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Dave Larson slumped on his barstool at Eddy's Tavern & Grill; his head hung low in self-induced misery. When he'd first arrived, he was inconsolable. Now, five gin and tonics later, he wallowed in an alcohol-drenched state of misery. Though he could provide no real proof for his theory, Larson was convinced his wife was cheating on him. This possibility consumed every inch of his being and tore at his heart in non-stop, chest-crushing anguish.

Larson loved his wife, Doris, and their eleven-year-old son, JJ. Though the trio occasionally struggled, he believed they were, and always had been, happy. But lately, Doris had changed, and things seemed to be spiraling out of control. 

For the last three years, Doris Larson had worked in the law offices of Claiborne, Biggs, and Dawson as an executive assistant to partner, George Dawson. She put in long hours—a given in the trade. Dave had understood this. In fact, he appreciated it in the beginning as it allowed him the occasional stop at the bar on his way home from work. However, over the last few months, Doris rarely came home before 11:00 p.m. That change immediately started grating on Dave’s tolerance and patience. And then she started working weekends, something she had rarely done previously. She would leave before her husband woke not returning until well into the night. Saturdays and Sundays. Because of these absences and what Dave believed was a change in his wife's demeanor, he was sure someone at the law firm was screwing his wife.

Doris denied her husband’s accusations. She'd laugh and claim he was crazy. "Besides," she'd say, "I have no desire to be with anyone but you." Or, "The only man I've ever loved is you." When pushed to exasperation she would plead, "For the love of God, no one in my office would do such a thing."

Larson never bought her denials. There were too many signs. Tonight, he had decided to catch her in the act, certain she would step out of line. Parked down the street from her office building, he waited to see if she left with anyone. If she did? Well, he’d confront her and her friend, and he would put an end to this bullshit.

As the minutes dragged on, the anticipation ground away on his already tortured nerves. And then, to make the situation worse, rain began to pelt the windshield. Larson switched on the car’s wipers and then rubbed the fog off the inside of the windshield. He strained to keep vigilant. The rubber blades swished back and forth, clearing away the pounding torrent, but they couldn’t erase his runaway imagination—the vision of Doris kissing another man. Embraced in a naked tryst. His heartbreak shot into rage. He grabbed the steering wheel and squeezed it with all his might. He’d kill the son-of-a-bitch. Chop the bastard into a thousand pieces. 

The blades ran on monotonously; Swish. Swash. Swish. Swash. The half-crazed man glared through his windshield, ready to pounce. He was sure his Doris would walk out arm and arm with him. 

When Doris did leave the building at 9 p.m., she came out by herself, got in her Buick, and drove off. She was meeting him somewhere else, right—had to be! Even worse, maybe she’d already screwed him on an executive desk or on the floor of the break room. Who knew what went on in a huge law firm—especially after regular business hours! 

Now, as he teetered on his barstool, booze flowing freely through his veins, Larson decided enough was enough. Her denials wore on him. He felt as though he’d been carrying the world on his shoulders. Doris in the arms of another man. Just the thought caused a pounding in his head and a crushing weight in his chest. He was done. He'd drive home and demand answers—finally confront her. "I'll say, "I want the fucking truth," he muttered to himself. No, not strong enough. "I demand the fucking truth." He'd look her straight in the eyes, she’d fold, and the whole sordid affair would finally bare out.

And yet. Once the matter was out in the open, Larson knew that his young son’s life would be shattered. The family, ruined. That’s why he’d kept his mouth shut all this time. The moment she’d confess, everything would smash into pieces. It no longer matters. I know what she’s up to and will not take it another goddamn minute. 

“Larson, get your head off the bar. No sleeping,” the bartender snapped. With great effort, Dave raised his head and glanced at his watch. 11:10 p.m. His wife would surely be home by now. Bleary-eyed, he gulped down the rest of his drink then tossed his last two twenties on the bar.

As he stood, Larson caught his reflection in the mirror behind the bar. He studied his features. At forty years old, his curly, dark brown hair showed no signs of graying. With solid shoulders, muscular chest, and a good inch over six feet, he considered himself fit and appealing. Glancing down, the ex-high-school jock was proud that he had little middle-aged pooch like so many men his age. His chiseled chin was still there, something his wife Doris had adored when they'd first met. He was a damn fine-looking man. What possible reason could Doris have to cheat on him? Their sex life was great, for God's sake. Okay, maybe not great . . . but good.

Money! 

Goddamnit that was it! This indiscretion was all about money. A frown stole his reflection’s smile. Indiscretion? Screw that shit. She was fucking the guy. 

Dave closed his eyes and tried to stay focused. He needed to keep his anger pointed at the right person. But the money? His lack of financial success stalked him like a murderous assassin. He had exhibited such promise. That’s what the couple joyfully considered when they first dated. 

He was smart, good looking, ambitious. Sure to be a success. But now, years later, he’d let his wife and son down. He was a financial failure. What had he been thinking all these years? Shit, even tonight, he sat at this bar, stewing about it, spending his last forty dollars on himself. Because of his failures, his wife was in the arms of some high-and-mighty rich fuck. "Not if I have anything to say about it," he growled at his image. With that, Dave staggered out of the bar.

Though the stout construction worker had knocked back enough alcohol to put a horse into a coma, he maintained sufficient reason to know driving drunk wasn't a smart move. Larson told himself that very thing as he stumbled out the door into the blackness of night. Unfortunately, his overwhelming need to challenge his wife's recent behavior overcame good judgment. A fleeting vision of a cop pulling him over and an arrest for DUI blazed through his mind. He considered it, shrugged, and groped in his pocket for his keys while staggering across the parking lot.

"Son of a bitch. Where is that piece of shit car?" Larson grumbled as he searched for his blue Chevy. The chilly night air shrouded Larson, and his breath escaped like cigarette smoke. Briefly forgetting his search, Larson pulled up and began blowing in and out, witnessing the mist as it vaporized. A childlike grin appeared on his face. After a few minutes of this inebriated amusement, a tremor of cold jerked him back to his task. He shook off the chill, regained his purpose, and lurched forward. Shit, I’m fucking drunk. Larson giggled at the thought.

Darkness veiled the unlit lot making it difficult for even a sober man to get around. Larson, gin infused, appeared blind as he stumbled in one direction and then the next, zigzagging and fumbling along step after wobbly step. Through unfocused eyes, he failed to see the pothole, and his right foot sank ankle-deep into water and mud that filled the crevice. He let out an animalistic shriek as a jolt of pain shot up his leg, and his key ring, which he was finally able to get out of his pocket, flew from his hand, skidded across the pavement, and landed directly under a car. It was his Malibu. Rubbing his throbbing hip, but at least still standing, Larson marveled at his luck.

"My goddamn keys found my goddamn car! Fucking perfect. My lucky night," he slurred with a sarcastic chortle. Grabbing his pants at the waist and pulling them up in triumph, he lumbered toward his car. With every other step, he shook his leg in an attempt to rid his sopping pants and foot of the soggy, muddy mess from the pot hole. As if he had an odd herky-jerky limp, he bounced up and down. Step, jerk, lift. Step, jerk, lift. 

Larson weaved his way to the car, stretched out a hand, and used the passenger door as a steadying influence. He bent down, reached under the chassis, and snagged the errant set of keys. "Got 'em." 

Straitening up, though with a pronounced wobble that nearly resulted in a fall, Larson began fumbling with the wad trying to find the right key. Sporting a drunken lopsided grin, he studied the metal objects with intense though hazy resolve. Are you the one? He stared expectantly at a single silver key, half-heartedly believing it to answer him back.

The sudden plodding of footsteps interrupted him from his frivolous stupor. Before he could grasp who or what was coming, a huge set of hands grabbed his arms at the elbows and wrenched them backward. Dave squirmed but didn’t go into full panic until another unseen assailant slammed a dark bag over his head and cinched it tight around his neck.

"Hey, what the fuck?" Larson protested as an electric bolt of fear triggered a spastic attempt to wriggle free.

A punch in the gut doubled him over in agony and knocked the wind from his lungs.

"Keep your mouth shut," a menacing voice threatened.

Fighting to catch his breath, Larson dropped his keys, the jangling wad landing right where he’d just picked them up. As one attacker zip-tied his wrists, a van screeched into the lot, and a door slid open. A behemoth of a guy, foul smelling and sweaty, lifted the solid Larson and tossed him into the back as if he was weightless. The thugs climbed in next to him.


"Why are you doing this?" Larson said, his voice shaky. 


"Shut it." The man barked. 

The door slammed shut, and the driver sped away.


"Please! This is a mistake. I don't have a pot to piss in," Dave said, his words more sober than his brain. "I swear to God, I'm broke. My credit cards are maxed. I've got maybe $400 in my checking account. You want that? Yeah, let me get that for you guys—there’s an ATM in the bar—I’ll have it in a second."

"Shut the fuck up! I’ll take my steel-toed boot and kick you so hard in the mouth that you’ll be spitting teeth for a month," a different thug barked. 


A scream raced up Larson’s throat. Even addled by alcohol, he knew he was in deep shit. Once you're in the vehicle, you're dead. He was fucked, and he knew it. His mind raced for an answer. To get someone on the street to see him, he’d have to move toward a window. He wouldn’t have much time, but if he jumped up and stuck his head in the window, scream bloody murder, maybe…But the thought of kissing a metal-toed boot kept Larson passive and unmoving.


The van bounded over the puddle-laden lot jarring Larson out of his foggy deliberations into a sudden moment of clarity. He needed to concentrate. Pay close attention to the vehicle's movements. Left. Right. Straight. He would note every stop, railroad crossings, any sounds, or smells. In movies, he'd seen detectives prodding the kidnap victim to remember each detail. The authorities would then retrace the getaway vehicle's movements and find the bad guys. Case closed. Unfortunately, the problem with this genius strategy was that after a few stops and turns, Larson couldn't remember a single move the vehicle had made.


I knew that shit was stupid, Larson thought. Fucking Hollywood bullshit! 

After thirty minutes or so, the vehicle slowed to a stop. Larson heard two voices muttering back and forth but couldn't make out what they were saying. After more conversation, the driver made a sharp left turn, went over a bump in the road, and then went straight. Dave heard the crunch of gravel as the vehicle jostled up and down over rough terrain for a minute or two.

The van came to a jerking stop. No one spoke nor moved for several agonizing moments. The silence gnawed at Larson's already fractured nerves. Bitter bile rose in his throat, and the urge to gag overwhelmed him. 


Though still terrified of a possible boot to the teeth, Larson fought back his fear and decided to get some answers. He curled into a ball as a means of protecting his face. "Why—?" Before he could get the second word out, the door slid open. Someone jerked him out by the arms and tossed him to the ground. With his body’s weight as impetus, his face plowed into the rain-soaked graveled path. A searing burst of pain creased through his nose and shot down his spine. As he lay in agony, water soaked through the bag, wet his face, and caused him to cough and spew. Strong arms pulled him up to his knees and held him there. The vivid faces of his family filled his mind. JJ, Doris, the three of them together. Larson was shaking uncontrollably, and he began to weep.


"It figures you'd be a pussy," a deep voice said from somewhere in front of Larson.


"Who's there? What do you want with me? Please, I'm begging you. I have a wife and son, for God's sake," Larson pleaded through the bag.


"Yeah, well, I hope you've provided for them when you're gone. Pull the hood off," the man ordered.


The powerful goon holding Larson snatched the bag off. The cinched cord ripped at his nose and scraped his face and forehead. Blood began trickling down his face. Larson didn’t feel the ruptured skin or notice the blood as fear had taken over all sensation.


As his eyes adjusted, Larson instinctively tried to swivel his head back to glimpse the figure behind him. Massive hands grabbed his hair on either side of his scalp and wrenched his head straight. The assailant bent down to Dave’s ear. His breath was hot and acrid smelling. In a hoarse-voice that sounded like he had gravel in his throat, the man snarled, "Try that shit again; I cut your damn throat myself." 

"I'm sorry," Larson whimpered. "I won't, I won't."


The area was illuminated by the van's headlights and a large, black, four-door sedan parked in front of the van. The two vehicles pointed at each other with about twenty feet separating them. Larson and his captors were off to the side but still mostly lit.


Dave peered into the night toward the direction of the voice; an image gradually emerged from the darkness. The man—big, over six feet, broad-shouldered, and barrel-chested—was built like a linebacker. Though the lighting was poor, Larson could make out that he was wearing a striking three-piece suit. A purple handkerchief sprouted from his breast pocket matching the tie around his neck. His shoes glistened with a mirror like shine. The man reeked of money.

The shadowy form took a couple of steps closer; the light inching upward as he went. Larson desperately wanted to see his face. Know who this man was. Possibly reason with him. He cocked his head at different angles, but this maneuver gave him no more than a darkened profile of the man's head.


"You know, I don't like doing this. I mean, if I could think of any other way to work this out, well, I'd do it. But, to my deepest dismay and regret, anything I suggest always has a catch that never plays out to my satisfaction." The man tried to sound apologetic though Larson sensed no sincerity.


"What the hell's going on? Like I told your guys, I don’t have shit. Nor do I have a relative or friend I can ask that would give you money. So—"


"Yeah, yeah, I am aware of that. You're a loser. I've known that for some time. Look, I’d love to sit and chat, but to be honest . . ." The figure glanced down at his watch. "I don't have time for inane banter. I'm running late.”

"I don’t understand? If you don’t want money, what do you want?" Dave asked in confusion, and then he heard a gun cocking. "What the fuck? Are you going to shoot me? WHY? What did I do to you? Please, tell me what I've done; I'll fix it. I'm begging you," Larson pleaded through heavy sobs.


"You've done nothing to me. Not really. Unfortunately, you're in my way. An obstacle to an endgame I’ve planned for some time. Dave, my friend, you are the odd man out, simple as that. Look, I feel bad. Real bad. You're probably a decent guy."


Dave thought he heard compassion in the shadow’s voice. Maybe, just maybe, there was a way out of this. How can I convince this guy to let me go?

"Nah, I don't give a rat's ass about you," the man said with a cruel laugh.

Chuckles came from the surrounding darkness. "Boys, this how you permanently sever ties between people." The man raised his hand and the night erupted with gunshots. Dave felt two streaks of fire explode in his chest, but the shot to his head brought him down and permanently erased all consciousness.
