isiah stands up and emerges from the dark corner where the
dealer’s body now lies, and he steps away from the body into the
streetlight.  He looks down at his hands and clothing now completely
spattered with blood, even on his cheeks and shoes.  As he glances around,
he realizes that Sil has gone, and he feels the dark shroud of shame and the
coldness of what he has just done.  He raises his hands to his face in
despair, the knife still clutched in his right hand as the tears come forth.


         
“It was all a joke!” He shouts to himself and the street; his entire body
shaking as if in a seizure.  “He was playing a joke, and he let me do
this.”  He kneels down on the sidewalk under the light, his left hand
resting against his forehead.  “I am a killer.”  Isiah declares
quietly.  “I am lost to this world.”


         
The blood on his arms and hands is becoming thick and sticky, and he gets to
his feet, suddenly feeling the urge to be clean.  Isiah begins to run at a
speed he has never known before in his life.  He feels like a wild animal
trying to outrun his own nature.  His feet thrust quickly up and down as
he crosses the pavement, seeking out a home with a garden hose where he can
become clean again before the sunrise shows the world how satin his sins have
become.  He knows there is a neighborhood just three miles away, and heads
feverishly in that direction, deeper into the darkness.
















Aug 17th
06:00 hours:  


         
Isiah steps inside the garage of the Tolman’s condo, feeling relieved to be
home.  His body is aching all over and his clothing and skin still have a
fair amount of blood on them.  He was able to use a garden hose to wash
most of it off before the sun came up.


         
With quiet steps, he enters the condo and makes stealthy movements to the bathroom,
where he locks the door, leaning back against it and gasping with relief that
no one saw him like this.  He glances up at himself in the mirror for a
moment, but he quickly looks down at the floor again, pounding his fist on the
bathroom counter when he thinks about the bloody nightmare in the mirror. 
After he pounds his fist, he shudders inside, realizing he may have awoken John
and Elizabeth.  Isiah quickly strips off the blood stained clothing,
pausing for a moment to get the water running in the shower.  Once all the
sticky, awful smelling clothing is removed, he gets into the shower and allows
the pressurized streams of water to cleanse his body.  His need to be
clean feels almost obsessive as he washes his hair at least three times and
scrubs every inch of his skin with a bar of soap, and continues doing this
until the water has been cold for several minutes.  When he feels clean
enough, he turns off the shower water and steps out to dry himself, feeling
more at peace with all the blood gone from his body, but still smelling the
stench of sweat and blood from his pile of clothing on the floor.  He
picks up the bloody mess of clothing from the bathroom floor and carries it
downstairs, still wearing only a towel, then steps outside the back door and hides
the clothes under an old basin that John once used to stain wood before it
cracked and started leaking.


         
He now darts quietly back up the stairs, holding the towel tight around him;
his mind and body completely exhausted from the past twenty-four hours. 
As he enters the bathroom, he sees some smears of light blood on the bathroom
floor from when he scooped up the clothes.  He retrieves some bleach from
beneath the sink and wipes down the floor and tub, making sure there is not a trace
of evidence anywhere.


         
After the bathroom is tidy, he shuffles down the hall to his room where he
hurries to put on a change of clothes; some carpenter jeans, and a simple,
white T-shirt.  Once he is fully dressed, Isiah sits down on his bed, his
arms and legs still shaking, and his heart is racing.  He looks around at
all the comforts and love in his home.  How could he have been so stupid
to risk so much, and to risk his friends?  His arms and legs are shaking
badly now as he wonders how Joanie, Martin, and Butch are doing.  He feels
extremely sick to his stomach, but relaxes a bit, knowing that Sil is not a
cold blooded killer; just a businessman trying to scare some people who pissed
him off.  Isiah starts to choke and has some dry heaves from dehydration. 
He walks slowly down to the kitchen to get a glass of water, moving like an
elderly person down each stair with his calves and thighs still burning from
the seven mile run home.  As he enters the kitchen, he treads softly
across the carpet, but he feels a sharp sting in his foot as he gets near the
sink, and he hops on one foot out of the kitchen to the living room sofa where
he pulls a shard of glass out of his foot.


         
Isiah inspects the piece of glass with suspicion, and then he looks over at the
coffee table where a bowl of popcorn and two melted iced teas have been left
for waste.  He goes back upstairs and puts on a pair of his basketball
shoes, then comes down to the kitchen again and fills a glass with water, which
he drinks hastily, feeling the cold moisture wash away the sharp, raw dryness
in the back of his throat.  Not feeling fully quenched, he fills another
glass and drinks that down, then takes a seat at the kitchen table to let the
water permeate through his body and allow his legs to rest.  


         
A figure appears out of the hallway behind Isiah, holding a long, thick object
in their right hand; twisting their head curiously while watching the young man
for a moment.  As Isiah stretches and gets comfortable at the kitchen table,
the figure disappears slowly back into the hallway.  


         
Isiah closes his eyes peacefully, feeling the burn and relief of moisture on
them, wishing he could sleep for a year, but the safety of his friends at Sil’s
condo is still biting at the back of his mind.  As he considers his
options, he notices a long scratch on the bottom of the kitchen
cupboards.  He stands up and steps forward to inspect the scratch, looking
down at the carpet below, he sees that it has just been cleaned.  His
instincts tell him to bend down and lightly brush the carpet with the back of
his hand, and he feels more shards of glass in the carpet as he runs his
fingers over its surface.  Something is feeling off as he stands up,
pondering the glass, the scratch, and the bowl of popcorn and iced teas left
unattended.  He steps over to the garage door and looks out, confirming
that John and Elizabeth’s vehicles are still there.  Then he begins to
wonder if someone may have gone to the hospital for an emergency.  As this
possibility becomes clear to him, he runs up the stairs and slowly turns the
knob on John and Elizabeth’s bedroom door, but it is locked.   


He
sits down on the stairs for a moment, staring down at the front door and
entryway, thinking carefully about what was planned in the house last time he
had left for school.  Suddenly, all the power and lights in the house go
completely dark, and his stomach starts to feel uneasy again.  Did Sil
follow him here from the condo?  Are Elizabeth and John all right?  


Isiah
goes to his bedroom and retrieves the knife that he used on the drug dealer
earlier.  His whole body is aching, and he closes his eyes for a moment
just wanting this entire nightmare to end.  After a quick moment to
mentally regroup, he makes his way toward the stairs moving out from the
hallway, and then descends to the main floor of the condo holding the knife
ready in his right hand.  When he reaches the main floor, and starts to
inspect the condo, he is startled by the clanking sound of metal on metal. 
His arms are held level with his chest, ready to strike with the knife at any
moment.  The metal on metal clanking sound continues, and he hears it
louder near the kitchen, making his way there as he listens intently. 
Once he arrives in the kitchen, he notices the sound is coming from the
basement; it is distinctly metal slamming against metal, and has a dull ringing
at the end of each stroke.  He peers down the stairs leading to the
basement, and everything has gone dark, but there is enough ambient light to make
out shapes and textures.  


Isiah
moves down the basement stairs cautiously, taking them one at a time, pointing
his knife downward; his legs shaking from the strain of all the intensive
physical effort he had put forth to survive the evening.  When he reaches
the bottom of the stairs, he sees pieces of wood that used to be in the garage
lined up symmetrically and staggered on either side of the hallway floor. 
His eyes move to the hallway walls where exposed electrical wires have been
strategically stapled about chest level for the average adult.  He bends
down carefully, using his fingers to inspect the two inch by four inch pieces
of wood that have been staggered throughout the hallway in groups of
four.  As his fingers move over the lumber, he feels large nails coming up
out of each piece of wood.  Every board has two deadly nails sticking
straight up every three inches.  


As
he stands upright, the metal on metal clanking starts again, coming from the
laundry room just a few doors down on the left.  When this sound hits his
ears, he realizes that Sil is not in the condo, and his adversary is a much
more advanced killer.  He recognizes the anatomy of a death trap created
by his grandfather.  Everything is straight from his notebook.  The
tight enclosed space with limited exits and poor visibility allow the attacker
to see his opponent coming first regardless of how many there are.  
The boards staggered in groups on the floor with nails coming out every three
inches are used to limit mobility and prevent any fast movements, and the
exposed electrical wires further emphasize the lack of mobility, forcing a
person to look down at the boards, then back up at the walls as they walk to
avoid a deadly combination of stepping on the nails, getting shocked by the
exposed wires, then falling on the nails with the risk of puncturing a major
organ.  


         
Isiah gazes cautiously at the impressive death trap, wondering what lies ahead
closer to the clanking sound where his grandfather would be waiting for
him.  He thinks for a moment about leaving, fleeing to safety, and going
back to check on his friends at Sil’s condo.  Then Isiah realizes that the
Tolman’s might be in danger, and he needs to know what has happened to
them.  His stomach is feeling uneasy, twisting in knots and empty despair,
as he starts walking forward through the hallway, carefully avoiding the nails
on the floor.  His progress is good, but as he is halfway to the laundry
room, his right leg starts to spasm, and he grits his teeth, trying to massage
his leg, but bending down in the tight space causes him to falter.  To his
horror he begins tipping toward the wall, losing his balance with his upper
body and face moving closer to the exposed wires.  Just as he nearly makes
contact, he uses his fist from his right hand to stop him from falling, pushing
it solidly into the wall.  His heart beats quickly waiting for the
electricity to surge through his body, and his breathing becomes rapid. 
Isiah opens his eyes and looks at his fist against the wall, seeing that he
missed the arch of exposed electrical wire by half an inch.  The outline
of wire has been stapled in an up and down wave pattern along the wall, and his
fist is now just below the upper arch.  He looks at the exposed wire just
a few inches from his face grateful to have missed it, and slowly pushes
himself back to a balanced position, keeping his fist firmly in place on the
wall.  


         
At last he is standing upright again, and he pulls his shaking right hand away
from the wall; his entire body wants to retreat in fear, but he continues down
the hallway, avoiding the nails as the death trap becomes increasingly tighter.


         
When he reaches the laundry room, he peers through the darkness carefully,
making out a dark figure holding a long object in his hand.  The object
looks like a long 2 X 4, similar to those on the floor in the hallway behind
him.


         
“Good morning, Isiah,” his grandfather calls out coldly from the poorly lit
space of the laundry room.  


         
“Good morning, grandfather,” Isiah replies with a cautious voice, looking
around the laundry room, trying to see more devices of his death trap.


         
“I knew this day was coming,” General Assihm states in thick Arabic, “we have
much to talk about.”


         
“I know what you did to mother and father,” Isiah states boldly, “you
slaughtered them in the middle of the night.”


         
“They were… unclean,” the General declares in a self-righteous tone, wheezing a
bit from his asthma, “your mother was a Jew.”


         
“They were MY PARENTS!” Isiah cries out in English.


         
“There is no victory for you here,” his grandfather says vigilantly, “only
death.”


         
“Where are Richard and Elizabeth?” Isiah demands with gritted teeth, feeling
choked by his grandfather’s hateful words like thick, black smoke.


         
“The fat carpenter and his wife saw your crime on television,” the old General
announces, “you failed them by being a fool! They were going to send you to
jail.”


         
“WHERE ARE THEY!?” Isiah shouts, remembering the mental and physical torture he
has endured at the hands of this dark figure.


         
His grandfather reaches out in the darkness, and the familiar click of a string
pulling a light switch is heard.  The room is instantly bright with colorful
detail, and Isiah shields his eyes a bit as he waits for his pupils to
adjust.  As the light shines onto him, he realizes that the electricity in
the basement is still on, and the wires in the hallway are deadly.  Isiah
lowers his hands down from his eyes to view his cowardly adversary.  His
grandfather looks demonized as a silhouette in this flash of light; an old man
with a long beard waiting for him to return home.


         
“They are with your parents,” the General answers back in callous monotone as
he coughs dryly, now showing himself in the full light of the basement laundry
room.  


         
These words tear into Isiah like a harpoon to his chest, his face is full of
anguish as he realizes that the master of tactics has already defeated
him.  He thinks back to the death trap that now prevents him from running
away, the closed space he allowed himself to be corralled into with an inferior
weapon, and a broken mind and heart just before battle.  


All
of these were common players in his grandfather’s theater of war, but the
perfect method was always to break someone from the inside.  These
concepts had been created when The Art of War was written by Sun Tzu,
but his grandfather had mastered the practice of what he called “The Warm
Suicide,” a process of: trapping the person, killing their spirit, and letting
the body die naturally from panic.  The goal was to create an experience
so desperate and impossible to escape, the victim would be driven to their
death by fear.  


         
Isiah stares defiantly at the old General now, having no option but to face
him.  His grandfather is holding a large 2 X 4 in his right hand, and
there are four rows of nails driven through the end of this board, much like
the others, but leaving enough bare space for it to be wielded as a
weapon.  In his left hand, he holds a somewhat bloody wrench that he was
using to bang on the pipes of the water heater he is standing beside. 
There is a pistol resting on top of the water heater, but the older man seems
determined to give his grandson a warrior’s death.


         
The old General looks menacing in his dark green Israeli Military uniform;
something he used years ago to gain trust when he betrayed the Israeli Army by
feeding intelligence to the Palestinian Army.  He is wearing thick, black
boots, and his face is that of bloodthirsty mercenary: dark piercing eyes,
mouth open with fierce teeth showing, and weapons ready to inflict damage.


         
Isiah lunges forward, trying to gain some ground in the small laundry room, but
his grandfather drops the wrench and swings the 2 X 4 at his face with both
hands, forcing him back to the doorway.  He stops for a moment, his body
tense in a basketball-like defensive position with the knife in his right
hand.  Again he lunges forward, but this time he crouches low to the
floor.  His grandfather responds quickly by changing his stance and
swinging the 2 X 4 up from the floor toward Isiah’s chin instead of from the side. 



         
As the large piece of wood comes toward his face from the ground with eight
large nails ready to tear his flesh, Isiah quickly steps backward to avoid the
strike, but he stumbles and loses his balance, falling onto his back and feeling
the cold, hard cement beneath him.  He is lying on his back near the door
of the laundry room once again, and he looks up at the satisfaction in his
grandfather’s eyes, realizing his fatal mistake.  The old General now
moves forward slowly, swinging the nail ridden piece of wood back and forth at
a steady pace, moving it closer to Isiah’s legs that are pointed toward him on
the floor.  


         
Isiah feels the horror wash over him as he realizes that the old General
intends to slowly push him out to the death trap in the hallway where he would
definitely be incapacitated from fighting, and possibly even killed by the
electrical wires or nails sticking up from the floor.  The General bends
his knees, swinging the board lower and closer to Isiah every second, putting
more energy into each swing.  He is now just an inch over the young man’s
legs and would soon be piercing his skin with the nails.


         
Isiah feels himself pulling his body backwards to safety like a scared animal,
but realizes in a moment of clarity that this trap only works based on
fear.  He looks up from the floor with sudden focus in his eyes, realizing
his grandfather’s mistake, and rolls upward to a sitting position, pulling his
legs to safety; he braces himself, watching the old General with intense
eyes.  General Assihm changes his stance again, and swings the board down
at Isiah’s exposed head, trying to force him to leap backwards into the
hallway.  Instead, Isiah jolts to his feet, swiping the board sideways
with both hands and twisting his body to the right as his grandfather swings
downward.  Two of the nails puncture deep into Isiah’s shoulder muscle,
but his hands move across the base of the 2 X 4 and grapple his grandfather’s
wrists, forcing him to drop his weapon by pulling his wrists apart.  Then
Isiah adjusts his stance, and uses his leverage to pull the old General toward
him as he spins, using this momentum to throw the old man through the door of
the laundry room out into the hallway.  During his spin, the 2 X 4
releases from Isiah’s shoulder, and the lumber drops to floor with a wooden
thud, leaving two fairly deep puncture wounds in his shoulder as if he had been
bitten by a large snake.


         
Out in the hallway, General Assihm is trying to survive his own death trap by
tucking his legs beneath him, letting his calve and thigh muscles bear down on
the exposed nails with all of his weight as he uses them to avoid hitting the
bare electrical wires on the wall.  


         
He cries out in agony as the nails drive themselves into his skin and muscles,
tearing inside of his leg with the force and precision of a machine. 
Despite the efforts to control his fall, he now finds himself reaching down
with his right arm instinctively to remove the nails from his body, and his
right hand is soon pierced by a pair of nails as well.  The General cries
out again, his body shaking from the piercing sting of the nails, but soon he
closes his eyes, gathers his strength, and pushes his body upwards to free
himself.  He is able to get to his feet somewhat, gasping heavily as he
pulls at the plank of nails embedded in his left leg, but the nails are too
deep.  The old General starts to sidestep slowly in the hallway, making
his way to safety.  After he moves a few feet forward, he glances back to
see that Isiah is moving up behind him, a knife clenched in his right hand. The
General starts to shuffle faster, but Isiah is already on top of him, sweeping
up and down with the knife, he slices the General’s arm through the
uniform.  


         
General Assihm cries out again, but he maintains his balance.  Isiah locks
his eyes on the man’s body, and with determined focus, stabs the old General
deep in the back with the tactical knife.  With this new pain and a mortal
wound, the General instantly panics, lunging with his right foot and forcing
his body into the electrical wires.  His body convulses for a minute from
the electricity, and then he falls forward with his full weight on the planks
full of nails.  The General’s lungs and other vital organs, along with the
right side of his face are all penetrated by the nails facing upward from the
floor, and he soon stops moving.  


         
Behind the old man’s body in the hallway, Isiah stands with a look of relief,
closing his eyes for a moment, and wishing he had not seen the horrors of
today.  He breathes in and out slowly, just enjoying the satisfaction of
being alive, titling his head forward a bit.  With careful steps, he makes
his way toward the stairs, moving a few inches at a time.  After he takes
his last step out of the death trap, Isiah quickly climbs the stairs to go find
John and Elizabeth.
















Aug 17th
07:30 hours:


         
Sil steps out of the taxi cab into the familiar parking lot of his condominium
community; the camera bag is still slung over his shoulder.  He looks
haggard from the events of the morning as he removes a fresh pack of cigarettes
from his pocket, takes one out, and lights it carefully with his stainless
steel Zippo lighter.  There is a small duck pond just off to his left that
provides a bench and view of the ducks as they go about their day.  Sil
trudges over to this duck pond, eagerly enjoying his cigarette as he approaches
the small iron park bench with wood slats, and takes seat.  He sits there
smoking for a moment, gathering his thoughts, rubbing his forehead in small
concentric circles, and smoking heartily.  After a few minutes, the ducks
interrupt his peace and quiet when they start playing a game, chasing each
other through the water and quaking loudly at one another.  


         
“Really?” Sil asks, staring down at the ducks with irritation as he flicks his
cigarette into the pond, “fuck you!”  He shows them his middle finger as
he walks past on his way back to the condo.


         
As he steps through the front door of his condo, Sil’s feet feel heavy as if he
had just run two marathons back-to-back.


         
“Where the hell have you been?” Emil asks in exhausted frustration.  “I
didn’t know this babysitting job was going to take all night.”


         
Sil slams the door and looks at Emil with disdain; he tenses his face, and his
dead eyes inspire everyone to be silent.  His face is covered with
stubble, and his hair is a flighty mess, but the worst part is the smell of his
body from the long night of exhausting efforts.  He turns slowly with
threatening eyes that maintain the silence in the room, giving the look of a
man who just ran a journey through hell.


         
Joanie walks into the living room with tired eyes, rubbing them softly.


         
“Where is Isiah?”  She asks with sudden concern.


         
“Isiah…” Sil begins, breaking out of his trance; not sure how to describe what
he saw, “has lost his mind.  I have no idea where he is, but he is
dangerous.”


         
“Did you kill him?” Joanie asks as her breathing becomes heavy with fear.


         
“No,” Sil replies quickly, putting his hand on her shoulder, “Isiah is
dangerous, and you need to stay away from him.  He is VERY
dangerous.”  


         
Joanie tips her head down trying to figure out what he means.


         
“What do you want to do now?” Emil asks.


         
Sil looks at the group, consisting of exhausted: criminals, teenagers, and his
girlfriend; all staring at him waiting for answers.  Jessica has her arms
folded in frustration, while Fred and Clio continue to play their card game at
the kitchen counter, barely listening to the conversation.  


         
On the sofa, Martin is now freshly awake with what looks to be a bad hangover
and he is watching them speak with this dreaded look on his face, rubbing his
eyes as well.  The condo is a mess with the remnants of Chinese takeout
food and somewhat empty drinking glasses with both alcoholic and non-alcoholic
drinks.


         
“Drive these two five minutes outside the city,” Sil instructs, pointing at
Joanie and Martin, “then let them go, but make sure it will take at least an
hour for them to walk back.  And when I say an hour, I mean an hour away
from the road.”


         
“I thought you were taking Butch to the hospital?” Joanie asks in a desperate
voice.


         
“We are taking him to the hospital, dear,” Sil reassures her, putting his hand
on her shoulder again.  


         
“It was you that fucking shot him!”  Joanie shouts at Sil, feeling a
desperate desire to protect her wounded friend.  “I saw you in the bank;
it wasn’t from the security guards.”


         
“Why was he dressed like a cop!?”  Sil snarls at her.  “I mean, are
you fucking kidding me?  Dressing up like a cop is like painting a target
on your back.  I didn’t want to shoot a kid!  Things moved really
fast in there.”


         
“We’d be fine if you left us alone,” Joanie states with a new emotional flood
of tears breaking forth, pointing at him with a firm index finger.


         
“You’d be in PRISON if I had left you alone!” Sil shouts coldly, raising his
hand and gesturing off in the distance with his palm down and fingers
outstretched.  “Nobody should take on a big bank; it’s just moronic. 
A lot of things have happened today that none of us wanted to have
happen…  All we can do now is clean up the mess, and learn to not make the
same mistakes.”  Sil stops speaking for a moment, closing his eyes and
wishing he could take back the events of the past twenty-four hours; or even
the past week. 


“Now take a ride with
Emil; he’ll be good to you.  This is your one chance at freedom, and I
won’t offer it again.”  He finishes his sentence as a polar opposite to
the way he began; going from extremely sweet and caring, to cold and threatening.


         
Martin gets to his feet quickly at the thought of freedom to the outside
world.  He and Joanie both accompany Emil out the front door, and Sil
watches them walk past the front window toward the parking lot, nodding with
approval as they leave.


         
Jessica is still glaring at Sil with her arms folded; she looks tired, but has
recently showered.


         
“Hello, baby,” he says warmly, moving over to embrace her with a tender hug.


         
She hugs him back, hesitating at first, and then lets herself melt into his
arms.


         
“We need to leave for Mexico for a while,” he says after a short moment,
kissing her on top of the head as he slides the camera bag off of his shoulder
and delicately wraps the strap around her hand.


         
“I’m down for whatever, baby, you know that,” she speaks lazily, “and I could
use some Cabo time to clear my head.”


         
“Sounds good, baby,” he agrees, kissing her head softly, “start packing our
things; we need to be out of here and into a hotel room within an hour.”


         
Jessica looks up at Sil, not remembering the last time he was this loving, and
she smiles warmly wiping away some dirt from his face.  After a few more
seconds, she finally breaks the tender embrace, not wanting to move, but knowing
they have to keep a schedule.  She kisses him again, and disappears down
the hallway to the master bedroom with the camera bag in hand.


         
Sil glances over at the two thieves seated near his kitchen countertop. 
They have stopped playing cards, and are both staring lovingly at him with
puppy dog eyes.


         
“Do we get kisses too?” Fred mutters gruffly through his beard, laughing a bit
in his mature Navy voice as he starts playing his card game with Clio
again.  Clio smirks a bit, leaning forward lazily, but not wanting to
upset Sil with more laughter.


         
“Yeah, you can-“ Sil stops short before insulting the two men, looking at how
tired they are and realizes he needs them to do some important work.


         
“How is he doing?” Sil asks the two men, pointing to the bedroom where Butch
has been resting.


         
“He’s got a weak pulse,” Fred states without looking up from his cards,
“there’s no way he’s going to make it with that wound.  It’s just too bad
he was wearing a costume instead of real SWAT gear, otherwise the bullet would
have just broke a rib.”


         
“Are you sure he’s not going to make it?” Sil asks, showing genuine concern for
the young man.


         
Fred wrinkles his forehead and looks up at Sil with confusion.


         
“What happened to you- go see some Barbara Streisand movie?”  Fred says
with surprise.


         
Sil doesn’t answer him verbally, but narrows his eyes and moves his face closer
to the two men.


         
“No, he’s not going to make it,” Fred confirms. “What do you want to do?”


         
“Get rid of the body,” Sil orders from his dry throat, “and burn everything in
the room that has DNA.”


         
The two men nod their heads, but continue to play their last hand.  Sil
looks down incredulously, gripping the kitchen countertop tightly with his
fingers.


         
“We’re on a timetable, assholes; I need you to move!  The cops could be
here in an hour.”


         
With some hesitation, the two men grimace a bit as they drop their cards, stand
up quickly, and make their way to the bedroom to take care of Butch’s nearly
lifeless body.


         
Sil stands near the kitchen counter for a moment deep in thought.  After a
few seconds, he reaches in the kitchen drawer and retrieves his set of keys to
the utility van, and then walks toward the door and briskly out of the condo.
















Aug 17th
18:00 hours:


         
FBI agent Jack Pennington follows close behind agent Donna Miles with Homeland
security, his gun drawn, and his face a sculpture of professionalism. 
They move slowly across a well groomed lawn, approaching a condominium owned by
Elizabeth and John Tolman.  


         
As they get within ten feet of the front door, they signal the uniformed police
officers to move to the back of the condo while they serve their warrant at the
front.


         
After questioning the other two skinheads who were attacked off school grounds,
they were given the name Isiah Tolman as someone of Arabian descent who the
young men had problems with recently.  When they finally got a copy of the
school yearbook from the principal, it didn’t take long to match the boy’s face
with images of the bank robbers from Capital Trust Bank.  They were also
able to obtain a search warrant under the Patriot Act, which was expedited
through The Department of Homeland Security.


         
Donna climbs the stairs to the front door, wearing her sensible running shoes
instead of the heels she had on yesterday.  Her hair is tied in a pony
tail, and she is dressed in fashionable workout clothes beneath her agency
issued bullet proof vest.  She is poised for action, and now that her
department has the lead on this case, Jack has to do exactly as she says to
stay with the events as they unfold; otherwise, he’ll be left filing reports
and cleaning up after her once the suspects are apprehended.  


         
Jack is dressed in his same suit as always, wearing an off black color today,
looking good, but ready for anything.  His suit jacket is gone and has
been replaced by his agency’s standard issue bullet proof vest.  When he
approaches the door, he offers to kick it in for Donna, but she shakes her
head, refusing his help.


         
Instead, she holds up three fingers and slowly starts curling them downward,
signaling that she is ready to breach the door.  After she curls up her
last finger into a fist, she turns and gives the door a solid kick.  It
pushes back on the hinges a bit, but doesn’t give.


         
“OUCH! SONOFABITCH!” Donna shouts, grabbing her right thigh muscle and walking
around a bit on the porch to save face with her fellow law enforcement
agents.  


         
Jack steps up to the door and gives it a good, solid kick between the doorknob
and the deadbolt, bursting it open as the locks push through the solid door
frame.  He wants to charge into the condo, but waits for Donna who soon
recovers and half limps, half runs into the home.  


         
“It’s reinforced solid oak,” he says to her in a ‘no hard feelings’ manner as
she passes him.


         
“You mean your head?” She begins smugly, “of course, you’re a man.”


         
She steps dutifully through the condo with her pistol at the ready, looking
through the rooms carefully for suspects.  Meanwhile, Jack stands guard
watching the staircase that leads to the second floor and the front door to
ensure no one escapes or surprises them.  Once Donna announces that the
ground floor is clear, they move upstairs together where Jack stops to watch
for anyone trying to leave while Donna goes from room to room calling out that
they are each clear.  At the end of the hallway to the right, she motions
for Jack to join her, signaling with her hands that she has a locked door, and
needs to breach.  He moves briskly across the carpet to join her, feeling
his masculinity return for a moment before she takes over the case again. 



         
When they are outside the door, Donna holds her three fingers up in Jack’s face
curling them down one by one until they form a fist.  After she signals
him to breach, he gives this door a solid kick as well, and they both
cautiously enter the room with their pistols ready.


         
They immediately notice two figures lying on the bed covered in a white sheet,
and after checking the closet and bathroom, they turn their weapons toward the
bed.  Donna stops for a moment to put on a pair of evidence gloves, and
then she reaches out and pulls the sheet slowly away from the figures on the
bed.  As the sheet comes off, an older couple is discovered, their faces
frozen and lifeless, bearing several visible wounds.  Donna and Jack
exchange knowing glances, and she pulls the sheet off enough to ensure there
isn’t an explosive device, and then leaves the rest for the forensics
team.  


         
“One Caucasian male and one Caucasian female in their late fifties,” Donna
declares as they walk through the hallway back to the stairs leading to the
main floor.  “Those must be the Tolmans.”


         
“I’d agree with that,” Jack says as he follows her down the stairs.


         
“There is basement access over here in the kitchen,” she states with
excitement, “I asked the uniforms not to go down there yet.”


         
Donna leads the way through the living room to the kitchen where two uniformed
Chicago Police Officers stand guarding the staircase.  They are both
shorter men in their mid twenties.


         
“Ma’am,” one of the uniformed officers greets them, “we went just to the bottom
of the stairs like you said.  It seems clear, but there is one victim,
late fifties, in the hallway.  It looks like there may be some booby traps
and possibly explosives down there.”


         
“Thank you, officer,” Donna says with prideful fervor, enjoying the ambiance of
her power, especially over the type of men who used to break her heart when she
was in her twenties.


         
“You’ll need this,” the officer says, handing her a flashlight that he was
holding near his waist, “it’s pretty dark down there.”


         
Donna turns on the flashlight with a sharp click, thanking the officer with her
eyes as she and Jack make their way downstairs to the basement.  When they
reach the bottom of the stairs, she uses the flashlight to carefully survey the
scene.


         
First she illuminates the body that is face down about seven feet away from
them, clearly an older male, resting on top of 2 X 4 sections of wood with
nails protruding from the bottom.  As her flashlight scans the floor of
the hallway she sees more of these slender pieces of wood with nails sticking
up from them in groups of four, staggered throughout the hallway.


         
“Sick fuck,” she says unabashedly, “what the hell is this all about?”


         
Jack looks at the scene with just as much confusion as his unwanted pseudo
partner, watching closely for more details.


         
“Go back to that wall,” Jack asks quickly, pointing to the left.


         
As she pans the light over to the left, he sees a series of wires strewn along
the wall; hard to see because it is fixed to the wall in a natural wave-like
pattern.


         
“What about the wall on the right?” He asks, pointing over a bit.


         
She shines the light on the other wall and they see the same pattern there.


         
“I think those are exposed electrical wires,” Jack observes carefully.  He
squints his eyes and wrinkles his forehead as he tries to understand why
someone would rig a basement like this.


         
“Were they trying to keep people out?”  Donna asks thoughtfully, shining
the light on a few open doors further down the hall, then down at the floor
again.


         
“I don’t think so,” Jack replies after a moment, “you can easily get through
here if you move slow and steady, but there is no way that you can move quickly
through this space without being in a shit ton of pain.”  


         
Donna nods her head in agreement, then clicks the light off and starts walking
toward the top of the stairs.


         
“We need to get the bomb squad in here,” she concedes, “I want to know what
else is down there.”
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Sil steps up to the door of Molly’s Diner, and an approving smile appears on
his face as he reads the paper taped to the center of the glass: ‘Sorry, we’re
closed. Water heater is broken.’  He leans forward and taps gently on the
glass.  A young woman with dirty blonde hair soon appears behind the
doors, and unlocks them when she recognizes Sil waiting outside.  He is
well groomed and rested now after spending some time in the hotel with
Jessica.  His suit is an expensive white ensemble that you might wear on
vacation to a luxury resort.  


         
“Hello, Jenny,” he says casually as he steps inside his diner.


         
“Hello, Mr. Pirite,” Jenny responds casually, moving behind him to lock the
doors again, her standard Molly’s Diner uniform of a dull orange skirt and
light tan blouse pale in comparison to what he is wearing.


         
“Thanks for closing down early on such short notice,” he says with approval,
“and great work on the water heater idea.”


         
“No problem,” she says in a friendly tone, “I understand, sometimes you just
need some time to sit and think about business without anyone else
around.”  


         
“Thanks, Jenny,” he says with a degree of impatience, “we will be back on the
regular schedule for the rest of the week.”


         
“Well, they do fix those water heaters fast, don’t they?” She replies with a
flirtatious wink.      


“That
they do,” he speaks abruptly, his patience wearing thin.


         
“Well, let me know if you need anything else?” She finishes in a friendly tone,
walking behind him to unlock the doors on her way out.


         
“Oh, one more thing,” she says, darting her head back into the open door.


         
“What’s that?” Sil asks, turning toward her, realizing this detail may be
important.


         
“Your friend that you were going to meet… is already here,” she says politely.


         
“My friend?” He asks with some confusion in his voice.


         
“Yes,” she beams, “we tried to keep it quiet today, but we didn’t know someone
was going to be sleeping back there, waiting for you.  I think it’s really
sweet that you’re helping a foreign exchange student write a report about
animals in the wild.”


         
“Oh, the exchange student…” Sil speaks with caution, a shiver going through his
body, “we both like animals; I figured it would make sense.”


         
“Well, it must have been a long road trip,” Jenny continues, with enthusiasm,
“he was dead on his feet when he got here, but I woke him up when I saw your
car just like he asked-”


         
“Thanks, Jenny,” Sil interrupts, closing the door and locking it behind him.


         
Outside the diner, the young woman pouts for a moment after the owner was so
short with her, but she soon shakes it off, enjoying having a night to herself.


         
Sil clasps his hands over his face showing his tension and frustration.  


He
had come here to take some money out of his rainy day fund for the trip to Cabo
San Lucas, but the safe was in the back, and so was the psychotic young man he
had watched butcher a drug dealer like a pig earlier that morning.  


His
right hand immediately reaches back and removes a pistol from the waistband of
his pants, and he points it toward the kitchen and back offices of the
diner.  Sil realizes now that during his moment of alcoholic preaching,
combined with fatigue from the long walk through the city, he must have
mentioned Molly’s Diner to the young man.  


         
“You know when I bought this place,” Sil begins, shouting to the back of the
diner, “it had been condemned by the health department.  They were using
it as a Mexican restaurant, and people really seemed to like the food.” 
Sil begins to walk slowly toward the back of the diner, cautiously watching
every inch of the space for movement, keeping his pistol ready as he continues
telling his story.


         
“Unfortunately, the owners thought they could slaughter a pig inside the place
every day.  Because, hey, in their country, that was perfectly
sanitary.  Another scrumptious detail that the health inspectors found was
in the pantry.  They had been in a hurry to fill customer orders, and had
spilled a lot of flour on the floor.  It accumulated into a huge pile
because… it was no one’s job to clean up the flour.  The owners simply
didn’t bother to assign anyone to clean it, so nobody took accountability for
this mountain of pastry flour that was over six inches deep in the
pantry.  After a while, they started getting rats; huge, disgusting
vermin, crawling all over the food products.  But even after their food
was infested with rats, the owners still didn’t feel that it was anyone’s job
to clean up the flour, so they bought rat traps.  


         
As you can imagine, this did not solve the problem either because rats are not
bothered to dine in the presence of dead rats the same way we would be bothered
to dine in the presence of our dead.”


         
Sil steps around the corner of the cash counter, now having a clear view into
the kitchen.  As he takes another step, something slides across the floor,
rattling a bit on the soft, white tiles until it comes to stop just six feet away
from Sil, and directly in front of him.  He looks down with a smile,
recognizing the tactical knife he had given Isiah when he planned to scare him
earlier that morning, seeing that it has been recently cleaned.  


         
“Look, kid,” Sil begins, maintaining a smile, “this is not like the movies; you
have lost the element of surprise, and even though you are good with your
hands, I am ten times better with my gun.”  Sil kicks the knife aside,
panning the kitchen with his pistol, looking for any signs of movement. 
He takes cover behind a food prep table as it occurs to him that the young man
may have brought a pistol.


         
“Besides, I have honored our agreement,” he says with sincerity, “Joanie and
your skinny friend with glasses were released earlier this morning.  Now
that’s a big risk for a man in my position, but I did want to honor our
agreement.”


         
Sil lowers his head for a moment, showing frustration with himself, realizing
he forgot a major detail.


         
“Also, your friend who was shot has been taken to the hospital, I asked Fred to
take care of that this morning when I got back.”


         
From the back of the store there is a clanking sound of metal on metal. 
It repeats every few seconds, and then stops for a few seconds.  
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Jack and Donna are standing in the Tolman’s garage, talking strategy as they
receive updates on the case.  


         
“How much longer for the bomb squad?” Donna asks, pacing back and forth
impatiently, “I think I would have rather triggered the damn thing to explode
than to wait this long.”


         
“I’m sure they’ll let us in when they know it’s safe,” Jack reassures her,
“they had a lot of timber to clear down there.”


         
  Donna sighs, placing her right hand on her hip, she looks around at all
the carpentry tools in the garage for a moment, then her cell phone begins to
ring, and she is sparked back to life.


         
“Talk to me,” she speaks proudly into her sleek, black cell phone, “…yes,
Captain, thank you so much for your support.  I’ll call you on this number
as soon as I have a location…  I understand.  We may not have
anything, but I appreciate your team standing by.”


         
“Captain?” Jack asks with a puzzled look.


         
“I contacted my superiors, and they contacted the Pentagon, who also reached
out to Interpol.  The older male victim in the basement is wearing an
Israeli uniform.  When they brought the body up, I took photos of his name
badge, rank, and company with my cell phone.  Interpol quickly identified
him as a rogue General who was responsible for the massacre of hundreds of
Israeli soldiers in a battle several years ago.”


         
She stops to wipe some sawdust off of her black jumpsuit, and then speaks with
intelligent boredom.


         
“Anyway,” she sighs, talking to Jack like the boy who got left behind in class,
“the General fled the Country after his son and daughter-in-law were
murdered.  He is a known jihadist, and therefore, I have raised our
terrorist threat level until this young man is apprehended.  The Air Force
has assigned me a Captain of a commando unit that will help arrest or subdue
the suspect if he is located.”


         
“Are you insane?” Jack asks boldly.  “We don’t have the type of
intelligence needed to determine that this boy is that type of threat. 
Our team doesn’t even know what happened here or what is really going on.”


         
“Insane, Agent Pennington?”  Donna stares at him with cold steel in her
eyes, giving him a look like his words are blasphemy.  “Yeah, I have,” she
holds out her fingers one at a time as she speaks, “the following branches of
Government backing me right now: The Air Force, The Pentagon, The Local Police,
and The Department of Homeland Security.”  She is holding four fingers in
the air, fanned out evenly.


         
“I guess…” she speaks with doubt, “the only support I don’t have… is
you.”  She wiggles her thumb as she makes this last statement.


         
A short, pudgy technician appears at the side door of the garage; his white
shirt, and slacks, combined with thick rimmed glasses almost scream to the
world that he loves computers.  The young man waits in the doorway for
Donna’s permission to enter as if the garage is a spaceship and he needs
permission to come aboard.  


         
“Tell me you’ve got something?” Donna asks impatiently.  


         
“I have Isiah Tolman’s cell phone number-“ the tech begins.


         
“Is the GPS turned on?”  Donna demands.  “Tell me the GPS is turned
on!?”


         
“The GPS is turned on,” the tech answers, “and with your clearance, I’m ready
to lock it down.”


         
“Yes, lock it down, lock it down!” Donna says urgently pulling out her cell
phone and dialing one of her contacts.


         
“Captain,” she begins with a smile, “please have your team airborne as soon as
possible, we’ll be sending you some GPS coordinates shortly.”  Donna hangs
up her cell phone, still holding it up with her right hand and looking at the
screen.


         
“We’ve got that little shit now,” she says with an excited smile, drawing her
left hand to a fist and pulling her elbow toward her stomach in celebration.
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Sil has made his way to
the back of his diner where the offices share an intersection with the public
restrooms.  He moves carefully toward the metal on metal clanking sound,
realizing that it has been coming from the men’s restroom.  His right hand
and ear are pressed against the door as he confirms that the sound is coming
from inside.  Sil thinks to himself that only an amateur would give away
his position like this; only a foolish teenager who has very little experience
with this type of scenario would rely on his strength to overtake the older
man.


         
After waiting for the clanking sound to start up again, Sil gives the door a
mighty shove and steps quickly inside.  As he steps sideways with pistol
in hand, his leg is caught on a tripwire, which sends his body backwards to the
floor of the bathroom, his head, neck, and shoulders crashing hard on the tile
first.         


         
Isiah swings down from his perch on top of the bathroom stalls, still clutching
a large crescent wrench in his right hand, which he was using to bang on the
frame of the stall enclosure.  His movements are as elegant as a spider
when he descends to the floor, then he rapidly changes positions and swings the
wrench down hard on Sil’s right forearm, forcing him to cry out and release his
pistol.  The young man slides the pistol away with his right foot, picking
it up with his left hand, and then he glides quickly over the top of Sil,
opening the restroom door, stepping carefully over the tripwire, and
disappearing into the diner.      


         
     Sil grabs his forearm, breathing anxiously through
clenched teeth.  Despite the pain, the arm is not broken, and he gets to
his feet with oafish enthusiasm, carefully considering his options.  In
his head he is screaming at himself for missing the tripwire, but he decides
that moving on is the only answer.  He glances around the bathroom, but
there is nothing that can be used as a weapon in here.  In his mind’s eye,
he envisions the kitchen, filled with various sharp knives, wooden mallets, and
heavy frying pans.


         
A knowing smile grows across his face as he realizes that his office safe also
contains a pistol in the event they ever have trouble or needed to thwart a
robbery… or a disgruntled employee.  Sil moves to the bathroom door,
stepping carefully over the tripwire as he makes his way along the wall toward
the office.  He hears the familiar click of a pistol action being engaged,
and turns around to see Isiah pointing his own 9mm handgun at him.  


         
“Let’s take a walk,” Isiah says with an ironic stare and crisp tone, gesturing
for Sil to follow him toward the front of the diner.  He is holding the
9mm pistol in his right hand, and has the tactical knife tucked underneath the
forearm of his left hand with the grip facing Sil.  Isiah takes the lead
as the two men start walking toward the front of the diner through the kitchen.


         
“I held up my end of the bargain,” Sil offers sincerely, realizing he
underestimated Isiah.


         
“Our bargain was a joke,” Isiah retorts, “everything you asked me to do was
supposed to be a joke, right?”


         
“We let Joanie and your other friends go this morning,” Sil says with annoyed
fervor.


         
“My parents were killed by a man when I was young,” Isiah informs him, speaking
slowly.


         
“I’m sorry about that,” Sil responds with honesty in his eyes, “but that didn’t
have anything to do with me.”


         
“Last night,” Isiah continues as if Sil hadn’t spoken at all, “my new family
was killed while I was out on the streets with YOU.”


         
  Isiah’s gaze turns sinister as he speaks this last word.  He is
standing just fifteen feet from the entryway that leads to the front of the
diner.  Realizing that he needs to act, Sil darts quickly to the left
moving through a set of double doors that the wait staff uses to go in and out
of the kitchen.  Behind the cash counter, he fumbles clumsily with his
fingers, reaching for something solid, and his hands soon retrieve a full size
baseball bat.  He rolls hastily but carefully over the cash counter with
the baseball bat in hand, scurrying low on the floor to the corner where the
register is mounted.  Isiah easily catches up to him, crossing the fifteen
foot distance to the cash register where he can hear Sil moving around on the
floor.  He slows his pace, pointing the pistol down at the register,
hearing only heavy breathing.  After waiting for a moment, he steps
forward, leaning over the register a bit to see his adversary.  Just as he
spots Sil on the floor, something swiftly smacks his hand, sending the pistol
to the far side of the room.  Sil immediately rolls up off of the floor,
running for the door with baseball bat in hand.  When he is almost to the
front door, Isiah hits him with a body tackle, sending both men through the
large window, and over the steel frame that holds it in place.  They land
on the ground in a pile, rolling to gain control, but they are both slowed down
as painful shards of glass enter their hands and other exposed areas of their
bodies that come in contact with the pavement.


         
Sil climbs to his feet first, still carrying the baseball bat, sprinting in
desperation to his vehicle.  He removes the keys from his pocket, and
flips through them, urgently locating the key to his van.  As Sil attempts
to start the ignition, Isiah stabs the front and rear driver’s side tires, watching
them go immediately flat.  


         
“Shit!” Sil exclaims, putting his keys away as he grabs the baseball bat and
exits the van on the passenger side.  He sprints with every ounce of
energy in his body, moving onto the street, and then heads north toward the river. 



         
Isiah smirks as he chases Sil, the knife clutched pensively in his left hand,
ready to claim another victim.  His leg muscles are screaming at him in
pain, but he tells himself that he is an animal; that only the strongest wolf
gets the deer.
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“No,” Donna replies urgently, speaking into her cell phone, “we are on our way
but we’re fifteen minutes out.”


         
Jack is driving with Donna in the passenger seat of his sedan.  She just
received the GPS coordinates from the tech a few minutes ago, and they are
making good progress, but Donna is letting the Air Force and local authorities
know that they will be the first to arrive at the scene.


         
“If you confirm the coordinates,” she continues, “it will give you a location
by the river…  Yes, that’s right.  Excuse me, what was that? 
You need to know the threat level?”


         
She pulls the phone away from her head, and looks at Jack for a moment. 
He raises his eyebrows, and she immediately gets back on the phone.


         
“We have confirmed with Interpol that the young man is a terrorist.  He is
armed and dangerous.”


         
“What the hell are you doing?”  Jack asks, glaring at her as he
drives.  “We never confirmed that he was a terrorist.  We confirmed
that his grandfather was a terrorist.”


         
“Possible bombing plot in the city involving suspect,” she continues, showing
her rebellious attitude toward Jack.  “If he resists you may take the
suspect out.  Again, if you encounter resistance, take the suspect
out.”  


         
“Give me that phone,” Jack demands, taking his right hand off the steering
wheel and reaching for her cell phone.


         
With a cold stare, she pulls the battery out of the phone, and puts it into the
pocket of her bullet proof vest.


         
“It’s already done,” she confirms boldly, “there is nothing you can do. 
Actually…” She starts speaking by pointing her finger in his face.  “There
is something you can do.  You can either be a hero with me for eliminating
a known terrorist threat using hardball tactics, or you can be known as the man
who hindered this entire operation.”


         
“I can’t fucking believe you,” Jack growls through gritted teeth. 
“Dammit!” he shouts, slamming his right fist into the roof of the sedan.  


         
“You need to learn, Agent Pennington,” she speaks in a condescending college
professor manner, “terrorism runs in the family.  They don’t just bury the
hatchet in this culture.”


         
“I think I know a little more about stereotypes and persecution than you ever
will, Mrs. Miles.”  Jack shakes his head, driving a bit faster as his
anger grows.
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Sil moves rapidly toward the park now, knowing that the river is about 100
yards ahead.  Isiah is just a few feet behind him, as both men hammer the
pavement with their noisy footsteps, pushing their bodies to the limit. 
Under the fresh evening sky, they charge forward; one man wanting desperately
to survive and the other wanting to avenge his family, and his soul.


         
As he reaches the park, Sil is not concerned about the burning in his leg
muscles, but his smoker’s lungs are starting to take their toll, and despite
being poorly rested, Isiah’s younger, healthier body is starting to overtake
him.  Sil pushes himself even harder, but his body doesn’t seem to have
anymore to give.  He desperately looks around, feeling the young man gain
another half foot of ground on him, and he sees a large tree in the middle of a
berth of fresh, green grass.


  As the young man
continues getting closer, swiping at him with the knife, Sil’s heart races,
counting down how many feet away he is from the safety of the tree.  


         
“Twenty-five feet,” he says to himself under his breath, feeling Isiah’s knife
graze the back of his right arm, causing him to increase his speed in a short
burst.


         
“Twenty feet,” he gasps, feeling like the tree is a mile away as the young man
seems like his shadow.


         
“Fifteen feet,” his legs feel like they are moving right in pace with his
adversary.


         
In the distance, a group of sirens is getting louder with every second. 
Vehicles from the local police force are closing in on their location. 
Overhead, a helicopter is starting to circle the park, and the sound is
deafening as it moves closer to the ground.


         
“Ten feet,” Sil feels strong confidence as he sees the tree coming at him,
sprinting with every electrical impulse in his body. He detects a sharp sting
on his back as Isiah swipes him with the knife, opening a large cut just above
his right kidney.  Sil reacts immediately by swinging the baseball bat
over his shoulder and letting it fall toward the young man’s chest.  Isiah
flicks the bat away as it glances off his elbow; not doing much to slow him down.


         
“Five feet,” Sil looks up at the tree and leaps into the air, his arms wrap
lovingly around the limb, and he begins to pull himself to safety.  


         
Just as Sil is about to roll over on top of the limb and climb higher, Isiah
jumps and grabs his left foot, dragging him down out of the tree with the knife
clenched next to his ankle.  They both fall to the ground, and are almost
immediately on their feet again.


         
About one-hundred yards from the tree, the Air Force chopper lands and a dozen ground
troops exit the side door, one at a time, each man running double time as he
hits the ground.  Once they are all safely out of the helicopter, their
Captain shouts orders to them, guiding them toward their target.


         
The sirens are extremely loud now as local authorities have started to arrive
near the outer edges of the park.


         
Isiah and Sil dance feverishly around each other in the shadow of the large
tree.  Sil lunges forward, trying to disarm the young man, but he gets
sliced across the top of his right thigh.  Isiah seizes this opportunity,
grabbing Sil’s left hand, pulling it up over his head and kneeing him in the
stomach, which causes him to collapse on the ground.  Isiah comes toward
his throat with the knife, but Sil crawls desperately backward into the tree
with his arms and legs flailing.  As Isiah darts toward his throat with
the knife tucked sideways under his right forearm, Sil ducks quickly and the
knife slices the tree instead.  When his knife misses its target, Isiah explodes
as a fountain of rage.  He grabs Sil’s flailing left arm, presses it
against the tree, and sticks the knife through his hand into the trunk of the
tree, pinning it there with the blade.  Sil screams at the sharp pain as
he watches the knife go through his hand with a horrified expression. In a
frenzy of furious energy, Isiah begins to give Sil a savage beating, hitting
him all over as fast as his hands will allow, pummeling his: face, throat,
chest, arms, and stomach, making him pay for every ounce of pain Isiah had to
experience.


         
Captain Sullivan of the United States Air Force is making his way through a
small park, trying to locate the owner of the phone that is sending out the GPS
coordinates to the command center.  


         
“Would you call that resistance, Sir?”  One of his team members
asks.  


The
captain looks to a tree ahead of them, and sees two men fighting beneath it;
clearly one of them is winning the fight, delivering hard blows to the man
under him on the ground.  


“United
States Air Force,” put your hands in the air, the Captain calls out, firing a
warning shot into the grass.  The suspect doesn’t listen, so the Captain
fires another shot closer to his body.


Isiah
stops his frenzied attack, and turns to see an entire unit of US Military and
various police officers moving swiftly toward him.  He gets to his feet
and darts immediately behind the tree, then sprints straight ahead through the
park, racing toward the river.  His feet are moving in a zigzag pattern as
he would in a football game.


As
he approaches Wacker Drive, he moves closer to Civilians, knowing that the
authorities will not fire on him near pedestrians and motorists.  He
glances backward, thinking about Sil lying under the tree; every ounce of him
wanting to return and finish the job.  His eyes soon open wide with
amazement as he sees how fast the military and police are gaining ground on
him.  Isiah’s lungs are heaving and his body is burning from the intensive
chase.  He wipes thick sweat from his brow, taking in the sickly sweet
summer air as he hard-focuses on the traffic that is crossing Wacker Drive, keeping him from getting to the Chicago River.


Out
of instinct, he sprints wildly across the sidewalk toward the familiar metal
safety rail and launches himself over it onto the busy roadway.  His eyes
squint tight with concentration as he glances at the pattern of cars
approaching before his feet hit the road.  Isiah spins quickly as soon as
he lands to avoid a large, black box truck; its air horn blares at him as it
roars past his body, shaking up the air all around him.  


He
cries out in agony as the spin maneuver twists his ankle, and he is now limping
across the vast cement street as a pattern of traffic is closing in on his
exposed body under the streetlights.  To his relief, the cars screech to a
halt just a few feet from him, and he forces himself to run on his twisted
ankle, groaning in agony with every step.


Soon
he is halfway across the street, and the pain in his leg is agonizing, as if
his tendons are wrapped in barbed wire and his bones are striking the pavement
directly with no muscles to support them.  He looks pale, fierce as a wild
animal; his eyes now constantly wide with adrenaline, pain, and a natural
desire to survive.


Isiah
grits his teeth in a moment of pure animal power and vaults over a second
railing, his wounded leg landing with a sharp thud on the pavement, and he
screams in pain as he continues to cross the street, not bothering to look at
the traffic now.


“Hit
me! Hit me! Hit me! Hit me!”  Isiah chants at the traffic through gritted
teeth, forcing himself forward through incredible pain; no longer caring about
life or death with the knowledge that his family is gone.  Through the
screeching of brakes, and many angry shouts from drivers, he reaches the second
railing, and rolls his body over it this time.  


He
forces himself to his feet on the Chicago Riverwalk, and shuffles his way
across, looking down at the river for the fastest route into the water.  


Isiah
swallows hard as he peers down at the eight-foot drop below him, then thick
shrubs, and fifteen-feet of square stones along with another railing between
him and the massive river.  He closes his eyes and puts his head down,
preparing himself for more pain, then launches his body over the railing,
holding onto it with his left hand.


As
soon as his body is hanging closer to the ground, he lets himself drop, holding
his breath as his injured right leg gives him another jolt of fresh pain. 
He cries out wildly, thrashing through the shrubs, and shuffling across the
square stones to the last railing.


Finally,
he can see the water below, and he grabs the railing with both hands, glancing
back to determine if anyone has caught up to him yet.  To his surprise, no
one has made it to the Riverwalk yet.  Isiah grips the railing firmly
raising his right leg off the ground to ease the pain, and then he lowers his
body, bending at the hips and knees, using mostly just his left leg to support
his weight.  After he is in this position, in one powerful motion, Isiah
pulls hard with his arms as he launches himself upward with his legs, crying
out in agony one last time as he falls with unflattering form into the river
below.   
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Sil opens his eyes slowly, hearing the beeping of medical equipment every now
and again.  His body aches all over despite whatever pain medication they
gave him; he is slightly numb and feels a little warmer than normal, but there
is still pain.  It takes him a moment to realize that his left eye is
opening easily, but his right eye is stuck shut, most likely from the fierce
beating he took just a few hours ago.  He tries to turn his head slightly
and feels a sharp sting in his neck that resolves him to being satisfied to
stay in one place.  


         
From his current vantage point, he can see that his left hand is wrapped with
thick gauze and medical tape, and when he wiggles his fingers, he detects a
series of stitches in the middle of his palm, and a throbbing sting.  Out
in the hallway, there is some restless chatter, as a nurse talks about “some
guy who strapped rockets to his bicycle to make it go faster, and burned
himself real bad.”


         
Sil shakes his head slightly, dismissing the irritations of the outside world. 
He swallows hard for a moment realizing what he just survived, remembering the
drug dealer that Isiah had attacked like a ravenous animal.  His hands
shake slightly as he realizes how painful his death would have been if the
locals hadn’t come to stop the attack.


         
If a few more seconds had gone by, the young man would have eventually pulled
the knife out of the tree and his hand, then he would have used it to
unmercifully inflict damage over and over.  It would have been a total
slaughter; there was no thought behind what Isiah was doing to him; just pure,
concentrated rage.


         
Sil looks around sadly at his hospital room now.  The bathroom door is
open; all of the surfaces are shiny and clean.  There is an IV cart placed
next to the bed, dripping fluids into his veins to hydrate his wounded
body.  The television up on the wall is silent, and ready for someone to
use as an escape from the reality of their hospital stay.


         
After taking all this in, Sil realizes with a cold shudder that there is no
family here for him.  Although he is likely going to jail as soon as his
body heals, this fact doesn’t bother him.  What does sting is that he has
no family waiting here to greet him; to give a shit if he is alive or dead. 
With all the pleasures in his life: the drinking, the women, the money, and the
expensive toys; none of them provide someone who is going to be there for the
rough times.  He sits back with a frustrated sigh, wondering if Jessica
made it to Mexico.  For a moment he likes to pretend that she will show up
and be there through this rough time so that just once in his life he could
take a break from being strong.


         
He grabs his forehead with his right hand, remembering the Jamaican from his
diner the other day.  The man had been staring at the salt and pepper
shakers with an unlit cigarette in one hand, and a lighter in the other. 
He recalls laughing at this strange man.  Why deny yourself a pleasure,
especially when you are addicted to that pleasure?  For the longest time,
his life had been one long string of pleasures that he indulged, and then, he
went in search of more.  It was all just: wash, rinse, and repeat… 
For years.


         
Sil looks around the empty room again, feeling sorrow grip him, realizing that
his life could have gone on like this until the very end, and the end would
have been just this- four white walls, and some orderly who stuffs him into a
body bag as part of a checklist.  


         
He feels the sadness welling up in his eyes, the type of pain that tells you
it’s time to make a change, and just as a tear is about to drip down his face,
a nurse enters the room, pulling back the curtain.


         
“You’re awake,” She says with surprise, moving over to the medical caddy to
retrieve a thermometer which she turns sideways and places in his ear for a few
seconds.


         
“I am,” he replies, holding back the tear, and remembering to be a man.  


         
“You were sure banged up when they brought you in here,” she says, “I just need
to take your blood pressure.”


         
The nurse carefully wraps his arm in the compression cuff, and it inflates to
measure his blood pressure, slowly releasing air pressure every few seconds
before releasing all together.


         
“There’s a police officer out here who would like to talk with you when you
feel like it,” she states with kind eyes.  “Is there anything I can get
you?”


         
“No, I’ll be fine,” he admits; to both her and himself.  


         
“Okay, I’ll be back in a while to check on you again.”  She smiles
pleasantly and steps out of the room closing the curtain behind her.


         
He thinks back on his life with a sober point of view, trying to be a master
thief, becoming a criminal front and a cocaine distributor.  There was a
time when he admired the fierce animals in the wild; they seemed so dominant,
strong, and fearless.  Now having been attacked by someone like an animal,
he feels that predators are not as impressive as they used to be in the
documentaries.  They were attacking to defend their home or to feed
themselves or their young.  He laughs to himself, realizing that a tiger
doesn’t walk around thinking he is a badass; they are careful, and make smart
decisions because their lives depend on smart decisions.  A man attacks
another man because he wants something, or their beliefs are different. 
He attacks because he is broken.


         
Sil closes his eyes again, envisioning the Jamaican man seated in his diner
with an unlit cigarette in one hand and a lighter in the other.  


         
“I have all the ingredients that I need to destroy myself,” he says softly with
a smile, “but I choose not to.”
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“You were wise to call me when you did, my young friend,” Rohjin declares
softly with a knowing smile as he removes a needle from his bag and a small
vile of morphine.


         
The fingers on Rohjin’s right hand are still dislocated, and each of them is
wrapped in gauze and covered by a splint.  He has a difficult time
maneuvering the vile into the palm of his hand, and is unable to speak for a
moment out of frustration.  After some difficult fumbling, he is able to
get the vile into position, and he inserts the large needle through the rubber
seal, pulling back on the small plunger with his thumb and index finger to
extract some ‘morphine goodness,’ as he has been calling it for the past hour.


         
Isiah is wrapped in a blanket lying on the sofa of Rohjin’s expensive Chicago home.  He would be shivering from the cold river water, but after two shots
of morphine this evening, and a third on its way, he is feeling very loose and
free.


         
“Do I need more?” Isiah asks, loosely, fading half in and out of the
conversation.


         
“Yes, you need more,” Rohjin demands as he finishes extracting the drug, and
injects Isiah with another powerful dose.  “Trust me,” Rohjin assures him
with kind eyes, “I am a doctor.”


         
As he watches Isiah slip out of consciousness from the drugs, Rohjin exhales in
relief.  He looks down at his hand and the dislocated fingers that were a
sinister parting gift from Isiah’s grandfather General Assihm.  


         
Once his patient is asleep, the doctor stands up and stretches, feeling more
relaxed in his lavish home.  He looks down at the young man, his face
showing remorse as he doesn’t know if the dosage of morphine that he just gave
Isiah will cause cardiac arrest or not.  His medical training provides him
knowledge for the limitations of certain drugs, but since this young man is so
dangerous, he gave him twenty percent more of a dose than the maximum allowed
by his hospital.  After a moment, he decides it’s not worth wasting his
time worrying if the young man will expire; he will see how it plays out.


Rohjin
has spent a great deal on modern conveniences: overstuffed, leather sofas,
seventy-five inch big screen television, hardwood floors, and trendy, designer
barstools.  His home is what you would describe as a haven of wealthy
comfort.  In the backyard, there is a heated pool with Jacuzzi, and a
small sushi bar that was custom made for entertaining his powerful
guests.  


         
The kitchen and living room share a large open area, all with hardwood floors
neatly cleaned down to the finest detail.  After stretching for a moment
in his modern paradise, Rohjin reaches for the handset of his home telephone
that is resting in its charger on the kitchen counter.  He sits in one of
the barstools and looks out at the calm Chicago night sky as he dials a number,
then holds the phone up to his ear.


         
“Hello,” Rohjin begins with a flat tone, far contrasting with his pleasant
bedside manner.


         
“Yes, the boy is here, he nearly drowned in the river.  I got a call from
him a few hours ago from a payphone.  No… I can’t keep him here, the US government is looking for him and his pictures are all over the television.  …I
would, but he is wounded; his ankle was badly twisted while he was trying to
escape.  …No, General Assihm is dead-“


         
Rohjin speaks these last words with stone cold eyes, staring straight
ahead.  He looks at his broken fingers as he continues speaking.


         
“I can give you a few reasons why it’s good that the General is fucking dead!
No, I don’t think you would be better off having the General.  Why do I
think that?  Because the boy killed the General; it is obvious who is
better for our cause.  …No, he needs to heal for a few days before he can
make the journey, and I need to keep him medicated.  …Because he is
dangerous; his father was dangerous, and his grandfather was dangerous. 
…I can give you enough morphine to make the journey, but there will be some
side-effects.  …That won’t be a problem… He has nowhere else to go. 
I will send him home in a few days.”


         
Rohjin hangs up the phone and places it face down on his kitchen
countertop.  He has a look of regret, but also pride for doing his duty as
he watches Isiah sleeping on his sofa.  This seems to make him anxious,
and he gets up from the barstool, then strides around the kitchen counter to a
white door that leads out to his garage.


         
The garage is immaculate except for a neatly organized tool bench that is
mounted to the far wall.  Rohjin reaches under this tool bench and grabs a
large stainless steel cylinder, which scrapes the cement as he drags it out into
the open space of his garage.  He then grabs a blue rubber glove from a
box of sterile, medical gloves that is sitting on top of his workbench. 
After he slides the glove onto his left hand, he dips his arm deep into the
stainless steel container that is filled almost to the top with waste
oil.  He fishes around inside with his hand for a moment, then stands up
straight, pulling his arm out of the container clutching an oil-soaked plastic
bag between his fingers.  


         
Once the bag is out, Rohjin places it on the workbench and slowly uses both his
hands to open the top of the bag and break the airtight seal.  Then
one-by-one, he uses his left hand to remove a total of six large vials of
morphine from the bag, placing them on the workbench in a neat row.


         
“I’m sorry, my young friend,” he mutters to himself quietly, “but I can’t risk
you harming me or my family.  It will be a long journey… and an even
longer road back.”
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A pair of soft hands
flips gently through the pages of a slightly worn journal, reading with
child-like fascination about the events from day to day, and the vivid
descriptions of ecstasy and sorrow.


The latest entry is as
follows:


 


Aug.
16 


The devices of this life by which we are bound to each other, bound
to need the insufferable taint of another’s touch, or bound by some invisible
duty to plod along in silence as we watch our bodies age and rot. These are the
devices that leave us bound and gagged, weak and alone, invisible to the
strong.


I feel an acidic contempt for your betrayal; you have bound and
tortured my soul with the promise of love; have spoon fed me a lie from a heart
shaped bowl, and drank my essence away as a sickly sweet joke to quench your
ego.  Over the years, I wanted to hurt you, my renegade.  I watched
you while you slept, knowing the pain you would inflict if I bound my heart to
you.  Many times I considered with delight the thought of removing your
genitals with a kitchen knife.  How wonderful that would be to finally see
you powerless in your arrogant dance of self-righteous victory. 


Although I realized that this was not the cut I was looking
for.  I wanted a cut from my own weakness; my own need to form bonds with
failures and those who wear the masks every day.  They come and go like
foolish dogs, begging for their treat, wanting to drink your essence.  


We are given this life in nature to condemn those who wear the
masks and try to keep us bound in shackles. They spray their poison into your
heart and mind, until you are bound to their ideas; their invisible bonds,
holding back what you are meant to be in nature.


They fool themselves to believe that they follow their path and
their path is destiny.  Your path is not destiny… You will not be
remembered by the universe.  All they experience is the mask and the
bondage that comes from wearing the mask; they watch their body age, and rot,
and die as they deny themselves the things they truly want… To satisfy the bond. 
To let the poison take their essence.  To make their life and name
meaningless unto eternity.


I found my renegade as a wild and free spirit, unafraid of the
mask, not bound by the poison, and ready to embrace what nature fully
intended.  You taught me, my renegade, that in nature there is victory and
tragedy; and any path that does not have both victory and tragedy waiting
outside the door, is not a path worth living.  


Somewhere you lost yourself, my renegade.  Somewhere you
became more repugnant than those wearing the masks.  After all, you know
what nature has intended for us, and you put your mask back on, denying your
own nature; denying a real life, and denying the unbound connection that we
shared in nature.


You have drank my essence, and you have poisoned my heart and my
mind, and forced me to wear a mask.  You have denied me becoming what I
was destined to be in nature, my renegade. 


It is not for death’s sake that you must die.  It is not for
the essence that you stole from me that you must die.  It is the vital
need to break the bond we have that has made me a slave to the poison of this
world; a creature who was beautiful in nature and weakened by a need for
another’s touch, the invisible duty to another that forces us to plod along and
watch our body rot, and our heart go cold.  It is in the name of nature
that you must die, my renegade.  It is so that I may forever be free and
beautiful as the universe intended.   


           
Joanie closes the journal with a devious
smile on her face; she lies back on her comfortable bed in the upstairs bedroom
of her mother’s home.  Just a day ago, she and her friend Martin had
survived a frightening ordeal that almost cost them their lives.  She
takes the marijuana cigarette out of the ashtray and inhales with deep and
relaxing breath.  This little treat helps her to dull the pain as she
tries to forget about her missing boyfriend.  It helps her to dull the
pain of not being able to locate Butch at any of the local hospitals.  


         
She remembers Emil squeezing her ass as he dropped Martin and her off several
miles from the city, forcing them to walk back, and giving Sil enough time to
flee to Mexico.  The horny Polynesian was very clear to her and Martin
that they could report everything to the police, and by that time, everyone
would be in Cabo San Lucas.  He also made it clear that if she and Martin
went to the police they could be tried as adults, and sent to prison.  The
part that was especially unnerving, she thinks to herself, taking another drag
off of the marijuana cigarette, was when Emil explained how easy it was for him
to reach out and ‘grab them’ in prison, which is where he cupped her ass for
emphasis.


         
She puts her hand over her face, and tears start to spring forth when she
realizes that if Isiah were alive he would have called her by now.  If
Butch were alive, he would have called her by now.  


         
Joanie bolts upright in her bed as she hears a floorboard creak under the
weight of someone’s foot in the hallway just outside her bedroom.  She
immediately puts the cigarette out in the ashtray by her bed and stares
hypnotized at the half open door of her bedroom, not able to see who is
standing there waiting for her.  As she starts to walk toward the door,
her hands are shaking; her mother is terrified to climb stairs and never enters
this part of the house.  


         
She looks back at the half burned marijuana cigarette with a smile, realizing
that her friend Susan dropped by earlier with an illegal care package from her
college dorm.


         
“Susan?” Joanie calls out to the hallway, feeling herself suddenly relieved.


         
In the hallway, behind her half cracked door, this uninvited visitor doesn’t
say a word, but she hears three quick steps that seem to stop in the master
bathroom to her right just outside the bedroom door.  Her heart sinks,
realizing that Susan does not like to play pranks on people, and would never do
so knowing how emotionally fragile she is right now.


         
Joanie rubs her forehead with her right hand, wondering if this is one of
Emil’s men coming to finish the job after a change of heart; or maybe Emil
himself.


         
Finally, she musters the courage to step up to her door and slowly brushes it
aside so that she can see into the hallway.  The upstairs hallway looks
clear, and she decides to see if someone is in the bathroom.  Her feet are
shaking with each step as she moves very slowly toward the master bathroom, her
delicate, manicured toes gripping the fibers of the carpet for a sense of
security as she moves.


         
She lifts her leg halfway off of the carpet and a figure steps forward into the
doorway of the bathroom, flipping on the light as they get within six inches of
Joanie’s face.  As she recognizes the figure, Joanie’s eyes open wide in
terror, and her mouth immediately follows; every trace of color has left her
face and she is now pale white with shock.


         
“I SAW YOU STEAL MY JOURNAL!” The figure shouts in an almost demonic
voice.  …Then the world goes dark.
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