1.  The Current

Medgar Thorsen knew nothing about the shock he’d receive within the next few minutes on this blustery Tuesday evening in January. As he stopped his car along the curb, his spirit was quite merry. He was delighting in the two, luxury automobile sales he had made earlier that afternoon and the hefty commissions he’d receive in his next paycheck. 
He reflected over just how he’d spend this money. Several months ago he might have shared his good fortune with Nancy, but since he and his wife had separated, he could spend it as carelessly as his budget permitted.

It was almost six-thirty. Although the temperature was in the single digits and snowflakes were falling, Medgar Thorsen whistled as he slammed the door of his SUV. He parked near the end of Walnut Street then hustled back along the sidewalk to his house, midway down the block. He noticed that each shrill sound from his pursed lips produced a thin wisp of water vapor that dissipated into the crisp night air. 

Medgar felt the fresh layer of white crackle and crunch under each footstep. It did not surprise him that few people were about, even though the Shadyside area of Pittsburgh where he lived, normally bustled with activity. He noted the few people who did brave the elements had dressed in heavy clothing and scurried along much like he did: head down, shoulders hunched, hands holding coat lapels together for protection from the freezing night air.

 He crossed his porch stomping his feet hard to knock snow from his loafers then unlocked the front door. Stepping inside, he welcomed the warmth; yet the ceiling light did not come on when he flipped the light switch. For the briefest moment he hesitated, not because he was afraid in any way but because it would take his eyes a few moments to adjust from the bleak whiteness outside to the total darkness inside. 

He closed the door and began to feel his way through the small room. A tidy chap, Thorsen knew exactly where each piece of furniture was positioned. When he did catch his foot on the edge of a hassock sitting in front of his favorite TV chair, it didn’t trip him; he simply repositioned it and continued across the room. 

But when he felt for the light switch around the corner of the doorway leading into his dining room, his outstretched fingers never quite touched it. To his dismay he heard—click—as a handcuff was slapped around his left wrist. He grabbed at the entrapped hand only to feel a second cuff lock in place on the right wrist.

“Hey, what the hell is going on?” he almost chuckled as if expecting a weird practical joke of some kind. 

Instead of any answer and before he could react, Medgar felt his hands get yanked to the top of the door frame by a nylon rope tied to the links between the handcuffs. In the darkness, he could not see his assailant pull down on a rope that slid up through a large eyebolt screwed into the lintel. When his hands reached the doorframe, he could feel the eyebolt and the rope going through it. He tried to yank free, but the other end of the rope was tied to some immovable object on the opposite side of the room, leaving his hands anchored high above his head. Again and again he pulled, chaffing his wrists.

“Hey,” Thorsen said meekly, almost chuckling. “What kind of a trick is this?” 

When there was no answer, he demanded, “Come on, now. Where the hell are you? Turn on the light!” 

Silence!

“Hey, what do you want? Knock it off,” Medgar shouted angrily, as if his wrath alone was sufficient authority to end the surprise assault on what had been his good mood. 

He kicked out, first into the dining area, then back into the living room. 

“Speak up, you, you, whoever you are, or I’ll—I’ll—!” His voice trailed off as he realized there was nothing he could do. 

“Hey, look. If this is some kind of stunt; enough is enough,” he shouted, “Your asshole joke isn’t funny.” 

Silence!

“Okay, so you’ve had your fun, you moronic bastards, now tell me what you want,” Medgar demanded, as if he could somehow gain control of his feckless situation. “Answer me.”
Still there was no reply. The sounds he recognized emanated from his own rapid breathing and from the clinking of the handcuff links as he pulled, again and again, trying to release his wrists. Now, Thorsen became alarmed at his utter vulnerability. He sensed that something nasty, dreadful, even painful was about to happen.

Silence!

Medgar listened to noises: objects being moved around, delicate footsteps in the darkness. Yet he saw nothing because the footsteps wore black clothing. Within seconds, a rope he had never seen, one that had been laying in a large loop on the floor, was drawn tightly around his lower legs and ankles. Realizing he would be hogtied, he kicked so hard at his invisible assailant that both feet came off the floor, leaving him painfully suspended by the handcuffs alone.

He swore; he pulled; he yanked; he cussed; he twisted; he cursed hell; he cursed heaven; he shouted every foul-mouthed invective he could bring to mind. As Medgar quieted, the anger in his voice became more of a plea. 

“Okay! Okay. You win. Hear me? You win, assholes. Tell me who you are?” 

Silence!

“Look, I have money; lots of it—here and in the bank. I’ve got several hundred dollar bills in my overcoat right now. Take it! All of it! I’m sure we can make a deal. Just stop what you’re doing—please?” 

Silence! 

When he felt one loafer being removed then the other followed by his socks, Thorsen cried, “What are you gonna do? Don’t hurt me, now. Come on, just speak to me.” The telltale trembling of his own voice acted as feedback to amplify his panic. His heart began banging against his ribcage when he felt a thin metal plate, like a very large cookie sheet, slide under his naked feet.

 “Please, please, I beg you,” Medgar sobbed. “For the love of god, don’t hurt me now. I’ll do whatever you say. I can’t stand pain.” Tears spilled down onto his overcoat while his last pleas spewed unanswered into the shadows. The very soles of his bare feet were wet with sweat.

Medgar Thorsen never uttered another intelligible word; not in this house; not on this frosty night; not on this earth. The next tortuous sensation he felt lasted several seconds. It was a series of dazzling pulses of electricity through his entire nervous system. Every muscle in his body became so rigid he appeared to be caught in an epileptic seizure. Each time his body convulsed, the flow of current between the chain links would make and break contact, adding a tiny array of sparks over his head. For a moment he appeared to be break-dancing.

But the pulses occurred so quickly—sixty times each second—that the single long cry Medgar uttered was a rather subdued but painful sounding, “AH-Ah-ah-aa—!” 

Merciful unconsciousness came somewhat quickly as amperes of electrons, shoved by one-hundred-twenty volt house current, raced through the axons, synapses, and dendrites of Medgar’s hyper-extended arms, down through the central nervous system of his spinal cord. They overloaded and blocked the heart and lung’s normal operating signals then continued through both legs until they exited the bottom of his bare feet into the grounded metal floor plate through salty wetness caused by his own panic. He had scarcely made any loud sound.

In less than one minute, Thorsen’s killer unplugged the long extension cord from a wall outlet then turned on the dining room light. Next, the far end of the rope that had held Medgar’s arms captive was unfastened from the doorknob across the room and allowed to slide back through the metal eyebolt in the door lintel. 

With Medgar’s body prone on the floor, his assailant made no check for heartbeat or any sign of breathing. Instead, he wound plastic wrap around the unconscious victim’s head several times, blocking any possibility of air flow through Medgar’s nose or mouth, if perchance the control center of the brain attempted to send its normal impulses to restart the stilled heart or diaphragm muscles. 

Fifteen minutes passed before the assassin removed the suffocating plastic wrap, took off the handcuffs, and undid the rope around the legs of dead Medgar Thorsen. These items along with the thick, number fourteen electric cables, the assailant stashed in a large duffel bag along with the heavy eyebolt. The cookie sheet, he washed and dried and returned to its rightful place among other kitchen utensils; then he unscrewed the eyebolt. 

With flattened chewing gum that would dry and harden, the killer filled the eyebolt hole in the door lintel. Since the woodwork of the door frame was dark walnut, he used a dark brown marker to stain the gum filler so even a scrupulous observer, who might not be hunting for it in the first place, would never notice the hole.

Next, the killer dried Medgar’s stilled feet replacing his socks and shoes. He slid one arm of the body out of its overcoat so the heavy corpse could be arranged in a more naturally fallen position. So it would appear that some deadly ailment occurred while Thorsen was removing his coat, the killer laid a chair on the floor with its top just under Medgar’s grasping fingers.

Finally, Thorsen’s executioner screwed in the loosened living room ceiling light bulb but left it burning. After picking up his duffel bag he left the house pulling the front door shut with a soft—click. He removed his rubber gloves and they, too, he placed in the duffel bag as he walked off into the freezing night air.

