PREVIEW

Jim Pekarski arrived home at 7:30.  It was a chilly evening and he was glad to get the motorcycle in the garage.  He knew that it wouldn’t be many more weeks and he’d have to put the bike up for the winter.  That thought was depressing enough, but not nearly as troublesome as his missing girlfriend.  Where in the hell was Mandy?
While mulling over that question, Pekarski closed the garage door.  Engulfed in darkness, he started across the few feet of driveway to his back door.  In a split second he was on the blacktop writhing in pain, the result of a vicious kick to his groin.  When his eyes were able to focus, he saw a shape looming over him.  The figure squatted down next to him.  “Where is Mandy?” a male voice said quietly.

“I … I don’t know,” Pekarski stammered, still in pain and his breathing not yet back to normal.

“You know, my friend, you know,” the man said.  His words were delivered with a Hispanic accent. “And you’re going to tell me.”

“I don’t know, I tell you,” Pekarski protested, a trace of anger in his voice.

“I know she’s in Syracuse; tell me exactly where,” he said, ignoring the denial.

“Listen you bastard … I don’t know where she is!” Pekarski said, rolling onto his hands and knees in an effort to stand.

With speed and dexterity the attacker was on his feet and delivered a kick to Pekarski’s exposed ribs.  The victim’s howl of pain covered the sound of breaking bone.  Pekarski ended up in a fetal position, resting on his uninjured side and whimpering softly.  He was not a coward; taking death-defying risks didn’t bother him ( he found it exhilarating.  But this was different.  The anger of a few seconds ago was gone, replaced by a fear that he had never known before.  He believed the stranger wouldn’t hesitate to seriously injure him, or worse, in an effort to get the information he wanted.  There was only one thing to do.

Between teeth clenched in pain, Pekarski provided the name and address of the people Mandy was staying with in Syracuse.  It was too dark to see the expression on the assailant’s face, but he sensed his information had been accepted.

After several seconds of silence the man spoke.  “I’m going there now.  If she isn’t there because you’ve warned her, or you lied to me, I’ll be back.  If that happens, I’ll kill you … very, very slowly.  Do you understand?”  His tone was calm but menacing.

Pekarski didn’t doubt the sincerity of the man’s words.  After nodding his comprehension, the stranger arose and disappeared into the night.  As he lay still, taking shallow breaths, he wondered how long he had to live.

