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    “No pressure, no diamonds.”


    -Thomas Carlyle

  


  
    1.


    Vincent Keyes sits at his desk, typing on a Mac Powerbook. 


    He has dark hair that's slightly graying at the edges, a slim build but with broad shoulders.  His office is contemporary and stylish, featuring black leather furniture, chrome, and avant-garde paintings.


    The telephone console on his desk emits a soft beep, and he punches a button to put it on speaker.


    “Dr. Keyes?” his secretary says.


    “Yes?”


    “Vicki Lee is here for her eleven o’clock.”


    “Okay, show her in, please.”


    Vincent closes the laptop as his secretary opens the door.  Vincent stands and greets Vicki Lee, a petite, twenty-three-year-old woman whose beauty is impossible to ignore.  She is dressed in a sweat-suit top and tight yoga pants that show off her incredibly shapely legs.


    She enters the office and sits in the chair across from Vincent's desk.  They smile at each other as Nancy hovers.


    “How long until the Olympics?” the secretary asks.


    “About fourteen months,” Vicki answers.


    “I’m sure you’ll bring home the gold.  That’s what everyone is saying,” Nancy says.


    “Well, if the good doctor here can help me concentrate and focus, maybe I will.  We'll see.”  She smiles at Keyes who nods to Nancy.  His secretary leaves and closes the door.


    Vincent walks to the door and silently locks it.


    He turns and Vicki is in his arms, kissing him hard on the mouth. 


    “You know what the greatest part of the Olympics is going to be?” she says.


    “When they’re over?” Keyes answers.


    “Bingo.  And then we can quit sneaking around.  I’m tired of it,” Vicki says.


    “We have to.  If the press got wind that you were sleeping with me, it wouldn’t go over well.”


    Keyes is aware of his dilemma.  He would be in hot water for two different violations.  The first would be distracting an Olympic athlete the entire country is counting on to bring home a gold medal.  And the second is a professional violation.  Psychologists are not supposed to sleep with their clients.  It happens more than people think, but still, his reputation would no doubt suffer more than it could handle.


    There is a pause and then Vicki places her finger on Vincent’s lips.


    “Let’s not ruin a great hour.”


    Keyes pulls her to him and they kiss again.  He marvels at her body and realizes that he simply can’t stop himself.

  


  
    2.


    On an entire wall are clippings about Dr. Vincent Keyes, sports psychologist.  There are pictures of Keyes with sports stars, movie stars, and immediately recognizable heads of business.  There are magazine articles, newspaper interviews, and book jacket covers featuring the psychologist's face.


    A man is sitting, staring at the wall.  He raises a cigarette slowly then exhales a cloud of smoke that briefly obscures the clippings on the wall.

  


  
    3.


    Demetrius Carr has his mouth wide open and is screaming, flexing his muscles a la the Incredible Hulk pose.


    He is a seven-foot, three-hundred-pound center for the Los Angeles Lakers.  He has just dunked a basketball and the crowd is on their feet.  The scoreboard shows the Lakers to be down by one point with fifty seconds left in the game.  The other team brings the ball down the court.


    There is a ten-second differential between the shot clock and the game clock.  With eleven seconds left, the other team drives into the lane.  The shot goes up, but Demetrius swats it away and the Lakers race into a fast break.  Demetrius gets the ball and drives for the basket, but he is fouled.


    The scoreboard now shows one second left.


    Demetrius steps to the foul line.  Before the referee hands him the ball, he looks into the crowd.  From the sea of faces, he picks out Dr. Vincent Keyes.


    Vincent is sitting next to Rachel Levin.  She is holding onto Vincent's arm as the crowd gets to its feet.


    Demetrius makes eye contact with Vincent, and Vincent nods and holds up a fist. Several people sitting near Vincent turn to look at him, and Rachel squeezes his arm.


    Demetrius is handed the basketball and begins his pre-shot routine.  He concentrates, and Vincent nods, going through the process with him.  Demetrius's mouth moves, saying words to himself, and Vincent's mouth moves with it, saying the same words.


    Demetrius shoots the free throw and it swishes through the basket.  The crowd erupts.  Vincent cheers.

  


  
    4.


    The man approaches the black Mercedes.  The parking lot of the Staples Center is packed with cars, and only a few security guards are out making vague, listless circuits of the perimeter.


    The man, wearing black gloves, inserts a homemade wax key into the driver's door of the car.  He unlocks the car, then pops the hood.


    Working quickly with a few small tools he brought with him, he manages to make several adjustments to the car’s engine.


    He shuts the hood and walks away.
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    Demetrius Carr shoots the second free throw, it too swishes through the hoop and the crowd erupts.  The scoreboard shows the Lakers are up by one point. Vincent and Rachel cheer along with the rest of the crowd.


    The opposing team inbounds the ball and tries a Hail Mary shot, but the shot misses.  The Lakers win and the crowd goes crazy.  They start chanting "D!" "D!"


    Vincent makes his way to the locker room where Demetrius, clad in nothing but a towel, is surrounded by reporters.  He dwarfs the small reporters.  His huge shoulders and bulging chest are covered in a thin sheen of sweat.


    “Demetrius, in addition to the game-winning free throws, you had another triple double tonight.  That makes five games in a row,” the nearest reporter asks, barely able to make his voice heard over the room’s general din.  “How does it feel to have won another game practically single-handedly and how does it feel to be carrying this team on your back?”


    “It was a team effort all the way,” Demetrius responds.  “There are lots of good players on this ball club, lots of people working hard.  Every win is a team win.”


    “Demetrius,” another reporter calls out.  “Last season you probably would've bricked those game-winning free throws.”


    “I hear that.”


    Reporters laugh again.


    “Does your improved performance have anything to do with the sports psychologist you've been seeing?”


    “Man, let me tell you something,” the star player says.  “It’s all about focus.”


    Vincent slips through the reporter’s circle and shakes hands with Demetrius.  A few photographers pop off some shots of the moment.


    “Great game,” Vincent says.  “You had the stroke going, didn't you?”


    “That I did, my friend.  I was in the zone.”


    “Like I said, D, good game.”


    They shake hands again and Vincent makes his way through the reporters, but one catches up to him.  He’s short and thick, like a former football player turned reporter.


    “Dr. Keyes, may I have a word?” he says.


    “Sorry, but I've got someone waiting.”


    Keyes doesn’t particularly want to talk to the reporter right now, he’d rather get back to Rachel.  He realizes that at some point he’s got to tell her about Vicki, and maybe it will be tonight.  Maybe tonight he can work up the courage to be honest with her.


    “I know you did an interview with Sports Illustrated a few months ago,” the reporter continued.  “But I bet I could interest my editor in a story about you.  My name is Doug Eves.”


    “Why do you want to do a story on me?”


    “The country's hottest sports psychologist, the master of peak performance?  Why wouldn’t I?  You’re a shrink to the stars, famous actresses, business tycoons, anyone who needs to perform under pressure.”


    “Look, I appreciate all the flattery, but I’ve got to run.  Here’s a card.”  Vincent hands the man his business card.  “Call me and maybe we can set something up.”


    Vincent emerges from the locker room and spots Rachel waiting for him. 


    They walk down the long hallway together.  She puts her arm around Vincent's waist and together, they walk toward his car.

  


  
    6.


    Vincent and Rachel walk to Vincent's black Mercedes.  Vincent has his key out, but sees that the car is already unlocked.


    “Looks like I could've made it easy for someone,” he says.


    “What do you mean?” Rachel asks.


    “I guess I forgot to lock it.”


    Vincent shrugs his shoulders, and opens the door, climbs in, then maneuvers the big black car out of the busy parking lot.


    “Wanna get a drink?”


    Rachel reaches across and plays with his hair.


    “I think you should take me home.”


    Vincent smiles, but inside he is thinking about Vicki Lee.


    He is behind a slow-moving truck in the fast lane.  Vincent pulls out into the center lane and passes the vehicle on the right.


    “Why is it so hard to understand:  you go fast in the fast lane, slow in the slow lane?” Vincent says.


     


    He accelerates and the speedometer creeps up over seventy.  The speedometer continues to climb.  Vincent takes his foot off the gas pedal, but the speedometer keeps going up.


    “What the hell,” he says.


    He taps the brake, but the car continues to accelerate.


    “Hey Mario Andretti, slow down,” Rachel says.


    Vincent hits the brake harder, but still nothing happens.


    “You’re scaring me, Vince!” Rachel says.


    She is gripping her door handle tightly, as if to brace herself.  She looks at Vincent, but he is staring at the speedometer, his mouth clenched shut.


    Vincent is sweating, and his knuckles are turning white from gripping the steering wheel.  His arms are wooden as the speedometer creeps over ninety.


    Vincent's hands, still holding onto the steering wheel, start shaking, but he doesn't let go; the shaking moves up his forearms and his shoulders until it seems as if his whole upper body is convulsing.


    “Vince!” Rachel screams.


    Vincent smashes the brake pedal down with both feet but the car continues to accelerate.


    He narrowly misses a pickup truck by reefing the wheel to the left.  The Mercedes scrapes against the concrete median but doesn’t slow down. 


    Rachel screams again.


    Ahead, Vincent sees three semi-trucks are side-by-side, occupying all of the space and forming a wall.


    Rachel sees the trucks ahead, too.


    “Vincent, watch out!” she screams.


    Vincent needs to swerve around the trucks, but his arms are now almost completely locked as he simply holds on.  He closes his eyes and the Mercedes plows between two of the trucks, the side mirrors rip off the car.


    The speedometer is now over one hundred miles an hour. 


    Rachel struggles to lean toward the steering wheel, but she is thrown back against her seat as the car ricochets off the side of one of the trucks.


    “Shut it off!  Turn off the engine, Vincent!” she yells.


    Vincent doesn't respond.  His hands, arms, nearly his whole body is shaking.


    “Vince, goddamnit!” she cries out.


    Finally, the Mercedes shoots out from between the trucks and Rachel lurches across the seat, gets a hold of the key, and slams it down.  The keys come free in her hand and she slams backward into her seat from the force of her effort.


    The engine immediately goes silent and the car begins to slow down.  The speedometer drops.


    Like a robot, Vincent manages to turn the wheel enough to guide the car over toward the shoulder where it finally coasts to a stop.


    He painfully unwraps his fingers from the steering wheel.  His hands are still shaking and he's covered in sweat.


    The Mercedes has long scrapes on both of its sides, and one mirror is dangling from a strip of metal.


    Rachel throws open the passenger door and something falls off the car, hitting the road with a metallic clang.


    She falls to her hands and knees on the gravel shoulder of the road and begins to cry.
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    Annabel is warm and cozy under the covers of her Winnie the Pooh bedspread and quilt. 


    Her mother, Bonnie, is tucking her in.


    “Was that you tapping at my window last night, Pooh?” Annabel asks.


    “What did you say, Annabel?” her mother responds.  It’s typical of her seven-year-old to try to stall at bedtime and stay up later.  But Bonnie is tired and ready for bed herself.


    “I'm Piglet,” Annabel says.


    “Oh.”


    “Who are you?”


    “Mommy.”


    “No, you're Pooh.”


    “Oh.”


    “Was that you scratching at my window last night, Pooh?”


    “Yes.”


    “No it wasn't, Mommy.”


    “Oh, sorry.  I don't remember...oh, yeah, now I do.  Nighttime Mystery?”


    Annabel nods.


    Bonnie pauses as she gets into character.


    “No, Piglet, it wasn't me,” she says in her lame attempt at imitating Winnie the Pooh.


    “Pooh, are there any monsters in the Hundred Acre Wood?”


    “No, there aren't any monsters,” Bonnie says.  “Look, it's just tree branches scraping your window.”


    “Oh, thank you, Pooh.  I'm a small animal.  Now I can sleep.”


    “Good night, Piglet.  I love you.”


    “Good night, Pooh.  I love you, too.”


    Bonnie kisses Annabel on the head, then goes to her daughter’s window and double-checks the locks.  It’s shut tight and secure.  Bonnie looks out through the glass to see if there are any branches nearby that could have been banging into the window, but there aren’t.


    Bonnie pulls the curtains shut, kisses her daughter again, turns the light off and shuts the door.
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    Vincent takes a seat in the office of his therapist, Dr. Joshua Melahmed.  The space is comfortable and masculine, with overstuffed leather armchairs and lots of natural woodwork.  Degrees in psychology from Stanford and Harvard are hung on the wall.


    Vincent studies his friend, mentor, and therapist of twenty years.  Dr. Melahmed is in his late sixties.  He is bald, thin, and very tan, all of which combine to set off his striking gray eyes.  He is a man who clearly has taken care of himself over the years.


    Melahmed takes a seat across from Vincent, a pen and notepad in his hand.


    Vincent shares with him the story of what happened to him after the Lakers game, when his car went out of control.


    “What was your thought process, what was going through your mind?” Melahmed asks Vincent once he’s done telling the story.


    “I felt like I was watching everything.  Detached.”


    Melahmed writes something in a notepad.  He doesn't say anything, his silence prompting Vincent to continue.


    “Maybe I was too preoccupied with keeping the car on the road to think about just shutting the engine off.”  Vincent thinks it might be true, but it sounded a little hollow to him as it came out of his mouth.


    “So Rachel was able to think about shutting the car off because she wasn't driving?” his therapist points out.


    Vincent raises his eyebrows as if to say, Could be.


    “Do you really believe that?”


    Vincent shrugs his shoulders.  He looks out the window.


    “Did the mechanics find out what happened?”


    “They ran some tests, but said it was inconclusive.  They said it could have been a computer malfunction, an electrical fire, lots of things.  I asked if they thought it had been tampered with, and they couldn’t say one way or the other.”


    Dr. Melahmed scribbles something else in his notebook.


    “How are Annabel and Bonnie?”


    “They're doing great; I'm going over there later.”


    “Annabel's growing up fast, I assume?”


    “Yeah, next month it will be five years since the divorce,” Vincent says.  “It's amazing.  She's only seven, but she seems so incredibly grown-up.”


    “And Bonnie?”


    “Good.  She's got a guy.  An architect.  Sounds serious.”  He didn’t like the guy, but he knew he wasn’t objective.  The thought of another man taking his place pissed him off, yet at the same time Vincent realized he was the one responsible for the split.  He couldn’t have it both ways.


    “How does that make you feel?”


    “Couldn't be happier,” he lied.


    “And you?  Still seeing Rachel?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Is it getting serious?”


    “Josh, you know I said I'll never marry again.”


    “A relationship can be serious without marriage, Vince.”


    “You know what I meant.”


    Melahmed pauses and watches Vincent.  Vincent is momentarily uncomfortable.


    “We haven't been seeing eye to eye lately.  Plus, I've sort of started seeing someone else.  But I don't know...I don't want anything long-term, so I try not to give it much serious thought.”


    Melahmed nods, then looks up as if a sudden thought occurred to him.


    “You know, it occurs to me, how long have we known each other?”


    “A long time,” Vincent says.


    “I steered you through graduate school.”


    “Got me my first job.  You’re Annabel's godfather.”


    “You know what's odd?”


    “What?”


    “You never told me why you became a psychologist.”


    Vincent looks momentarily stunned.


    “It's true.”


    “Oh, come on, you know I've always been interested in–”


    “Yeah, yeah, I know all that bullshit.  You're interested in how the mind works.  What makes people tick.  Blah, blah, blah.  What I don't know, what you've never really told me, is the truth, why you really chose to do this for a living.”


    Vincent feels himself start to sweat.  He thinks back to how many times he’s encouraged his own clients to open up, to share with what’s bothering them.  All this time, he’s never told Melahmed the truth.  And he sure as hell wasn’t going to start now.


    “Why are you bringing this up, now?” he asks.


    “I'm curious, and to be honest, a little envious.”


    “What?”


    “You've got it made - you timed the market perfectly.”


    “What are you talking about?” Vincent says.


    “You have positioned yourself in the area of peak performance, right?”


    “Indeed I have.”


    “Well everyone, and I mean everyone, wants to be their best.  I was just thinking that you've got it made, your practice must be incredibly lucrative, you've attracted attention from the media, you're almost as famous as some of your patients.”


    “Your point?”


    “Why did you specialize in peak performance?  What was it about the field that attracted you to it?  You could've gone into any branch of psychology you wanted - you were the most heavily recruited grad student I'd ever seen.”


    Vincent closes his eyes for a moment, sees the nose of the car crashing into the bridge’s guardrail, the sensation of falling, then the cold of the water.  And Kristin. 


    “Vincent?”


    Vincent snaps his eyes open and focuses on Melahmed.  Suddenly, he feels angry.  “But why are you asking me now?”


    “Why not?”


    “Because you think this all has something to do with my panic attack, my choke, when my car went ballistic?”


    “Do you?”


    Vincent shakes his head and looks out the window.


    But he doesn’t answer the question.

  


  
    9.


    A sign above a huge, modern building reads "McCardle National Ice Center."  Next to the letters are the intertwined rings signifying the building as an Olympic training facility.


    Vicki Lee, dressed in warm-up clothes, is skating alone on the rink.  She moves with precision, and looks incredibly graceful even in a sweat suit.  Her silky black hair is tied into a ponytail.


    Vicki gains speed as she skates the length of the rink.  She gathers herself and leaps high in the air, sending up a shower of ice as she spins in a blurred vision of grace.  She nails the triple Lutz and comes to a dramatic finish with her arms upraised toward the empty bleachers.


    Her coach, a burly man named Dave Brazer, applauds.


    “Do that and you'll be coming back with some hardware, Vicki,” he says.  “Some serious, yellowish colored hardware.”


    Vicki skates to a stop.


    “Yeah, if all the skaters from Germany have a mass aneurysm,” she replies.


    “That's not the kind of attitude I want to be hearing.”


    “I know, Coach, I was just kidding.  The fact is, I've never felt better or stronger.  I feel like I've really turned the corner in the last few months.”


    She has a thin line of sweat along her forehead, and she’s breathing heavily, but overall she feels good.


    “But you need to get your head straight.  You need to believe that without a shadow of a doubt,” her coach insists.  “I thought you were supposed to be seeing that sports psychologist, to help you stay motivated and positive.”


    “I am seeing him,” Vicki says.  She suppresses a chuckle at the double meaning.


    “Well, whatever he's doing doesn’t look like it’s helping, to me.”


    Vicki smiles, this time unable to resist.


    “Quite the contrary, coach.  He’s helping me in a lot of different ways.”  She wanted to add, and a lot of different positions.


    He shrugs.  “All right, let's call it quits for the day.  Tomorrow, I want to start working on your toe-plant.  You're still not nailing it every time.”


    “Okay.”


    Vicki heads for the locker room.  She hops into the shower, thinking about her routine.  Vicki finishes up, then comes out of the shower and dries off, running the towel vigorously through her dark black hair and over her firmly muscled midsection.


    She puts her foot up on one of the wooden benches as she towels her legs, her taut muscles flexing in response to the movement.


    The thought of Vincent excites her.  She can’t wait to change and get back to her apartment.  She wants him to come over.  Tonight.
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    A man carrying a big, oversized duffel bag, a hockey stick, and a pair of ice skates slung over his shoulder enters the main doors of the building.  His head is down and the collar of his coat is turned up.  His face is not visible.


    The woman manning the front desk watches him pass.  She’s about to say something but the man clearly knows where he’s going and she figures he’s late for a practice.


    The door closes behind the man as he enters a stairwell and the woman goes back to her computer where she’s in the middle of an argument on a political website’s message board.
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    Vicki shrugs on her sweat-suit jacket and hoists her duffel bag over her shoulder.  She heads for the door, but stops in front of the mirror for a final check of her hair.


    The line of sweat is now gone, and she takes a moment to study her face.  Her skin is flawless, her eyes dark, and her lips are thin, but when she adds just the right amount of lipstick they look full enough to be sexy.


    She smiles again, and likes how she looks in the reflection.  For awhile, she had been under so much stress with the training and the expectation placed on her that dark circles had appeared under her eyes.  Those are gone now.  Vicki is sleeping better than ever and she knows the reason.


    His name is Vincent Keyes.
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    The man with the duffel bag and hockey stick has paused at the first landing of the stairs going down to the locker rooms.  From beyond the door, he hears the sound of a locker room door banging open and then closed.


    At the sound of the noise, the man walks quickly, heading down the stairs.  He reaches the bottom, just as Vicki opens the door.


    The man moves toward her and Vicki steps aside to let him pass, but with only a few feet between them, the man suddenly swings the fist that’s holding the handle of the hockey stick.  His blow catches Vicki flush on the jaw, and although the punch is a short one, it is powerful enough to make a bone-crunching sound in the silence of the stairwell.


    Vicki drops to the floor.


    The man sets down his duffel bag, zips it open, easily lifts Vicki and stuffs her petite body into the oversized bag designed to hold an abundance of hockey gear.  He hoists the bag over his shoulder and walks back up the stairs.


    He carries the bag with Vicki inside to his car, pops open the trunk, and throws everything inside.  The duffel bag lands with a loud thud.


    The man shuts the trunk, and gets in the driver's seat.


    He drives away from the training facility.  Only when he’s back on the main highway does he allow himself to take a deep breath.
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    Vincent Keyes, driving a new, tan Mercedes, pulls up in front of his ex-wife’s house.  He gets out of the car, walks around the front, and opens the front passenger door for his daughter.


    They walk toward the front door where Bonnie waits.


    “Mommy, I beat Dad at miniature golf!” Annabel announces.


    “Really?” Bonnie says.  “A little girl like you beating the big sports psychologist?”


    “I did! I did!”


    Bonnie smiles at Vincent.  “What happened?  Did you lose your focus?”


    He laughs.  “I was doing fine until that damn windmill.”


    “You've got to pretend it isn't there, Dad,” Annabel points out.


    “And that big beaver?” Vincent says.  “Are you going to tell me you blocked that out, too?”


    “It was a chipmunk.”


    “I think it was a beaver.”


    “Since when do beavers have stripes?”


    “Good point,” Vincent admits, smiling.


     


    He grabs Annabel, picks her up, and starts kissing her neck, and she squirms under the barrage of tickles.


    “Annabel, come on in, it's time for dinner,” Bonnie says.


    “Dad's taking me to the opera next week.”


    “Oh, really?”


    “Sure, putt-putt one day, then opera the next,” Vincent says.  “It’s important to be well-rounded.”


    “Let's hope there aren't any chipmunks there,” Annabel teases.


    Vincent sets his daughter down and she races toward the house.


    “See ya' Friday, Bell.”


    “Bye Dad.”


    Vincent watches her scamper inside the house and when he looks up, he catches Bonnie appraising him.


    “You look good, Vincent.”


    “You too Bonnie.”


    “Yeah, right,” she says, looking down at her worn jeans and sweatshirt.


    “You do.  You go easy on the eye, you always have, and don't pretend you don't know it.”


    “What, do you want a quickie before you go back to the office?” she says.


    “You know I could never say no to you.”


    “You could never say no to any halfway-decent-looking woman, that was the problem.”  Her face has taken on an edge, and the humor in her voice is gone.


    “Bonnie.”


    Behind Bonnie, a man appears.  He is dark-haired with a square jaw and a five o'clock shadow that looks like it's been there since morning.


    “Come on honey, the food's getting cold,” he says, then stops.


    “Rodney, this is Vincent,” Bonnie says.  “Vincent, this is Rodney.”


    “Hi Rodney.”


    He starts to move toward the door as if to shake hands, but then Rodney speaks.


    “Go on in, Bon,” Rodney says.


    “What time are you picking her up on Friday?” she asks Vincent as she puts her hand on the door handle.


    “Six-thirty.”


    “All right.”


    “Go on.  I want to ask Doc about the Lakers this year,” Rodney says.


    She looks uncertainly between the men, then goes inside.


    Rodney watches, and as soon as he's satisfied that she can't hear, he turns to Vincent.


    “I just want you to know that Bonnie and I have something special.”


    Vincent looks Rodney in the eye.


    “I know you messed around on her all the time you were married, so don't come back trying to be something you're not,” Rodney says.  He has his hands on his hips.


    “Let's get something straight, Rodney.  I will never attempt to re-join this family.”


    Rodney looks satisfied to hear this.


    “Because I'll never leave this family.  I am that girl's father.  And I always will be.”  Vincent pauses.  “Maybe you should take your own advice,” he says.


    “What's that?”


    “Don't try to be something you're not.  And never will be.”


    Vincent walks back to the car and Rodney goes into the house without saying a word.
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    The oversized wooden door is kicked open.  The man walks inside and looks around to make sure nothing has changed since he last visited.


    It hasn’t.


    The building is an abandoned gymnasium with none of the athletic equipment remaining.  No basketball hoops, scoreboard, or bleachers.  Everything is gone.  It is now the kind of space that a fashion photographer would choose for a studio:  old brick walls, ancient wooden beams, a scarred wood floor.


    The man leaves, then returns with the oversized hockey bag over his shoulder.  He walks into the middle of the room and drops the bag. From inside, muffled screams struggle to escape.  The duffel bag thrashes violently on the floor as Vicki struggles to free herself.


    The man unzips the duffel bag to reveal Vicki Lee's terrified face.


    “Hey!” she yells.


    He slaps a strip of duct tape over her mouth, rendering anything else she says into muffled, unintelligible noises.  He pulls her out from the bag, kneels on her back, and duct tapes her ankles together.


    She rolls onto her back and watches in horror as the man uncoils a long stretch of rope and throws it over one of the thick wooden beams high up near the ceiling.


    A noose comes down the other side and hangs ominously over Vicki’s face. 


    Her eyes widen in recognition of the object swinging over her head.
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    The reporter Douglas Eves is sitting in Vincent's office.  He has placed a recorder on the desk, halfway between them.  On his lap is a legal pad, in his hand, a pen.


    “So your first patient who really was famous, or at least became famous after you got involved with him, was Bryant Mitchell, the baseball player,” Eves says.


    Vincent nods.  “Yes, that’s correct.  When I met him, he was considered a young kid with a great arm and a lousy attitude.”


    “But you changed that.”


    “No, he did.  I just helped him.”


    “And then he helped you.”


    “Well, when Bryant pitched in the World Series, and they won, he threw my name around a bit,” Vincent admits.  “I did receive quite a few calls from other athletes after that.”


    “Now you've moved beyond athletes to anyone who wants to achieve peak performance,” Eves continues.


    “Right.  I spoke at a dinner of Fortune 100 executives the other night.”


    Eves writes something down on his notepad.


    “So what exactly do champions all have in common, from a psychological perspective?” he asks.  “What traits does someone need to consistently perform under pressure?”


    “Through hundreds, even thousands of hours of research and discussions with people in a wide range of stressful occupations, I've discovered some constants,” Vincent says.  “One, they all practice positive self-talk.  Two, they all visualize themselves succeeding in whatever competition they're involved with.  And they all definitely say that the psychological component of their respective endeavors is as important as the physical aspect.”


    “Meaning...”


    “Meaning to be a professional golfer, you not only have to be able to drive the ball three hundred yards off the tee, but you have to be able to put yourself in the right frame of mind to consistently drive the ball three hundred yards off the tee.”  Vincent smiles.  “I know it sounds like I’m splitting hairs, but it’s actually a very important distinction.”


    Eves scribbles down some more notes.


    “And what about people who crack under pressure?” the reporter asks.  “I believe, in sports, it's called choking.”


    “Invariably, it comes from a visualization problem.  Typically, it's produced by a collapse of the internal voice.  For some reason, the person's ability to put themselves in the right frame of mind is incapacitated.”


    Eves puts his pen down and looks directly at Vincent.  “Have you ever personally choked?”


    Vincent smiles.  “Hasn't everyone?” he says.


    “Care to elaborate?”


    Vincent shakes his head.  “Nothing really to elaborate on.  Everyone, from time to time, makes mistakes with regard to their thought process.  It has to do with being human.  Sometimes strong emotions interrupt the thought process.  What matters is how you get back on track.”


    Eves doesn’t seem to want to let it go.  “I don't suppose it would be good for business, the psychologist who specializes in helping people remain cool under pressure talking about how he's choked in the past.”


    “That's a very astute observation, Mr. Eves.  I hadn't thought of that.”


    Eves looks at Vincent to see if he's serious.  At that moment, Vincent's secretary pokes her head in the door.


    “Dr. Keyes, you have a call on line one.  It's Vicki Lee.”


    “Okay, I'll take it” Vincent says.  “Are we done here, Doug?”


    “Yep, I've got everything I need for now.  My editor may want me to follow up on some points later.  But we can just do that over the phone.  Thanks for your time, Doctor.”


    “No problem.  We'll see you in print.  Or should I say digitally?  Print is dead, right?”


    Eves doesn’t seem to hear as he leaves Vincent’s office.


    Vincent picks up his phone and punches a button.


    “Vicki?”


    He hears a scream.
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    Vicki Lee has a noose around her neck.  She is crying.  The man, his hand clad in a black leather glove, holds a phone to her ear.


    Her voice trembles.


    “Vincent.  Please help me.  Hurry.  I'm at thirteen...thirteen forty East Wright Street.  Don't call the police.  I'm in big trouble.  Just come, please.  I need your help.”


    The phone is taken away from Vicki and the man clicks the disconnect button.  Vicki starts sobbing.
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    “Vicki!”


    Vincent runs from his desk, yells to Nancy as he races by the receptionist's desk.


    “Call the cops, tell them to meet me at thirteen forty East Wright Street.”


    “East Wright Street?  That's just a few minutes away.”


    “I know where it is, call the cops, Nancy!”


    “Okay, okay.”


    Vincent sprints to the Mercedes, drives quickly, gunning the powerful engine of his car, and taking corners with abandon.  His tires squeal as he takes a corner, then he guns the engine again.


    He quickly passes into a neighborhood with older buildings and a lot of vacant lots.


    He slams on the brakes in front of thirteen forty East Wright Street.  It is a tall, dilapidated brick building.  There are iron bars over the windows, as well as the main doors.


    Vincent gets out of his car and looks around.


    The numbers 1340 are clearly visible over the main door of the building. 


    Vincent rushes up the stairs and pushes against the doors.  They are unlocked.  He crashes through them and rushes inside.


    Inside the building, Vincent sees that it is completely deserted.  There are no signs of anyone anywhere.


    Long hallways lead off from the main entrance, and a set of thick wooden doors faces Vincent.  He approaches them.


    Vincent puts his hand tentatively on the door handle, it opens partially.  He takes one more look down each hallway, then pushes the doors open.


    At first glance, the gymnasium seems empty.  Vincent lets the door close.  As it swings shut, he hears a sound from above.


    He looks up and sees an elaborate rope and pulley system that leads to the center of the room, high above Vincent's head.  There, perched precariously on a beam, is Vicki Lee.


    The rope leads to her neck and duct tape covers her mouth.


    The rope, triggered by the closing of the door, is snapped upward, and it whiplashes, tightening along a line straight to Vicki Lee.


    The place is booby-trapped, Vincent thinks.


    As the rope takes up slack, the board beneath Vicki's feet shoots out from under her, and Vicki drops three feet, hitting the end of the rope with a vicious jerk.


    Hanging by her neck, with her hands tied behind her back, Vicki's feet start kicking wildly.


    Vincent is frozen by the sight.  He starts shaking.  Vicki's terrified eyes blaze at him, willing him to move.


    Finally, he snaps out of it.


    He looks at the rope above him, and tries to jump for it, but it's at least ten feet over his head.  He starts to move in one direction, stops, then moves in another.


    He looks around the room, but there are no chairs, no ladders, nothing to help him reach the rope.


    Vicki continues to kick and thrash.  He can see her face.  It's turning blue.


    Vincent races to the big double doors, throws them open and screams down the hallway.


    “Help!  Help!”


    He rushes back into the room and starts shaking again.  His eyes follow the rope back to the door.


    He looks back at Vicki.  She has stopped kicking.  Her body's only movements are momentary convulsive jerks.


    Vincent opens the door, and locks it open, then climbs, using the door’s wide handle as a foothold.  He reaches the top of the door, and stretches across it, teetering and nearly falling.  He brings one leg up to the right, and manages to bring himself to a kneeling position on top of the door.


    He stands upright and gauges the distance to the rope overhead.  Sweat has begun to pour down his face.


    He jumps and his right hand catches the rope.  He swings his left hand up and starts climbing his way, hand over hand, toward Vicki.


    Halfway there, he throws his feet up and hooks them over the rope.  Now he can climb faster.


    Vicki has stopped moving.


    With ten yards to go, Vincent sees that the rope runs through a hook in an adjoining beam.  He studies it momentarily, then shifts one hand to the section of rope opposite the beam.


    He is now a good twenty feet above the floor.


    Vincent swings his feet up and braces them against a ceiling beam.  Sweat is pouring down his face.  The muscles in his arms and legs are burning.  Straining, he manages to create a hint of slack in the rope.


    “Come on, come on!” he yells at himself.


    He pulls harder and now there is just enough slack in the rope to slip it from the hook.  Vincent does just that and, now free from the hook, Vicki falls to the ground with a thud that sickens Vincent. 


    Vincent manages to reach the same rope and slides down it fireman-style, landing next to Vicki.


    His hands are shaking and he's crying as he works to loosen the noose.  Her eyes are wide open and unblinking.  Even though the noose is off now, her face remains blue.


    “Vicki!  Vicki!”


    He begins mouth-to-mouth.


    “Come on Vicki!  Come on!”


    He keeps trying mouth-to-mouth, but Vicki shows no signs of reviving.


    Vincent hears the sound of sirens but they seem far away.


    He checks for Vicki’s pulse, but fails to find one.  He hangs his head and starts sobbing.
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    Vincent is sitting at a table while Detective Ponko paces in front of him.  It is a typical interrogation room with a single overhead light and empty walls, save for a two-way mirror on one side.


    Ponko is a black woman with a hard, cynical look to her.  She has neatly trimmed hair and her lips are thin. 


    Vincent has already told his story to her at least three times and he is now waiting for his attorney to arrive.


    “So you won't tell me what you two talked about in your last session?” Ponko asks.  Her tone is both sarcastic and suspicious.


    “Look, we've been over this, Detective,” Vincent says.  His voice is hollow and all he wants to do is go back to his house, drink a huge glass of Scotch, and cry.


    “Humor me,” Ponko says, and folds her arms across her chest.


    “I'm a psychologist specializing in peak performance,” Vincent says.  “Vicki is, was, a world-class figure skater.  What do you think we talked about?  Global warming?”


    “So you didn't get into her personal life?  Wouldn’t that have to do with how well she was skating?”


    Vincent saw the obvious leading question for what it was.  He looked toward the interrogation room door.  “Where's my lawyer?”


    “He's on his way.”


    “You’ve been saying that for the last two hours.  I'm not answering any more questions until he gets here.”


    “This is all off the record, Doctor.  So tell me, did you get into her personal life?”


    Vincent knew nothing was off the record.  He was sure the whole conversation was being recorded.


    “Look, I've already told you, when I treat a person, I treat the entire person, not just the athlete.  Who a person is affects everything they do.  So if someone comes to me wanting to improve their performance in whatever they do, you’re goddamned right we get into personal issues.”


    “What were Vicki's issues?”


    Vincent drummed his fingers on the table.  He knew Ponko was just trying to wear him down, but it was working. 


    “Look, I told you, she was a confident, happy, well-adjusted woman.  Her dream was to go to the Olympics and bring home a medal.  I was doing everything I could to help her achieve that.”


    “So you're saying she didn't really have any personal issues?”


    “Look, Vicki's personal issues, as you call them, were issues of organization, time management, not the kind of stuff you're looking for.”


    “What exactly is it I'm looking for?”


    “Well, obviously not the killer otherwise you wouldn't be wasting your time with me.”


    “Sounds like I need some peak performance training, right?  You wanna sign me up?  You give seminars or something like that?”


    “Sure.  The first thing we'd work on is to get you to start doing your job.”


    She stands and laughs, then looks at him.


    “I am doing my job.”


    Just then, the door to the interrogation room opens and in walks Ken Lamm, Vincent's attorney.  He is sharply dressed and carrying an expensive briefcase.  He looks at Ponko and Vincent, then holds the door open.


    “Come on Vincent, we're leaving.”


    “Thank God,” Vincent says, getting to his feet.


    The attorney looks at Ponko.  “Everything you two talked about is inadmissible since you kept me cooling my heels out there for the last hour,” Lamm says.


    “I know.  I know,” Ponko says.  She hands Vincent a business card.


    “Here's my card.  If you think of anything you may have forgotten, call me.”


    Vincent angrily snatches the card from her hand and is about out the door when the detective speaks again.


    “And Dr. Keyes?”


    Vincent stops at the sound of her voice.


    “If I find out you've got anything to do with Vicki Lee's death, you better hope your lawyer here is at the top of his game.  'Cuz you're gonna need him.”
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    Vincent and his lawyer are standing on the sidewalk in front of the police building.  In the background, there is a statue of Justice.


    “Talk to me, Ken.”


    “They've got nothing,” Lamm says.  “They have no idea who did this, but they know they’re going to be under a ton of pressure to solve this one fast.  Christ, Vicki was the hope of America in the Olympics.  Can you imagine the publicity?”


    Vincent nods while his attorney checks his phone.


    “So why did she say that my lawyer better be good?” Vincent asks.


    “She meant nothing more than to intimidate you, Vincent.  They don't think you did it, I mean come on.  You get a call from Vicki, have your secretary call the cops, go there, then hang her?  It makes no sense.”


    Lamm slides his phone back into the inside pocket of his suitcoat.


    “You don’t think they have any leads on who might have done this?”


    “I doubt it, otherwise they wouldn’t be putting on this big charade.  Besides, I overheard someone saying that Vicki’s boyfriend has an alibi.” 


    “Boyfriend?”


    Lamm looks at Vincent strangely.


    “Yeah, her boyfriend.” 


    Vincent tries to appear nonchalant.


    “What's wrong?” Lamm says.


    “Nothing.”


    “No other suspects.  Just you - the witness.”


    “Me the witness or me the suspect?”


    Lamm shrugs his shoulders.


    “Believe me, Vincent, the cops are looking into whether or not this was about you.  In their minds, if you didn't do this, then the killer was probably there with Vicki, forcing her to make the call to you.  Why you?  They don't know.  They do know, however, that the press is going to be all over them.  With all the hype over her recent performances and the attention figure skating has been getting, Vicki was starting to become an icon for Asian Americans.  Cereal boxes, endorsements, the whole thing.”


    “So what am I supposed to do, Ken?”


    “Sit tight.  Let them do their jobs.  At some point, the cops will want to sit down with you and take a formal statement.  I'll be with you when that happens.”


    “Let me ask you something.”


    Lamm concentrates, as if he knew something was coming.


    “Let's just say that Vicki and I had...had more than just a doctor-patient relationship.”


    Lamm has his poker face on and shows no signs of surprise.  “Well, for starters, there are no laws prohibiting that kind of relationship between psychologists and their patients, at least not in California,” he says.  “So no legal trouble there.  Ah, was there anything unusual about the extracurricular relationship?  Was the boyfriend jealous?  Did he threaten you?”


    “I didn't even know there was a boyfriend.”


    “Nothing out of the ordinary?”


    “No.”


    “Then I think we should be open about it when it comes time to make your statement.  If in fact, there was a relationship.”


    Vincent puts his hand on Ken’s shoulder.


    “Thanks, Ken.  And thanks for getting here so quickly.”


    The two men start walking toward their cars.


    Another thought occurs to Vincent.


    “What about the incident with my car where Rachel and I almost died?” he asks.  “Did the cops say anything about that?”


    “Just that they called the mechanic and he confirmed there were no signs of tampering,” Lamm says.


    “Of course not.  Whoever's doing this is too smart for that.”


    “Like I said, the cops are considering all the angles.  Don't get upset about Ponko giving you shit, she was trying to see if you'd get pissed and say anything she could use.  It's not personal, she's just doing her job.”


    “I didn't do it, Ken.  I didn't kill Vicki.”


    “I know, I know.”


    “This is about me.  The car, the phone call from Vicki.  Someone's doing this to me.  And I have absolutely no idea why.”
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    Rachel is sitting on her couch, watching the television.  Her apartment is modern chic and very sparse.


    A Special Report is being broadcast.


    “There are no witnesses or suspects at this time, according to police sources,” the newscaster says.  “Again, figure skater Vicki Lee, an Olympic hopeful, was found dead this afternoon.  Although the police won't confirm, sources report that she was murdered.”


    Rachel looks oddly at the television set, as if she's thinking about something.  She grabs the remote from the small glass table in front of her and clicks off the television set.


    She continues to stare at the television even though it's turned off.
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    The basketball star's living room reflects Demetrius’s ten million a year salary.  Bearskin rugs, expensive leather furniture, exotic African sculptures combined with Roman style columns between rooms.  A big fire is going in the fireplace and the sound of loud hip hop music pounds throughout the house.


    The house is full, but because it's so big, it doesn't seem crowded.  Partiers range from Brooks Brothers clad businessmen to hipsters wearing unlaced sneakers and gold chains.


    Demetrius is stretched out on a big couch, watching two of his friends play foosball.  A gorgeous black woman is snuggled up next to him.


    The friends playing foosball are nicknamed Hamburger and Hot Dog.  As expected, Hamburger is short and extremely fat, while Hot Dog is tall and thin.  Both are dressed like they're from the street; sweat suits, gold chains, gold rings, and beepers.


    “I'm tellin' you, D, index funds are the shit.  Instant diversification, low expense ratio.  No 12b-1 fees.  No headaches.  You go as the market goes,” Hot Dog says.


    Hot Dog slams a shot on the foosball table to punctuate his point.


    “That’s bullshit.  With an index fund you’re just playing it safe.  Blue chips are the way to go.”


    Demetrius ignores the financial advice and gives the woman a long, deep kiss, then breaks apart from her.  He stands up and lifts the girl into his arms.


    “Let's go somewhere private, baby.”


    He carries her into a bedroom as one of her stiletto heels falls to the carpet.
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    Vincent is standing in front of a bookcase.  In his hand is a glass of wine.  The picture he is looking at is one of himself and Vicki, their arms around each other, standing in front of a beautiful sunset.


    It was taken in Cabo on a secret getaway.  Vincent shakes his head, tries and fails to put the images of Vicki dying out of his mind.


    The phone rings, and Vincent puts the picture down, looks at his cell.  He doesn’t recognize the number.


    “Hello,” Vincent says.


    “Vincent.”


    The voice is male.  Vincent doesn’t recognize it.


    “Who is this?”


    “What took you so long, Vince?”


    “What are you talking about, I got it on the second ring.  Who is this?”


    Vincent feels a tremor inside.


    “No, I mean what took you so long to help out our little friend Vicki,” the man on the other end of the line says. 


    At the sound of her name, Vincent freezes.


    “The way I arranged it, if you had thought quickly, you had time to get her down safe and sound.”


    “Who is this?”


    Vincent feels himself panicking.  He wishes he could call the cops.


    “What'd you do, stand around with your thumb up your ass?” the man mocks him.


    “I'm hanging up now,” Vincent says, even though he has no intention of doing so.


    “You probably froze, like you always do.”


    The man on the phone laughs.


    “Fuck you, I'm hanging up,” Vincent says through clenched teeth.  “Who are you and why are you doing this?”


    “So what took you so long to get her down Vince?  You didn't freeze up, did you?  Did you choke just a little bit?  Did your palms sweat?  Breath get shallow?  Did your hands shake, Vince?”


    “I don't know what you're talking about.  I'm calling the cops right now.”


    “I'm sure Detective Ponko would love to talk to you.”


    Vincent, about to hang up, suddenly brings the phone back to his ear.


    “What did you say?”


    The killer laughs again.


    “Yeah, I know all about you Vincent.  This Detective Ponko?  I think she thinks you killed that little figure skater.  And you know, technically, she's right.”


    “Who are you, you bastard?”


    “I'm the man who's going to teach you how to conquer your fears.  I'm the man who's going to help you be the best that you can be.”


    The man laughs again, and then all Vincent hears is a dial tone.
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    Detective Lori Ponko knocks on the door of Apartment 220.  The hallway she is in is nondescript.  The door is solid, but cheap looking.


    She waits, then knocks again.  Finally, the door opens.


    “Who is it?” a high-pitched male voice asks.


    “My name is Detective Lori Ponko.  Are you Curtis May?”


    The man hesitates before answering.


    “What can I do for you?”


    “I want to ask you a few questions regarding the death of Vicki Lee.”


    The man unchains the door, then opens it.  He is a slim, scholarly looking man with horn-rimmed glasses and a short haircut.


    He is awkward, clearly not used to guests.


    “I was wondering if you'd come out and ask me some questions,” he says. 


    Ponko enters the apartment, and looks around, taking everything in carefully.


    “Oh, really, why'd you think that?”


    The man laughs, realizing he shouldn't volunteer anything too quickly to this woman.


    “Do you want anything to drink?  I've got some tea boiling.”


    “No, thanks, this shouldn't take too long.”


    May's apartment is drab and sparse, typical of a college student's digs.  There is a table in the eating area piled high with books.  A couch that sags in the middle.


    “I take it you're a student?”


    “Working on my Ph.D.  At UCLA,” he says, anticipating Ponko’s question.


    “What field?”


    “Microbiology.  I'm going to Costa Rica to study in the rainforest.”


    “When are you leaving?”


    “Don't worry, I'll be here for another six months,” he says with a tired smile.  “Plenty of time for you to find Vicki's killer.  I would hope, anyway.”


    “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”


    “Hey, this is L.A., what do you want?”


    “So how long did you and Vicki see each other?”


    “Three years.  We met when she was an undergrad at UCLA.  I was her TA.”


    Ponko takes out a notepad and starts writing.


    “What class would that have been?”


    “Life cycles of the Amazon.”


    “Was she a good student?”


    “Best in the class.  Very bright, very articulate.”


    “When did the two of you get romantically involved?”


    “After the semester was over.  She took another course and needed help, so she came to me even though I wasn't the TA.  It continued to grow from there, until she dumped me about a month ago.”


    Ponko looks up from her notebook. 


    “Did she say why?”


    “She said she met someone else,” May answers, for the first time showing some emotion.  He sits down in a chair at the kitchen table.  The chair’s seat is made of wicker and a few loose strands hang down.


    “Did she say who?” Ponko asks.


    May shakes his head.


    “How did you first learn of her death?” the detective asks.


    “On the news just like everyone else.”


    “You don't seem very upset about it.”


    “I can't say I was.  And isn't that interesting?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, we used to, you know. And then suddenly I find out she's murdered.  And what do I do?  Nothing.  I just change the channel.”


    Ponko absorbs this.


    “Human beings are capable of great violence, but worst of all, tremendous indifference,” she finally says.


    May doesn't answer.


    “When's the last time you spoke with her?” Ponko asks.


    “When she told me good-bye.”


    “And that she was leaving you for this other man.”


    “Yeah, it's funny, I'm just about to get my doctorate degree, and my fiancé leaves me for a doctor.”


    “Pardon me?”


    “What?”


    “A doctor?  I thought you said she didn't tell you who he was.”


    “She didn't tell me his name.”


    “Did she say what kind of doctor?”


    “She just said he was a doctor.  That's all.  Believe me, it was enough.”
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    The party has ended, and there are empty bottles of champagne scattered around, as well as the occasional article of clothing.  It's apparent that a good time was had by all.


    Hamburger and Hot Dog are sitting on Demetrius's huge, L-shaped leather couch.  They are passing a thick joint back and forth as they watch The Discovery Channel on the giant, big-screen television.  A pack of hyenas are tearing apart a carcass.


    “Reminds me of your Mom at Thanksgiving,” Hot Dog observes.


    Hamburger takes a deep hit, speaks on the exhale.


    “Reminds me of your sisters fighting over my dick,” he responds.


    A man walks toward the couch where Hamburger and Hot Dog are watching television. The two look up at him.


    The man lifts his arm and in his hand is a pistol with a silencer attached.


    He pumps three rounds into Hamburger's chest, which immediately begins seeping blood.


    Hot Dog jumps up and reaches in his waistband for his gun, but it's too late.  The man squeezes off five more shots, all of which turn Hot Dog's white sweat-suit top into a perforated, bloody mess.


    Hot Dog sinks to his knees and The Man fires one more shot that takes Hot Dog in the middle of the forehead.  He drops onto his face.
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    A woman's legs are wrapped around Demetrius's muscular back.  The rest of his body is covered in a sheet.


    The woman is calling out and moaning.


    Suddenly, the door slams shut behind them, but Demetrius doesn't bother turning to see who it is.


    “Get the fuck outta here, I'm busy,” Demetrius says without turning his head to see who has intruded.  “This ain’t the goddamned Playboy Channel.”


    There's no answer.


    Demetrius stops in mid-stroke, and looks back over his shoulder.


    “Who the fuck are you?” he says.  He climbs off the woman and faces the man who has entered the bedroom.


    The woman also sits up.  Her bare breasts are visible and she makes no attempt to cover herself.


    “Who the fuck are you?” she says, her voice angry.


    The man raises his pistol and shoots the woman in the face.  Her body is thrown backward and then she slumps off the side of the bed, leaving a streak of blood that marks her fall.


    The man lowers his pistol.


    “What do you want?” Demetrius says, his voice calm and contrite.  “Everything's cool.  There's cash in my wallet.  Take my car.  The Ferrari.  Keys are on the table.”


    “Shut up,” the man with the gun says.  “Put on your pants.  You're coming with me.”


    Demetrius hesitates and the man smoothly raises the pistol again and fires a shot that knocks a hole in the wall right next to Demetrius's head.


    “Okay, okay.” 


    Demetrius climbs off the bed and starts putting on his pants.  He looks down at the dead woman on the floor.


    “Shit,” he says.
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    Vincent is counseling Paul Giesen, a stockbroker.  Giesen is dressed in a power suit, Armani, and black leather Allen-Edmonds shoes.  He's short, stocky, and highly strung.


    As Giesen talks, Vincent writes on a legal pad.


    “I just don't know, I was so in the fucking zone, until everything started seeming less, less crystalline, you know what I mean?”  Giesen shakes his head and looks at Vincent with an expression that implores understanding.


    On his notepad, Vincent writes:  “Vicki.”  And then, in columns next to her name, “Friends.  Family.  Enemies.”


    “Doc, you know what I mean?” Giesen repeats himself.


    Vincent tears himself away from his notepad and looks at the stockbroker.


    “What do you think happened?” he manages to ask.


    “I don't know.  I was focused, it's like my brain wasn't calculating as fast as it should've been.  Like my processor was malfunctioning.”


    “Was anything else bothering you, distracting you?” Vincent asks, but continues making notes on his notepad under Vicki's name:  Who benefits from her death?


    “I got a date with Michelle,” Giesen says and he pauses, waiting for Vincent's response.


    “The other stock analyst?”


    Giesen nods.  “The one I've been trying to bag for a month.”


    “What goes through your mind when you think of her?”


    On his notepad, Vincent writes:  Who benefits from my failure?


    “A challenge.  A beauty.”


    “Is she a better financial analyst than you?”


    “Of course not.  No one is.”


    “Is she good?”


    “She will be.  She's younger, less experienced, but she's got all the right tools.”


    “How does that make you feel?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Does that scare you?”


    “Nothing scares me.”


    “Now...”


    “What do you mean now?”


    “What I mean is, champions all agree that getting to the top was challenging, but staying there was even harder.”


    “And...”  Giesen’s face is turning red.  He clearly doesn’t like this line of reasoning.


    “And, you've got a date with Michelle, and suddenly, you start wondering if you’ll see her less as competition,” Vincent points out.  “And that might give her an edge.  Maybe you start doubting the wisdom of pursuing her and maybe that's why you don't process the calculations as quickly.”


    “Some form of performance anxiety?”


    “Anxiety can be awfully distracting...”


    On his notepad, Vincent has written “revenge” and proceeds to underline it twice.
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    The same notepad is in Vincent's hands but he’s now home.  He is still looking at the word “revenge.”   He places the notepad on the bed and stares at the ceiling.


    Vincent had decided to tell Ponko about the mystery call, even though he figured she wouldn’t believe him.  He left a message for her, detailing the call, but he hadn’t heard back.


    He paces his living room, the notepad in one hand, cell phone in the other.


    His mind goes back to that night so many years ago.  To Kristin.


    It was late, they were both half-drunk, and it was raining.  Vincent remembers the steering wheel spinning in his hands, the sound so loud it seemed like an explosion, and then...after.


    He looks back at his notepad.


    But this can’t possibly have anything to do with what happened back then.  Kristin was dead, and so were her parents.  She had no siblings.


    No, it’s about something else.


    But what?


    Suddenly, from somewhere else in the house comes a noise.  Vincent rushes to his home office, opens a drawer in his desk, and pulls out a gun.


    He passes through the living room silently, the gun in his hand.  There is no one else in the room.


    Vincent passes through the kitchen to the back door and stands half in the doorway, half out, looking into the darkness of the backyard. 


    There is nothing there.


    Vincent goes to his bedroom, places the gun on the table next to the bed.  The clock reads 11:14.
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    Vincent is snoring softly into the pillow.  Next to the bed, on his nightstand, is his cell phone.


    At the back door of Vincent’s house, a skeleton key made of wax, the same kind used to unlock Vincent's Mercedes, is inserted into the door’s lock.  With a deft twist of the wrist, the lock slides back and the door opens.


    Vincent’s house alarm does not go off.


    Demetrius Carr, with duct tape over his mouth and eyes is led into the center of the room.  His arms are behind him, fastened together at the wrists with a plastic zip tie.


    A man is behind him, with the muzzle of a gun pressed directly into the back of Demetrius’s head.


    The man leads Demetrius to the dining room table where he grabs a chair with his free hand, and brings it into the middle of the living room. 


    Demetrius is seated in the chair.  The man places an additional zip tie on Demetrius’s left arm before freeing the basketball player’s right arm.  The man then places Demetrius’s arm along the arm of the chair, and duct tapes it into place.


    He then repeats the process with the other arm.


    The man steps back.


    Demetrius Carr is now sitting in the chair, both of his arms next to him as if he’s sitting in church and forced to have good posture.


    The man steps behind Demetrius and withdraws a hatchet, sharpened to the extreme.


    He steps in front of Demetrius and raises the hatchet.


    Suddenly, it whistles through the air, followed by a loud thunk.


    In his bedroom, Vincent's eyes snap open.


    The hatchet whistles through the air again, followed by another thunk.


    Vincent swings his legs out of bed and grabs the gun on the table next to the bed.


    He races from his bedroom into the living room and sees Demetrius’s giant form sitting in the chair, his head slumped forward.


    Vincent rushes to him, his mind nearly unable to register the sight of the basketball player’s huge hands separated from the man’s body, now on the carpeted floor, surrounded in blood.


    More blood is pouring from the stumps at the end of Demetrius’s arms.


    Tears are pouring out from beneath the duct tape around the star player’s eyes.  He is screaming, but it is muffled by the gag in his mouth secured also with duct tape.


    Vincent’s hands are shaking uncontrollably as he tries to get the duct tape off of Demetrius's arms.  It is futile, as they are wrapped several times around.


    Blood continues to pump from the stumps of the basketball player's arms.


    Vincent races into the kitchen and comes back with some dishtowels.  As quickly as possible, his hands still shaking, Vincent ties makeshift tourniquets on Demetrius's arms, then races for the phone.


    “I need an ambulance at 4328 Kingston Court.  Hurry!  A man's bleeding to death!”


    Vincent runs back to Demetrius who has now slumped forward in his chair, unconscious.


    Vincent scoops up the big man's hands and races to the kitchen.


    Vincent gets a large bowl from a cupboard and goes to the refrigerator's ice-making dispenser.  His hands continue to shake, and now his face is dripping with sweat.


    He hits the button and ice cubes start popping out; he fills the bowl.  Vincent scoops up the hands and places them inside the bowl, then piles ice cubes over the tops of them.


    Inside the bowl, black fingertips poke through the mound of ice.
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    Detective Lori Ponko is facing Vincent and his attorney, Ken Lamm.


    “Now, if you were sleeping with Demetrius Carr, too, you're more of a man than I've been giving you credit for,” Ponko says.


    “Come on,” Lamm says.


    Vincent, with Lamm’s blessing, has decided to hint that there might have been more to the relationship with Vicki than he had admitted, but without actually saying so.


    “Really going for the gold with her, huh, Doctor?” Ponko persists.


    “We don't have to stay and listen to this,” Lamm says.


    “Okay, okay,” she says.


    Vincent shakes his head.


    “Detective, may I remind you that my client has posted his bond and is free to go,” Lamm points out. “He is here to cooperate with the authorities any way he can. I don't believe he deserves to be insulted and ridiculed.”


    “Fine.  Fine.”


    “Is there anything else?” Lamm asks.


    “Just to make sure I got it straight, Doc.  You were sleeping, and when you woke up, there was Demetrius sitting in the middle of your living room with his hands chopped off.”


    “And the front door was open.”


    “The front door was open.”


    “Right.”


    “But you didn't hear any car drive off, didn't see anyone else?”


    “No.”


    “All right, tell me again about the phone call.”


    “It was a guy, saying he was going to help me perform under pressure.”


    Ponko jots something down.


    “You're a smart guy, right?  Doctorate degree, all that stuff from big important colleges?”


    “And your point would be?”


    “You'd have to be pretty stupid to kill a guy in your living room.  Especially after another one of your patients was hung from an I-beam a few days ago.”


    “Again, your point would be?”


    “We're workin' on it, Doc. But so far, we don't have shit.  Not a fingerprint, an eyewitness, a strand of hair, nothing.  From the physical evidence, it appears that you were the only person present at the crime scenes, other than the victims.  Anyone from your past that would like to hurt you?”


    Vincent considers something, but keeps it to himself.  He shrugs. “Everyone has enemies.  But you know I didn't do this.”


    “I think that's a somewhat safe assumption, but, just to play devil's advocate, if you had enough balls, you could do these murders and make it look like you'd never be stupid enough to do them in this way, right?”


    “No, you’re not right.”


    Ponko smirks at Vincent.


    “Why don’t you two get out of here.  I’ve got work to do.”
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    Bonnie is in the kitchen, making breakfast.  She pours some pancake batter on a griddle and it starts bubbling quickly.  On the stove is a frying pan with sausage links browning.


    Annabel is lying on her stomach, watching a Winnie the Pooh video.


    The skit she is watching is the one where Rabbit, Piglet, and Pooh try to lure Tigger out into the woods so he'll get lost.


    “Quick, let's hide in this log, and be quiet!” Pooh says.


    “It sure is a dark place for a small animal like me.” Piglet says.


    “Sshhhh!” Rabbit urges.


    “A smackerel of honey right now would make me feel a whole lot better,” Pooh says.


    “Ssshhh!” Rabbit says again.


    “Annabel, your pancakes are ready,” Bonnie calls out.


    “Okay, Mom!” Annabel responds.


    Suddenly, there's a barely audible noise, as if someone bumped something in one of the back bedrooms.


    “Wwww-wwhwat was that?” Piglet says.


    Annabel looks toward the back bedrooms, but dismisses the noise.


    “Helloooo!” Tigger says.


    Annabel turns off the television, and bounds into the kitchen.
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    Ponko is seated at the desk, and two clean-cut, younger detectives, both wearing conservative slacks and sport coats, are in the chairs across from her. 


    She focuses her attention on the young man sitting in the chair on the left.  Bill Shleiss is in his early thirties, with an athletic build and crew cut.


    “Bill, I want you to find out everything about Dr. Vincent Keyes' past.  Where he was born, where he grew up, to whom he lost his virginity and was it her first, too.  Get the idea?”


    Shleiss nods that he understands.


    “Yes, ma'am.”


    Ponko turns to the other young detective.  Jay Lenzen, a curly headed man with a stockier build than Shleiss.


    “Jay, your job is going to be tougher.  I want you to find out everyone Dr. Keyes associates with on a regular basis.  Social acquaintances, lovers, and most of all, his patients.  If someone is after the doctor, the odds are it's one of his fucked-up patients,” Ponko says.


    “But...” Lenzen says.


    “I know, doctor/patient confidentiality,” Ponko says.  “Do whatever you have to do without breaking the law.  Or don't get caught,” Ponko tells him.


    The two men get up to leave.


    “And I don't know which one of you is wearing all that cologne but please stop.  If I want the place fumigated, I'll call Orkin.”
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    As Vincent pulls into his driveway, a man emerges from a car parked on the street.


    “Dr. Keyes, can I ask you a few more questions?”


    Vincent recognizes Douglas Eves, the reporter.  “I don't think so, Doug,” Vincent says.  “I've had a long night.  I thought you said you'd call if you had more questions.”


    “Well, the things I'm hearing, I thought it might be better to do this in person,” he says.  He looks at Vincent with a frank intensity.


    Vincent stifles a groan.  “What's that supposed to mean?”


    “Oh, you know, some reporters listen to cop scanners.  I might've heard your name come up.”


    “Really?  Where are all the other news media?  You're the only one?”


    “Let's just say I've got a special interest in you.”


    Vincent feels uneasy, looks a bit more closely at Douglas Eves.


    “What paper are you with again?”


    “I thought you said you didn't want to talk.”


    “Let's talk about you.”


    Eves shakes his head, gives Vincent a smile that is anything but nice.  He then gets back into his car.


    “I'll find out,” Eves says.  “I already know a ton about you.”


    He roars off and Vincent watches him go.
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    Now, after breakfast, Bonnie joins Annabel in watching the Pooh video.


    “I don't think Rabbit's grand idea worked,” Annabel says.


    “Sometimes Rabbit isn't such a nice bunny,” Bonnie says.


    On the television, Tigger tackles Rabbit.


    Annabel laughs at the action on the television as a shadow appears across the screen.
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    Rodney pulls into Bonnie's driveway in his sedan.  He hops out and goes to the front door, shakes his keys from his pocket, and starts to open the door.


    Bonnie, her mouth duct-taped and Annabel, with her mouth duct-taped, too, watch wide-eyed as the door swings open and Rodney stands there. 


    His eyes take in the scene in the living room.


    “What...” Rodney says.


    Before he can finish the sentence, two slugs take him directly in the chest and he drops to his knees, then falls forward onto his face.


    Blood flowers, coloring the back of his shirt red.


    Annabel lunges to Bonnie, burying her head in her lap.  Both are crying.
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    The young detective Jay Lenzen punches some numbers into his cell phone.


    “Ponko.”


    “Got something,” Lenzen tells her.


    “Shoot.”


    “Rachel Levin.”


    After a pause, Ponko says, “Why is that name familiar?”


    “She's Keyes’ current hottie.”


    “Oh, yeah, that's right.  The one he's been screwing around on with Vicki Lee.”


    “Turns out she's got quite a history herself.”


    “I'm listening.”


    “Arrested for murder fourteen years ago.”


    “No shit.”


    “Found guilty of intentional manslaughter.”


    “Who'd she pop?”


    “Pop.”


    “What?”


    “Her father.  There were rumors of abuse.  Her mother and herself.  Possible sexual abuse.”


    “How'd she do it?”


    “She hung him.”


    “She hung him?”


    “Tried to make it look like suicide.  But the truth came out,” Lenzen says.


    “What'd she get?”


    “Served two years in juvie.  She was only fourteen.  Released afterward.  No trouble since then.”


    “Sounds like a girl with some issues.  That how she and Keyes hooked up?”


    “I'm checking that.  Just thought you'd want to know about Miss Levin.”


    “Let me know what else you find.”
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    Vincent sits in a plush black leather armchair, drinks from a bottle of beer.  Before him is a top-of-the-line home theater.  The television is tuned to a news station.


    “There are no witnesses or suspects at this time, according to police sources,” the newscaster says.  “Again, Demetrius Carr, star center for the Los Angeles Lakers, was murdered in the early morning hours today.  It is the second brutal killing of a famous athlete in the last week.  Vicki Lee, figure skater and Olympic hopeful, was also murdered recently. Authorities have not commented on whether or not the murders are related.”


    Vincent shuts off the television set as his cell phone rings.


    Unknown caller.


    Vincent figures he knows who the caller is, so he answers it.


    “Keyes.”


    “Hello, Vincent,” a voice whispers. “You know what they said about Demetrius, he always had great hands,” the voice says, then bursts out laughing.


    “Fuck you,” Vincent says.


    “You did better this time, I'm proud of you.  A little more controlled.  You still panicked, but not quite as badly.  I think we're making some real progress here.”


    “Go to hell.  I'm going to find out who you are and then nail you to the wall.”


    He hangs up on him just as the doorbell rings, and Vincent jumps, startled.


    He crosses the room and opens the door.


    It's Rachel.


    “I just heard,” she says.


    Vincent holds his arms out to her and she steps inside.
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    Vincent has turned his office upside down.  Files are thrown everywhere and stacked high on his desk.  His computer is on, as well as a laptop on the far side of his desk.  Filing cabinets along one side of the office are opened at random, with more files stacked on top of the open drawers.


    Vincent is completely disheveled, his hair is going in all different directions and he has not yet changed his clothes.  Rachel, too, is knee-deep in paperwork.  Files, old photographs, even old bills.


    Vincent throws a file back onto his desk.


    “Who are you?” he asks the mess of papers in front of him.  “Where are you?”


    “Vincent, calm down,” Rachel says.  “We'll figure out who's doing this.”


    Vincent picks up another file and starts pacing.


    “But we've been over this and over this,” he says.  “The only thing Demetrius and Vicki have in common is me.  Why was I called to try to save Vicki? Why was Demetrius placed in my living room with his fucking hands chopped off?  Who is doing this to me?”


    “That's what we're trying to figure out, Vincent.”


    He continues pacing.  He is standing with his back to the door, staring at the wall, deep in thought.


    Rachel walks over to him and places a hand on his shoulder.


    He jumps and whips the gun out from his waistband, and whirls, placing the muzzle inches from Rachel’s face.


    “What are you doing, Vincent?  Where did you get the gun?”


    Vincent's hand is shaking as he lowers the gun.


    “I'm sorry.  I'm going out of my mind.  I bought it when I moved to L.A.  That's what you're supposed to do.  Move to L.A.  Buy a gun.”


    He places it back in his waistband, somewhat embarrassed.


    “Just be careful with that,” Rachel says, her voice as shaky as Vincent’s hands.  “The only way this could get worse is if you really do kill someone.”


    Vincent's shoulders sag.


    “Let's start at the beginning and see if we can figure this out logically,” Rachel suggests.


    Vincent contemplates for a second.


    “The thing with my car when we left the Lakers game.  That wasn't an accident.”


    “We don't know that for sure.”


    “Come on, Rach.  It had to be.”


    Rachel sits down cross-legged facing Vincent.


    “He's in here somewhere,” Vincent says.  “This paper represents my life.  From college through my entire career.  Letters.  Appearances.  Correspondence.  Recommendations.  Notes from lectures.  Everyone in my past is here, in this room, on these papers.”


    “Everyone from your professional life.  What if it's someone who has nothing to do with psychology?”


    “Most of my personal acquaintances have something to do with psychology, too.”


    “Here's what I think.  I've been through all of these files and from what I can see, there's only one person who has been a constant throughout your entire life.  Only one person who knows you as well as this madman apparently does.”


    Vincent looks at her.


    “Dr. Melahmed.  Your own psychologist, Vincent.  Think about it.  This crazy guy said he wants to help you be the best that you can be, right?  And didn't you say Melahmed said he was envious of you?”


    “Yeah, he said it, but you're taking it out of context.”


    “That's the only name that jumps out from all of this.”


    “No.”


    “What do the cops know?”


    “They don't know Jack Shit, except how to point fingers at me.”


    “At you?  Why you?  It's obvious you're being set-up.”


    There's an awkward silence as Vincent stares at the wall above her head.


    He walks forward and faces Rachel, having come to his decision.


    “Vicki and I...”


    “What?”


    “Vicki and I were seeing each other.”


    “I know, she was your patient.”


    “She was more than that Rachel.”


    Realization floods across Rachel's face.


    “You were fucking her, too?”


    “I'm sorry, Rachel.”


    “For how long?”


    “Don't do this.”


    “How long?”


    “A little under a year.  But not steady, it...it just sort of turned into something more.”


    This pushes Rachel over the edge and tears openly fall from her eyes.  Vincent tries to go to her to console her, but she pushes him away.


    She walks to the door, then turns back.


    “You're a real piece of shit, you know that don't you?”


    Vincent doesn't answer.


    “Asshole,” Rachel spits out at him.


    She walks out the door.  But before the door can close all the way, a young man enters.  He has thick, dark hair and is dressed in a jogging suit.  He has the kind of duffel bag that carries lots of tennis rackets.  He steps aside as Rachel barrels out the door.


    “Miles, this isn’t a good time,” Vincent says.


    “Hi, Dr. Keyes.”


    He takes in Vincent's appearance.


    “Is something wrong, Doc?”


    “Yeah, I'm afraid I can't do our session today.  Didn't Nancy call?  I told her to call everyone and cancel.”


    “Oh, I was at the courts, gearing up for the tournament.  Who was that I passed?”


    “She's...”


    He is momentarily at a loss for words.


    “I'll make another appointment,” Lucas says.  “It's just that the tournament's in two weeks and I decided to play doubles as well as singles, so I wanted to talk to you about it.  Fix some stuff up here.”


    He taps the side of his head.


    “Just call Nancy, and we'll set something up soon.”


    “Okay.”


    “Sorry.”


    “No problem, Doc.”


    The young man leaves, and Vincent stands back in his office.  His eyes stray to the wall where there's a picture of himself and Dr. Melahmed.  Vincent stares at it for a beat.
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    Vincent punches numbers into his cell phone.


    “Hi Kay.  It's Vincent.  Good, how are you?  Is Josh in today?”


    He listens.


    “Working at home today, okay.  Thanks, Kay.”


    Vincent drives to Melahmed’s house, pulls up the drive and parks.  He opens his glove compartment and pulls out the gun.  He checks the magazine, and tucks it inside his sport coat.


    He gets out and approaches the door.  He's about to press the doorbell when he hears screaming.


    It sounds like a young girl.


    Vincent tries the door and is surprised to find it unlocked.  He rushes inside.


    The screaming has stopped and he listens briefly.  Another scream erupts and Vincent heads for a spiral staircase directly ahead. 


    He races down the stairway and across a hallway to a door.  The screaming is coming from inside.  The door is locked, so Vincent throws his shoulder into the door.  It gives and Vincent bursts into the room where Dr. Melahmed, stark naked, is making love to a young woman from behind.  The woman is tied in an elaborate harness.  When she sees Vincent, she starts laughing.


    Vincent looks around the room.  There is bondage gear everywhere.


    Dr. Melahmed steps out from behind the young woman and makes no attempt to cover himself.


    “What are you doing with a gun, Vincent?”


    “I'm...what am I doing with a gun?  What are you doing?”


    “We're copulating, Vincent.  Surely you know what that is.”


    “What is all this?”


    “Come on Vincent, I know you studied anatomy.”


    The girl laughs out loud at this.  Vincent looks closely at her.


    “How old are you?”


    “Oh, good God, Vincent,” Melahmed says.  “What are you doing here?”


    “Someone's trying to set me up, Josh.  I was wondering if it might be you.”


    Dr. Melahmed reaches for his robe and puts it on.  The girl easily unties her own hands from the restraints and stands up.


    “Set you up how?” Melahmed asks.


    “The murders,” Vincent says.  “Vicki Lee.  Demetrius Carr.  My patients.”


    “I saw on the news...I have nothing to do with that, Vincent. Come on.  You're upset. Maybe even delusional.”


    “I don't think this is a delusion.”


    Vincent gestures toward the young girl in the S&M gear.


    “This?” Melahmed asks.  “It's pretend.  Play-acting, role-playing, you know how it all works.  Becky here isn't hurt.”


    “Hi,” Becky says.


    “She's just a very naughty girl.”


    Becky giggles.
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    Rachel is reclined in a luxurious bubble bath.  Her eyes are closed.  Soft classical music is playing in the background.


    The phone rings and her answering machine picks up.


    “Hi, I can't come to the phone right now, but leave a message at the beep and I'll try to get back to you.”


    Rachel listens from the tub.


    “Hi, Rachel, this is Detective Lori Ponko.  I'm the lead investigator in the murders of Vicki Lee and Demetrius Carr, you've probably heard about them on the news.  We think they have something to do with Dr. Vincent Keyes, and would like to ask you some questions.  Fairly routine.  As soon as you get this message, please give me a call so you can come into the station and talk to us.  Or, we can come out and see you.”


    Rachel suddenly looks scared.  She opens the tub drain with her foot to let the water drain, then stands and begins toweling her body.


    As she's toweling off, the steam from the shower surrounds her.


    Rachel continues to dry off; she's bent over, drying her legs.


    When she straightens up, mist clears a bit from the mirror and now she looks into it as she towels her hair.


    She finishes, straightens her hair with her hand, then wraps the towel around her body.


    Rachel opens the bathroom door and is about to step through it when a hand clamps around her throat.
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    Vincent pulls in front of his house on the circular drive.  Detective Ponko's unmarked squad car is already parked there.


    As Vincent walks to the door, Ponko intercepts him.


    “You look like shit.”


    “Thanks, so do you.”


    “A bit touchy.”


    “I've got nothing to say to you, Detective, without my lawyer present.”


    Vincent unlocks his door and walks inside, but he leaves the front door open. Detective Ponko follows.


    Vincent throws his keys on the kitchen table.


    “Okay, that's cool,” Ponko says.  “Just wanted you to know that we're in the process of bringing in your girlfriend Rachel Levin,” she says.


    Vincent turns quickly, his eyes flashing in anger.


    “Rachel.  Why?”


    “What exactly do you know about Miss Levin?  Other than what she looks like naked.”


    “I know that Rachel has nothing to do with this.”


    “She wouldn't hurt a flea, right?”


     


    Vincent doesn't respond.


    “I'm guessing by your silence that you know all about her murder conviction.”


    “Manslaughter.  And that was a long time ago.”


    “Have you rehabilitated her with your dick?”


    “You know, I'm sick and tired of your tasteless, crude jokes.  And I’m not answering any questions without a lawyer.”


    “Sorry, sorry.  I had a troubled childhood, that's why my mouth and mind are always in the gutter.”


    Vincent grabs an iced coffee from the fridge, doesn’t offer anything to Ponko.


    “Rachel was abused by her father,” he says.  “She tried to get help, she tried a lot of things.  Yes, she killed him, but she was only fourteen years old.”


    “Once a killer...”


    “That's bullshit.  She's got nothing to do with this.”


    “Did she know about you and Vicki?”


    Vincent shakes his head, "No."


    “Are you sure?”


    “I just told her this morning, she was pretty upset.”


    “Maybe she was acting upset.  Maybe she already knew, and that's why she strung up Vicki Lee.  Just like her Daddy.”


    “In this scenario, Rachel killed Demetrius Carr?  All seven feet, three hundred pounds of him?  Come on, even you can do better than that.”


    Ponko laughs at the jab.


    “Well, despite your diagnosis, Doctor, we've got a car going to her place to pick her up.”


    “You're wasting your time.”


    “Maybe.  Maybe not.  At least you know your tax dollars are hard at work.”


    She leaves and Vincent stands at the kitchen sink, his hand on the edge of the counter, his head hanging down.


    The phone rings.  Vincent crosses the room and picks up the receiver.


    “Hello.”


    “I think I've figured out who's doing this.  And why,” Rachel says.  Her voice is high-pitched and Vincent can hear the fear in her voice.  “Come to my place, right now, Vincent.  I think I'm in danger, too.  Hurry, and make sure no one follows you.  I think we're both being watched.”


    Her call is cut off by a dial tone.


    “Rachel!...Wait, Rachel!...Shit!”


    Vincent thumbs the disconnect button on the phone and runs for his keys.
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    Vincent is driving quickly, weaving in and out of traffic.


    He keeps checking in the rearview mirror.  And there, clearly, is the front nose of an unmarked squad car.  It is following Vincent.


    “Shit.”


    He drives like a madman until he sees his exit, then takes it, barely negotiating the turn.


    Vincent pulls into the driveway of Rachel's house, a bungalow.  He opens the front door and walks in.


    Rachel is sitting on the couch, her back to Vincent.  She is holding the phone to her ear.  Vincent walks up behind her.


    “Rach...”


    She doesn't answer.


    Vincent takes a step closer.


    “Rachel, what...”


    As he steps closer, he is able to see the phone more clearly. 


    A long stream of blood is making its way down the phone.


     


    Vincent reaches into his jacket for his gun, hears a step behind him, half-turns, and is clobbered by a crowbar to the head.
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    Vincent wakes up.  He is face down on a thick red carpet.  He is inside what appears to be a hotel’s honeymoon suite, complete with a large heart-shaped bed.  Two velvet colored chairs and a television set are on the other side of the room.


    On the bed is Rachel.  She is naked.


    Vincent stands and attempts to get his bearings.  Pain pounds through his head, and his neck hurts.  He sees Rachel on the bed and goes to her.  He checks for a pulse, fails to find one, then hangs his head.


    He rushes to the door, but it's locked, apparently from the outside.
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    Among the rows of cars in the hotel parking lot is a black van.


    In the back of the van a small black-and-white monitor is displaying the image of Vincent standing in the motel room.


    A man is watching the monitor.  He is wearing a headset and microphone. 


    In the very rear of the van is Bonnie, bound and gagged.  Annabel is restrained the same way, but has been placed closer to the man.


    Tears run down her face.
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    A voice fills the hotel room.  It sounds tinny, as if it's coming through an inexpensive speaker.


    “Hello, Vincent.”


    Vincent looks around the room.


    “This is the big night, Doctor.  You and the fair Rachel are finally going to consummate your relationship.  I know you already have, but hey, let's all play along, okay?”


    Vincent looks closely at Rachel and his jaw hardens.


    “Why did you hurt her, you sick bastard?”


    “Oh, Vince.  Poor, poor Vince.  Don't worry your panic-filled little head about these things.  You've got far more important things to concentrate on.”


    “Why are you doing this?”


    “I meant to congratulate you on your attempt to save Vicki, if you hadn't panicked so much, you could have saved her.  You did a much better job with Demetrius. You've come a long way, since we started your treatment.”


    “You were there...watching.  You sick bastard.”


    “Of course I was.  As director of your medical program, I've got to be aware of your progress.  And really, surveillance is quite simple with a few high-tech toys.”


    Vincent looks around the room.


    “Enough of this Vincent, let's talk about your next session.  This will be crucial to your development.”


    “Fuck you.  I'm not doing anything but figuring a way out of this room, calling the cops, and then watching your ass rot in prison for the rest of your miserable life, you sick bastard.”


    “Okay, Vincent, that sounds fair enough.  But before you get started, someone wants to say hi.”


    “Daddy...” a small, scared voice says. Vincent immediately knows the voice is Annabel and shakes his head, squeezes his eyes tight.


    “No...”
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    “Okay.  Now, Vincent, listen carefully,” the man says.  “I have in my hand an extremely large and incredibly sharp knife.”


    “Don’t hurt her, please,” Vincent says.


    “I am now placing the tip of the knife against your precious daughter's left eyeball.”


    The killer has left the duct tape off of Annabel's mouth, and she now starts crying and whimpering. 


    He straddles her and places one of his hands on her head.  The knife is at the tip of Annabel's eye.


    “Do you know what happens when someone gets stabbed in the eye, Vincent?  The occipital orb is punctured and aqueous humor seeps from the socket.  It's incredibly painful, but not really life-threatening.  So your daughter will be very much alive, she'll just be a Cyclops.  A one-eyed freak.  She can be a pirate on Halloween and not have to worry about a costume.”


    The man giggles as Annabel shakes in his arms.


    “Don't touch her,” Vincent says.  His voice sounds hollow and weak in the van.


    “Of course, you can prevent it all by performing a simple task,” the man says.


    “Name it, I’ll do whatever you want.  Just, please, don’t hurt my daughter.”


    “It's time to overcome your performance anxiety, Vincent.  This is a crucial step in rectifying your cowardice, your penchant for freezing up under adverse circumstances.”


    Annabel yelps and Vincent flinches.


    “I want you to have sexual intercourse with your dead girlfriend. That is, if you can rise to the occasion, so to speak.”


    Vincent stands stock still.


    “Fuck her, or I'll stab your daughter in the eye, Vincent,” the man says through clenched teeth.  “I'll give you one minute to start.  If you have not achieved penetration in one minute, I'll blind Annabel’s left eye.  If you have not achieved penetration in two minutes, I'll blind her other eye.  If you’re not getting the job done after three minutes, I move on to Bonnie.  Get the idea?”


    “Please.  Kill me.  Do whatever you want to me, just don't touch them.”


    “Oh, I plan on killing you all right.  I just feel we need another session or two to really work out your problems.  Forty-three seconds and counting.  Come on, you’re in the honeymoon suite.  You should be getting in the mood by now.”


    “Please, I'll give you everything I have.  I've got-”


    “The only thing you can give me of any value is proof that you are cured of your problem,” the man says.  “Once you've shown me you can perform under pressure, I'll have everything I need.  Now get over there and throw the knockwurst at Rachel.  Look at it this way, she's not going to say no.”


    “You fucking bastard,” Vincent says.  He is on the verge of sobbing.


    “Fifteen seconds and counting.”


    Vincent walks to the bed and looks at Rachel.  He's crying as he unbuckles his pants.
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    Annabel jumps from the killer's arms as he lets go and she stumbles to Bonnie.  She buries her head in Bonnie's sweater.  Bonnie does her best to cover her daughter's ears.


    “Come on, Vincent,” the man says.  “Love is in the air.”


    On the monitor, he can see that Vincent is now on top of Rachel.


    “Oh, yeah,” the man says.  “Don’t come knockin’ if the heart-shaped bed is rockin’.”
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    Vincent is on top of Rachel, but he is scanning the room.  At last, his eyes fall to the television set and focus on it.


    “Look at the fuck machine go,” the tinny voice overhead says.  “Damn, you should do some porno flicks, Vince.”


    Vincent reaches out to the small table next to the bed.  A cheap alarm clock is sitting there.


    “Why don't you rub her...there...a little bit?  She needs some pleasure, too.  Don't be a selfish lover, Vince.”


    Vincent judges the distance from the bed to the television set.


    “Why don't you switch to doggy style, Vincent, I bet she likes it that way–”


    Suddenly, Vincent lunges from the bed and, in one swift motion, rips the alarm clock from the wall and hurls it at the television set.  It's a perfect shot.  The glass screen implodes to reveal a small video camera, microphone, and speaker inside.  The video camera is demolished.


    Vincent freezes, waiting for the voice to say something.


    It doesn’t.
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    In the van, the monitor suddenly goes to static.


    “Shit!” the man says.


    He pushes it aside and races to the front of the van, drops into the seat.  He keys the ignition, throws the van into gear, and guns it.
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    Vincent has thrown on his pants and he now hurls himself against the door.  It doesn't budge.  He stands back and makes another run.  The door moves a bit this time.


    The door of the motel room buckles under Vincent's third attack, but the crude lock fashioned on the outside of the door holds.


    Vincent hurls himself against the door.  This time the center of the door splinters.  He rears back and kicks hard with his foot, opening a long column in the door.  Vincent continues to kick hard until there is at last a space big enough for him to work his way through, which he quickly does.


    The van squeals its tires as it races from the lot.  Vincent, clad only in his pants, runs after the van.  The vehicle swerves around a row of parked cars.


    Vincent chases it, jumps on top of the parked cars, and runs across the tops of them, still barefoot.  The van makes it by him, and Vincent jumps off the car, stumbles, and falls face-first onto the parking lot’s pavement.


    Suddenly, the van slams on its brakes and Vincent sees the backing lights blink on.  He looks behind him and realizes he's trapped.  The van's rear tires burn rubber as it hurtles backward.


    With the van less than a foot away, Vincent scrambles up the hood of the car behind him.  The van crashes into the car and Vincent is again thrown to the ground.  He falls between the two cars, bleeding from the head.


    The van accelerates ahead, hurtles itself around the final row of cars and out of the motel's entrance, into the night.


    Vincent staggers to his feet and limps toward the street, then watches the van disappear into the darkness, a helpless look on his face.


    He goes back to the room, walking as quickly as he can.  He goes to the side of the bed and looks at Rachel.  He puts on his shirt and pockets his wallet.


    In the distance, police sirens begin wailing.


    A tear escapes Vincent's eye as he brushes a strand of hair from Rachel's face.  Slowly, he pulls the sheet over her face.  He sits on the bed and holds his head in his hands.  With his eyes closed, he begins to remember something.
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    In his mind’s eye, Vincent remembers a scene.  It is the attack in Rachel's apartment.  Vincent sees himself turn and then the killer swings the crowbar.  In his memory, he sees the killer swing the crowbar again.  Another swing.  Another.  Another.


    Vincent's eyes snap open.


    “Oh God.”
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    A cab pulls up and Vincent peers up at his office window.  It is dark.  He pays the fare, then steps out of the cab.  He has pulled himself together, but there is still a streak of blood running down the side of his face.


    He pulls out his key and enters the building, goes directly to his office, and pulls out a stack of files.


    He finds the “L” section and flips past folders.  Little.  Lord.  He stops at Lucas.


    Vincent goes to his desk and lets out a deep breath.  He opens the file.  There is a picture of Miles Lucas, the amateur tennis player he has been treating for the past year.


    Vincent leans back in his office chair, again remembering something.


    Miles Lucas is playing a match.  Vincent is watching from a box seat.  Miles is running back and forth along the baseline, hitting strong groundstrokes.  With a burst of speed, running right at Vincent, he hits a running forehand for a winner.  The crowd cheers.


    In Vincent's mind's eye, Miles hits the running forehand.  Then he hits it again.  And again.  And again.


    Suddenly, the image of the man with the crowbar overlaps the image of Miles hitting the forehand. 


    The stroke, the body size and shape, are all identical.


    Vincent is leaning back in his chair.


    “Miles.  Miles Lucas.  Why?”


    Vincent rips open the file folder and hunches over it intensely.


    He scans quickly, looking for any biographical information that will help him figure out who Miles Lucas really is.


    There is nothing.


    Lucas had left all of the family information blank.  And during their course of therapy, Lucas had never talked much about his family, saying they weren’t a part of his life.


    Vincent sets the file down, then pulls out Lori Ponko's business card.
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    Detective Ponko is standing outside the motel room Vincent had just left.  There are squad cars everywhere, their lights flashing.  Rachel's body is being loaded into an ambulance.  Ponko watches the gurney go into the ambulance.  She has a cell phone pressed to her ear.


    “Ponko.”


    “Detective.  This is Vincent Keyes.”


    Ponko waves furiously to a uniformed officer nearby.


    “Dr. Keyes.  What's up?  Where are you?”


    “Why do you want to know where I am?”


    “Well, for one thing, Rachel Levin's dead body was just found in a motel room.  In fact, I just watched it get carted away.  And guess what, Doc?  Someone filed a missing persons on your daughter and ex-wife.”


    “I didn't kill Rachel and I didn't kidnap Annabel and Bonnie.”


    “I'm sure you didn't,” she says, trying to sound as believable as possible.  “Look, just tell us where you are and we'll get this whole thing all straightened out.”


    “I know who did it.  His name is Miles Lucas.”


    She pauses a moment to act as if she were writing down the name.  “Got it.  Okay.  Let me send a squad car over to pick you up.”


    “You don't believe me.”


    “Sure, I do.  I really do.  Now tell me, where are you?”


    She looks at the cell phone, suddenly dead in her hand.


    “Shit.”


    She shouts at the uniformed officers next to her.


    “I want units at his home, his office, his parents’ home, anywhere he might be.  Now!  Go!”
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    Vincent puts the phone down and pulls his gun from his waistband. He checks the magazine and the chamber. 


    His head snaps up as a sound is made just outside his office door.


    Quickly, he crosses the room and stands next to the door.  Slowly, the door swings inward and a dark shape enters.  Vincent clocks the figure with his gun, then whips an uppercut and a right hook that sends the figure to the floor.


    The figure's face is revealed.  It's Douglas Eves, the reporter.  His face is covered with blood.


    “Jesus Christ.”


    “Sorry.”


    Vincent races down the steps and out the door.


    Eves touches his face and his hand comes away bloody.
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    A dingy apartment complex in a run-down neighborhood.


    Vincent knocks softly on the door of Apartment 114.  There is no answer.  With his gun drawn, Vincent tries the door, it's locked.


    He looks up and down the hallway.  It's empty.  He rears back and kicks savagely at the door.  His heel leaves a huge gouge in the door, but it stands firm.  With savage purpose, Vincent rears back and kicks again and again and again.  At last, the door splinters and Vincent pushes it open.


    Vincent works his way through the apartment in complete darkness.  His gun is in his hand.  He sees a light at the end of the hallway and slowly goes toward it.


    The last room is a bedroom, with a single bed and night table.  There is a framed newspaper article on the table with a small light spotlighting it.


    Vincent picks up the frame.


    The article is about the crash.  When he was in high school.  The roads were wet, it was storming and although he hadn’t been drinking, his passenger, Kristin McCullough, had been.  He’d lost control of the car, gone over the guardrail into the river.


    He’d made it out.


    Kristin hadn’t.
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    Vincent is staring at the article.  It makes no sense.  Kristin was an only child.  Her mother died of cancer a few years after Kristin’s death.  The father died after that from a heart attack.


    More importantly, neither parent had blamed Vincent.  The storm had washed away part of the road along with the guardrail.


    And Kristin had been drunk.


    So who was doing this to him?


    Suddenly, the phone rings.   It rings several times as Vincent stands still in the darkness until the machine picks up.


    “Hi, it’s Miles.  I can't come to the phone right now.  Just leave a message at the beep and I'll get back to you as soon as possible.”


    The machine beeps.  There is a beat, and then Miles Lucas's voice comes back on.  But this time, it isn't a recording.


    “Vincent.”


    Vincent nearly jumps at the sound of the voice.


    “Come on, Dr. Keyes, I know you're there.  Remember how I said it's easy to keep track of someone with a few high-tech toys?  Well, I know you're there.  I also will know if you try to call the cops when we're done here, okay?  Pick up the phone.”


    Vincent crosses the room and takes the phone off the hook.


    “Let them go, Miles.”


    “Now why would I want to do that?”


    “I don’t know why you're doing this,” Vincent said.  He took a deep breath, then said it in a rush.  “But this isn't going to bring Kristin back. She died in that accident and it wasn’t anyone’s fault.”


    “Interesting theory, Vince.  But you know, I'm having an awfully good time.”


    Vincent reconsiders his approach.


    “Is that how this all makes you feel?  Good?  That's it?  You're going through a lot of trouble, you must be disappointed.”


    “Fuck you, Doc.  I've had enough of your psychobabble.  Listening to your bullshit about visualization techniques.  God, you are a pompous motherfucker you know that?


    “You seem to be the one craving attention.”


    “All right, I'm through fucking around.  I'm proud of you, Doc.  You've come a long way from that incident in your car where Rachel had to turn off the ignition because you were too chickenshit to do it.  God, you were pathetic, quivering like a schoolgirl.  Just like old times, huh?”


    “That's what you want?  To see me scared?”


    “And you did well figuring out it was me, I must say.  Could you tell it was me by the way I swung the crowbar?  Yeah, I figured that was it.”


    “Miles.  Here's what we're going to do.  You're going to trade my daughter and ex-wife for me.  Once you let them go, you can do with me what you will.”


    “Nice try.  I can already get you to do what I want and still keep them.  The thing that interests me is if you can pass the next test.  I'm going to kill them both in the next half hour.”


    “No.”


    “Oh, yes.  I'm going to kill them unless you come here and stop me.”


    “Where?”


    “That's part of the test, too, Doc.”


    “You are sick.  You need help.”


    “I just want to see you try to overcome your anxieties, your phobias about performing under pressure.  Look at it this way, if you try but don't succeed, at least you tried.  That's really a victory in and of itself.  For you, at least.”


    Miles laughs.
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    Vincent looks around the apartment, spies a crude desk:  a coffee table piled with bills.


    Most of the bills are from the Valley View Tennis Club.


    Vincent looks through more bills, but comes up with nothing else.  He looks again at the address.
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    Annabel and Bonnie are huddled together in the corner of a locker room.  Their hands are bound, but the duct tape has been removed from their mouths.


    “We have to try to get away,” Annabel whispers to her mother.  “He'll kill Daddy.  Just like he did Rodney.”


    “Stay positive, honey,” Bonnie says, trying to make her voice sound calm, and knowing she is failing miserably. “We'll get out of here. The police have to know we're missing by now.”


    “Mom, we have to try.”


    “I know.  I've got the tape on one of my hands loose. But be quiet, just in case he comes back.”


    “Mommy, are we going to die?”


    “No.  We're not going to.  Your father taught me how to do this, visualize ourselves getting out of here.  Be positive.  Talk yourself into doing it.  We have to believe in ourselves.”
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    Detective Ponko is in front of Vincent's house.  There is an army of squad cars surrounding the house.


    Ponko's superior, Lieutenant Reynolds, approaches.  He is an older man, gray hair, and a ruddy complexion.


    “Talk to me, Detective.”


    Ponko consults her notebook.


    “Sir, a unit just discovered the body of a Rodney Olis at Keyes' ex-wife's house. Apparently he was the new man in Keyes' ex-wife's life.”


    “Shit.  At least it wasn't another sports star.  The media are already chewing our asses,” Reynolds says.  His voice is hoarse, and his eyes are bloodshot.


    “There's more.”


    “There always is.”


    “A unit at Keyes' office said someone claims they saw the doctor take off running with a gun.  We've got an APB out on Keyes.  He is armed and dangerous.”


    “This guy is one nutcase.  And a shrink himself!  Go figure.”


    “Not so fast, Lieutenant.  I think there's a good chance Keyes isn't the psycho here.  He gave me a name.”


     


    She checks her notebook.


    “A Miles Lucas.”


    “He's giving you a red herring.  It's him.  It's Keyes.”


    “I haven't ruled it out.  But I checked out this Miles Lucas.  This kid's been in and out of trouble all his life. He grew up in an orphanage somewhere, suffered through some foster homes, got into trouble with the police, and even did some jail time.  Did most of his criminal stuff in a small town called Cedar Groves, a few hours from here.  Care to guess who else is from Cedar Groves?”


    “Keyes.”  Reynolds sighs.  “So it doesn't matter if this kid is the main guy or not, because Keyes could be setting him up.”


    “Yes, he could.”


    “Either way, we gotta find them both.”


    “I've got a unit going to Lucas's last known address,” Ponko says.  “They'll radio me the minute they find anything out.”


    “Let's hope it's soon.  I've got a bad feeling in my gut about this one.”


    She pinches the roll of fat around the Lieutenant's stomach.


    “Really?  How can you tell?”
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    Vincent walks to the front door of the tennis club.  He checks the parking lot.  It is completely empty.


    The front door is ajar.


    Pulling his gun from his waistband, Vincent enters the facility.


    Vincent walks through the reception area.  A desk is vacant, and next to the desk is a pro shop.  Racks of clothes and tennis rackets adorn the walls. 


    All is dark.


    Vincent walks through an exercise area.  There is a Nautilus system, free weights, treadmills, and Stairmasters.


    He steps around a corner and hears a voice.  He drops to the floor.


    Crawling slowly toward the sound, he moves down a short hallway and peeks into another room.


    It is a racquetball court.  And next to the court is a television, with an announcer talking.


    A photo is splashed across the front of the television.


    It’s him.


    Vincent.
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    Annabel and Bonnie, their mouths duct-taped shut again, are walked slowly to a tennis court in the dark.  Miles Lucas walks behind them, the muzzle of his gun pressed firmly against the base of Bonnie's skull.


    With their backs against each other, Annabel and Bonnie are forced to sit down directly in the center of a tennis court.


    The killer takes the tape off of Annabel's mouth.  With his gun pressed against her temple, the killer speaks to her.


    “Your daddy's here, hon.”


    “Mommy.”


    Bonnie tries to answer, but she can only manage a muffled comment through the duct tape.


    “Call your Daddy, darling.  He'll come running and save you from the bad man.”


    “Daddy,” Annabel says softly.


    “You're going to have to speak up, dollface.”


    “Daddy,” she says again, a little louder.


    “I hate to have to do this; I'm really anti-violence.  But if you're not going to work with me, you leave me no choice.”


    Miles takes a knife from his waistband and puts it against Bonnie's cheek.  He presses hard enough so the point sinks into her skin, and a small rivulet of blood starts creeping down her face.


    Annabel screams at the sight of the blood.


    “That's better,” Miles says.


    He then disappears into the darkness beyond the center of the court.
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    Vincent hears his daughter screaming, and starts running toward the sound.
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    Detective Ponko is riding with Lieutenant Reynolds in the squad car.  She is on the cell phone.


    “No sign of Lucas?  The door was open?”


    She listens for a beat.


    “Keyes was there,” she tells Reynolds. 


    “Any sign of where they might have gone?” Ponko says into the phone.


    She listens.


    “I don't care if it's just a hunch.  The Valley View Tennis Club?  Give me the address.”


    She jots something down and disconnects the call.


    “Guys at Mile Lucas’s place found a bunch of bills for The Valley View Tennis Club next to a newspaper article about a car crash years ago in Cedar Grove.”


    “Car crash, huh?” Reynolds says.


    “Turn right up here,” Ponko says.  “I had a lesson once at that club.”


    “How’d that work out for you?”


    “Let’s just say it didn’t take.”
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    Vincent bursts through one of the side doors that opens onto the tennis courts.  He races straight to Annabel and Bonnie.


    “Daddy, watch out!”


    Suddenly, the lights are switched on, and the entire court is bathed in bright light.


    Vincent turns and Miles Lucas is standing along the back wall, his hand on the light switch.  In his other hand is a gun, pointed directly at Vincent.


    “Drop the gun, Vincent.”


    Vincent places his gun next to him on the ground.


    “Step away from them.”


    Vincent responds accordingly as Miles approaches.


    “I'm proud of you, Doc.  You made it this far.  I gave you just enough credit to figure this much out.”


    “Let them go.  Put a bullet in my head right now.”


    Annabel whimpers.


    “Just let them go.  They have nothing to do with your mother's death.”


    Lucas gives Vincent a sick smile.  “Ah, so you figured it out?”


    Vincent nods.  “I remembered there were rumors about Kristin having been pregnant, but everyone thought she had an abortion.  I realized that may not have been the case.”


    “How dare you even mention my mother?  The woman you killed with your cowardice.  You make me sick.”


    Bonnie is working her hands, trying to get them free from the duct tape.  Annabel is crying now, sobbing.


    “Believe me, I've never forgiven myself for the accident.  That's why I studied psychology.”


    “So you could strut around, acting like a celebrity?  Helping athletes like Vicki Lee and Demetrius?  You're suddenly an expert on staying cool under pressure.  What a hypocrite.  Do you have any idea what it was like to grow up not knowing who your Mom was, and then finding out she was killed by some guy who let her drown?”


    “I don't know how it felt.  I do know how I felt.  And I did everything I could, Miles.  I’m sorry.”


    “You're the reason I ended up on the street. I got my ass kicked every night by cops or junkies.  And you're some rich shit in a big house.”


    Vincent is silent as Lucas regains his composure.


    “You want a chance to save them?” Lucas says, pointing at Bonnie and Annabel.


    “Yes.”


    “Tell you what I'm going to do.”


    Lucas circles around and forces Vincent to step back, away from his gun, then he puts down his own gun next to Vincent's.  He is now between Vincent and the two guns.


    “Everything is on the line now, for you.  The only thing standing between you and your lovely daughter is me.  The pressure's on, Doc.  Can you do it?  Can you stay cool enough to-”


    Without warning, Vincent charges Lucas who easily sidesteps the attack and kicks Vincent in the face.  Vincent straightens up and Lucas executes a picture perfect karate kick that knocks Vincent backwards.


    “Not too good, so far, Doc, but remember, stay positive.”


    Vincent gets to his feet and the two men circle each other warily.


    “You're going to die an even worse death than Demetrius,” Lucas says.  “Did you like how I chopped off his hands?  Right in your living room.  I almost enjoyed that as much as watching you dry hump Rachel.”


    “Fuck you.”


    Vincent swings at Lucas, who steps inside the punch and throws three fast body punches to Vincent's midsection.  He then elbows Vincent in the face, and Vincent goes down.  Blood is flowing freely from his nose, which he guesses is broken.


    Vincent catches Bonnie's eye, and she looks down at her hands.  Vincent notices that she just about has a hand free.


    He lunges at Miles, catching his heel.  He lifts and Miles is thrown onto his back.  He quickly springs up and gives a straight left to Vincent, then sends a flurry of punches to Vincent's face and body.


    Vincent lands on the tennis court, a bruised, battered, and bloody mess.


    “Oh, Doc.  You never could come through in the clutch, could you?”


    Lucas is backing up toward the guns.


    Bonnie has her hands free and is creeping toward the guns.  Lucas looks down and sees her.  It is Vincent's chance.


    He lunges forward and catches Lucas in the middle of the chest.  Vincent lands on top and starts punching, short vicious blows that turn Lucas's face into a smear of blood.


    But the younger man isn't done.  He kicks Vincent off him and rolls free.  They are both equidistance from the guns, and are now between Bonnie, so she is no longer a factor.


    “Here's what's going to happen, you little shit,” Vincent says.  It hurts him to talk, and he knows a few ribs are broken.  He clenches his teeth.  “We are both going to go for a gun, but you aren't going to grasp it correctly.  You're going to fumble, you're going to drop the gun.  I, on the other hand, am not going to hesitate.  I am going to pick it up in one smooth, fluid motion and shoot you in the chest.  Because I believe in myself, and you are destined to fail.”


    Suddenly, Lucas laughs, but it's a hollow laugh.


    They both dive for the guns, and it happens just like Vincent had said it would.  Vincent gets his gun and rises in one swift motion, while Lucas makes a crucial fumble, bringing the gun up a hair later than Vincent.


    Vincent takes careful aim and pumps bullet after bullet into Lucas who is thrown back, his gun arm swinging wildly to his side.


    Lucas falls to the court, blood spreading in a pool beneath him.  Vincent stands over him.


    Lucas is choking on his own blood.


    With a final, convulsive heave, blood pours from the younger man’s mouth and he dies, his eyes wipe open.  Vincent rushes to Annabel and Bonnie, and takes the tape off their mouths.


    Ponko and the cops rush through the door to the open court.


    “Freeze, doctor!”


    Vincent puts his arms around Annabel and Bonnie.  They huddle together in a tight hug, looking very much like a family once again.


     


     


     


    THE END
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