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      For the first time in his life he felt fear.  True fear.  The kind of fear that drains your body of every other emotion and then spits you out to rot.  The kind that penetrates the deepest, darkest corners of your soul and has you suddenly question the purpose of life.  A life he didn’t know was even worth fighting for.  It would have been so easy to give up.  He no longer felt pain.  He no longer felt anything.  This was it.  This was how he was going to die.  Death suddenly felt far more exciting than ever before.  Almost welcoming.

      As another fist slammed into his already pummeled jaw he snickered inwardly.  He had found himself in many tricky situations over the forty-four years of his miserable life, but this one took the cake.  This time he had somehow gotten himself caught in a snare he didn’t know how to escape from.  And unlike all the other times he had come close to situations like these, he had always managed to talk himself out of it.  Not this time though.  This time his greed had finally caught up with him.

      Perhaps his little sister was right all along.  He was a good-for-nothing idiot who’d had this day coming.  She’d certainly predicted it plenty of times.  But she was too young to understand why he had chosen the life he had.  It wasn’t as if he ever really had a choice in the matter anyway.  He had his father to thank for that.  Now there was no turning back.  His luck had finally run out.  Luck, as if that really existed.  His life had never been one filled with good fortune or success.  He took whatever scraps had come his way and did what any other cursed sod would have done; survived.

      Another blow to his nose interrupted his wretched thoughts.  It yielded him nearly unconscious on the ground.  His body pushed down hard onto his already broken arm.  That was the first bout of punishment they had served him.  But he had felt that type of abuse many times before.  An experience that had made it easier.  A bolt of pain shot up his broken limb as if to emphasize the memories he had worked so hard to forget.  He wasn’t numb after all.

      In the distance he heard the command come to finish him off and suddenly he was faced with a decision.  Should he give up or should he fight to live?  But before he could answer his question the decision was made for him and he felt the sharp edge of a knife slam into his back.  He counted four more thrusts before Lucky Lenny blacked out.

      

      It was deep into the night when the shrill sound of a passing car’s horn brought him back to consciousness.  The sound of several more cars rushed past him, their headlights blinding what little vision he had left.  As his mind tried to piece things together, he realized he was still lying with his face in the dirt, his broken arm pinned beneath his mutilated body.  He drew in a few shallow breaths.  His ribs made a cracking sound in his ears.  Again a feeling of self-satisfaction came over him.  It seemed neither he nor his attackers had any say in whether or not he should live.  Something or someone else had had the final say.  They had certainly given it their best shot at killing him.  Left him for dead somewhere in a ditch on the side of the road.  But they had failed. He had survived… again.  But somehow his survival was different this time. He could sense it.  Instinctively he knew that Lady Luck had nothing to do with it either.  Then who did?  Who decided he should live?

      He managed to lift his head enough to see he was only about twenty yards away from the road. A road he didn’t recognize.  They had pulled a hood over his head before they threw him in the trunk of the car but if he had the chance, he’d wager on being at least an hour outside Atlanta.  Another set of headlights pierced his retinas.  Obscured by the shadows of a nearby tree and the pitch darkness of the night, he would likely not be noticed at all.  If he could somehow crawl to the edge of the road, he would at least have a chance of being spotted by a passing vehicle.  It was worth a shot.  It was his only shot.  The only one he had right now, considering his unfortunate predicament. He tried moving his right leg up to push his body through the dirt but couldn’t.  It didn’t respond at all.  They must have damaged the nerves in his back when they stabbed him.  Instinctively he tried moving his left foot and felt the sweet sensation of pain from the sharp gravel under his bare toes.  Relieved to have feeling in his left leg he pulled his knee in a forty-five-degree angle next to his weakened body.  With his right arm broken and still pinned beneath his frame, he stretched out his left arm, digging his fingers into the gritty soil.  He drew in another few short breaths before he pushed the side of his big toe down into the ground and tucked his fingernails firmly into the top layer of the hard soil.  The push-pull action dragged his scrawny body across the damp earth—one inch at a time.  Caught in the motion his broken arm was pulled along beneath his weight and he groaned with pain.  When he finally caught his breath again, he turned his eyes in the direction of the road where another car just flew by.  Again his left leg curled up into position followed by his outstretched arm.  With his eyes pinned on the prize he drew in a shallow breath and pushed his body forward again.  The familiar agony flooded his body once more.  Except, this time he didn’t flinch.  He had shut his mind off to receiving it and kept his eyes firmly on the road ahead.  Just like he had done all those times he was the receiver of his father’s wrath.  It instantly surprised him that he suddenly had an overwhelming will to survive.  To live.  Why, he didn’t quite know.  But he wasn’t about to give up without a fight.

      The short distance to the road would have taken less than a minute had he been able to walk it.  Instead he had only gained a few inches at a time.  There was no way of telling how many hours it had taken him to haul his near-lifeless body across the uneven dirt.   But what he did know was that the time between passing vehicles had increased.  As the cars became fewer, it was clear that his hope of being rescued was slowly slipping away with each passing second.  Until the cars eventually stopped altogether.

      The night grew eerily quiet.  His body no longer felt the icy winter air that pushed through the thin fabric of his tee shirt.  Somehow his body had adapted to the near-freezing temperature.  Or perhaps he was already dead.

      He forced his heavy eyelids open.  Inches away from his nose his left hand stared back at him.  Dark red patches of dried blood mixed with dirt lay in a thick crust around each finger.  On two of his fingers his nails had chafed away to expose his flesh; evidence of how hard he had already fought to stay alive.  Lucky Lenny refused to believe his luck had run out. He’d wait. For however long it took to be found.  All he needed to do was stay awake.  Stay alive.

      

      While his body now lay halfway over the ridge where the dirt met the tarmac, sprawled like the crime scene sketches on his favorite detective show, he started to question the purpose of life.  His life, to be more exact.  Had he squandered valuable opportunities that had already come his way?  Was spinning the wheel of fortune all his life amounted to?  Who decided that for him anyway?  His alcoholic father who’d beat him to a pulp just for the fun of it.  Or his weak mother who’d finally had the nerve to defend herself.  It’s not as if he had planned to be born into this empty world that had never once dealt him a decent hand.  But there he was.  Born to be someone’s punching bag.  A tool that qualified his pathetic father to claim his drinking money through state grants.  No, Lucky Lenny was everything but lucky.  Every opportunity that had ever come his way he had meticulously planned.  He had always created his own plans.  Big plans.  The last of which was meant to be the final payoff that would’ve set him up for the rest of his life.  A chance to get away from his cursed existence.  Yet, with all the odds stacked in his favor, his plan had failed.  Or had it?  Lenny paused to mull over his thoughts.  Even if he did somehow survive this horrible twist of his fate, could he go back to a life that relied solely on luck?  Did he want to?

      And as he once again pondered the meaning of his shabby life, with his ear flush against the near-frosted tarmac, the faintest of vibrations drove into his eardrum.  At first, he thought he was imagining it.  But then it grew louder and louder.  Until the wheels of a car screeched to a standstill right beside his head.  Suddenly fear reared its ugly head.  What if they had come back to make sure he was dead?  What if they, in the interim, had discovered he knew more than he had let on?

      But as quickly as panic tried to take over his broken body, something else, something far more powerful than fear, overwhelmed his senses.  For the first time, he experienced hope.  Not the superficial hope he felt each time he rolled the dice.  True hope.  The kind of hope that told him he had a chance to do things differently.  A chance to do things right.  A chance that had nothing to do with luck, and everything to do with survival.

      The male voice next to his ear was calm and reassuring.  Nothing more than a faint whisper.  What Lenny imagined an angel would sound like.  Not that he believed in heavenly beings of any kind. But he believed it when this voice told him he would live and that everything was going to be just fine.
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      When Lenny came to he was lying in a hospital bed, alone in the room.  His broken arm had been neatly set in a cast and his other hand’s fingertips bandaged.  When he tried to sit up he cringed with pain.

      “Oh, you shouldn’t be moving.  I’ll call the nurse.”

      A female voice from the far corner startled him.  She had dashed out the door screaming, ‘he’s awake!’ before he even had a chance to speak to her.  Moments later a nurse hurriedly entered the room.

      “Well, hello there.  You are one lucky man.  In all my years I have never quite seen anyone survive as many injuries as these.  It seems the big man up there isn’t quite finished with you.  Any idea who did this to you?” The upbeat nurse ended with a question.

      He shook his head and looked over to the wide-eyed young woman who now stood in the corridor and peered through the small window in the door.

      “That’s Jo.  She’s one of our more regular in-treatment patients here.  She’s got a bit of a curious streak, that one; but she’s totally harmless.  Visiting the patients keeps her mind off the cancer.  Of course, it doesn’t help that no one knows how you got yourself to the front steps or that we’ve been forced to keep you sedated for an entire week.  The mystery has been driving her mad.  If she bothers you just let me know,” the nurse said with a smile.

      “What’s your name?” she probed as she inserted a needle into the IV bag and rolled her thumb over the valve below it.

      “Lenny.”

      “Well, Lenny, is there someone you’d like us to call?  Any family members?”

      He paused for a few moments.  There was, but there was no way she’d come.

      He shook his head.

      “All right then.  I’ve just given you something extra to control the pain.  You should feel it kick in anytime now.  Your vitals are fine but surviving seventeen stab wounds is going to take a little more time to recover from.  Somehow they had missed all your vital organs.  That in itself is a miracle.  Dr. Munroe said you should make a full recovery now that most of the infection has settled down.  You might have already noticed that you’re able to move your right leg now too.” She smiled then continued.  “The paralysis was only temporary because of the swelling. But you’re stuck here for a bit I’m afraid.  Just to give the wounds enough time to heal.” She turned to leave but then stopped and looked back at him.

      “Oh, and the police will be here soon.”

      “The police?  Why?”

      “Don’t you want to find out who did this to you?  We had a duty to report it. It’s just a routine visit.  I doubt you’ll ever get your wallet or whatever else they stole back, but it can’t hurt to try.  I’ll be back to check on you in a little while.  Get some rest.”

      The news left Lenny anxious.  If the police got involved he’d end up back in the slammer.  He couldn’t risk that.  Right now they’d suspect he was mugged.  He had to keep it that way.  But once the police questioned him they’d expect him to provide them with his full name and social security number.  Then it would definitely be game over.  He couldn’t let that happen.  He’d worked far too hard to become a snitch or end up spending the rest of his life behind bars.  All he needed was one sweet deal and a ticket to Mexico.

      The tempting thought was enough motivation to have him fling back the covers and swing his legs over the side of the bed.  Using his teeth he yanked the IV tube from his arm.  Whatever the nurse had injected was strong enough to have numbed most of his pain.  It should buy him enough time to get away.  Halfway between the bed and the door, he realized the hospital gown wasn’t going to do it and he flung open the nearby locker door.  It was empty.  He hurried back over to the steel cabinet next to the bed and pulled open the single drawer.  His eyes lingered on the blue Bible.  It wasn’t the Bible itself that had brought him to pause.  The big, bold, red words written on a tract that lay next to it held his attention.

      
        
        ’Luck or Design?  Is your life all it’s meant to be?’

      

      

      He thought about the question for a second then clumsily snatched it up between his bandaged fingers.  Somewhere deep inside him, it struck a chord.  Closing his fist over the tract he stuffed it inside the hollow of his cast where it folded over his palm, then headed toward the door.  A stealthy look outside his room told him the coast was clear.  He remembered the girl, Jo, and found himself wishing upon the universe that she’d be nosying around somewhere else right now.  As he made his way up the corridor he caught sight of a door marked ‘Medical Personnel Only.’  Two chatty nurses emerged from behind the door and he quickly sat down on a nearby empty wheelchair.  When they had left, he slipped inside.

      “Jackpot!” he exclaimed under his breath.

      It was the staff locker room.  He hastily moved between the lockers in search of clothing, relieved when he found a pair of men’s jeans and a dark green sweater.  Changing into the clothes with a broken arm proved to be much harder than he’d anticipated.  Two lockers further down he slipped a pair of trainers on and was good to go.

      Satisfied freedom was within reach, he helped himself to a faded yellow baseball cap that dangled from a hook on the wall on the way out.

      At the end of the corridor, he turned the corner where he had just passed the nurses’ station and almost bumped into two police officers who were heading toward the nurse on duty.  He heard them announce they were there for the mystery guy who’d got mugged.  Lenny increased his pace, deciding to take the stairwell down instead.  Once through the door, he descended two steps at a time, wincing each time his feet hit the hard surface.  Another flight of stairs delivered him to an area where two paramedics burst through a double door in front of him, pushing a gurney past him into a giant elevator to his left.  Caught up in the trauma they barely took notice of him as he slipped through the double doors and made his escape between several parked ambulances.

      

      The truck driver didn’t ask any questions when Lenny begged him for a lift into the city.  He knew not to.  People hitched rides with him all the time.  Most of them were troubled teens.  The less he knew the better.  As agreed, the trucker dropped Lenny at the service station a few blocks away from home.  By the time Lenny got to his front door, he was totally worn out and in dire need of more of whatever the nurse had injected earlier.  But at least he was home.

      Lenny lived alone in a derelict two-bedroom government house in a seedy part of town on the outskirts of Atlanta.  The sitting room was, as always, a mess.  Old pizza boxes, some with rotten, moldy leftovers, lay scattered throughout the tiny house.  A few dozen empty beer bottles were strewn all over the stained mustard-colored carpet and stale cigarette smoke lay thick in the air.  As was to be expected, the kitchen had a stench so foul that, even with the window open, it took your breath away.  But none of it bothered Lenny much at all.  He went straight for the rusty fridge and scooped up a six-pack of beers with his one arm.  As he flopped down into the sagging brown sofa he somehow knew exactly where to find the tv remote under a stack of old newspapers on the floor.

      “Lucky Lenny is back, baby!” he announced out loud to the sports commentator on the betting channel.

      He gulped down four large swigs of beer and reached for the cordless phone stuck between the two cushions of the couch.  His thumb quickly moved over the buttons before he wedged the phone between his cheek and his shoulder.

      “Hey, it’s me.  Could you help out an old friend?  Have I ever let you down, huh?  Who was there for you when you first started out in this neighborhood, huh?  That’s right, me.  I don’t need much.  Ten large on number three for tonight.  Of course I’m sure.  Call it a hunch.  Don’t worry, Dutchy.  Lucky Lenny is feeling very lucky tonight.  How long have we known each other, huh?  I told you I’m good for it.  I just need a little more time.  Hey, who took the heat when your son got himself into trouble, huh?  I lost my job because of that.  Fine, fifteen percent, but not a penny more.  Attaboy.  I owe you, buddy.”

      Lenny hung up the phone and opened another beer.  He stripped down to his underwear and settled back in on the sofa, his eyes glued to the horses as they lined up behind the gates.  His eye caught the corner of the tract where it poked out from underneath his cast.  As he recalled the words he sucked air through the tiny gap between his two front teeth.  ‘Luck or Design?’  What did that even mean?  Luck he knew all too well.  He wasn’t dubbed Lucky Lenny without reason.  But design?  Designed by who?  God?  He highly doubted that.  His very existence was nothing more than an accident.  A product of a drunken loser who’d had his evil ways with his mother.  Nothing about that was designed.  He pushed the piece of paper back in place and focused his attention on the horses instead.  That was something he could believe in.

      The gates flew open and Lenny leaned forward in anticipation of a win.  But as his luck would have it, his horse didn’t even place.  He swore under his breath and tossed his bottle of beer against the wall behind the television set.  That was his last chance, his only hope of getting himself out of this mess he’d somehow managed to land himself in.  Moments later his phone rang.  He knew who it was so he didn’t answer.  Suddenly the walls started closing in on him.  Just a few short moments ago he’d felt on top of the world.  Now he’d sunk back into the bottomless pit he had spent most of his life in.  He plucked at the bandage that wrapped around most of his torso.  It felt tight and suffocating.  He’d have to have another go at it.  As soon as the day broke he’d head downtown.  All he needed was to deliver one more package.  Actually deliver it.
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      He pulled the collar of his black leather jacket over his mouth and tucked his left hand into the pocket.  The icy morning air on his skin had turned his fingers bright pink.  His broken arm throbbed with pain.  He had removed the sling to better hide his injury.  Showing weakness and being vulnerable would only stunt his chances.

      When he was almost at the usual meeting point under the bridge near the station, he stopped.  He briefly threw his head back and closed his eyes.  It was now or never.  His last chance.  He’d beg if he had to.

      He smoothed his greasy hair back and took a deep breath, held it for a few seconds, and then set off down the path toward the bridge.

      “Well, well, well.  If it isn’t the snake with the itchy fingers.”  A tall dark-haired man in smart jeans and a black wool coat greeted him under the bridge.

      “Hey, Diaz,” he said sheepishly.

      “You have quite the nerve showing your face here, Lenny.”

      “I know, I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah well, sorry ain’t cutting it.  Get lost.”

      “Please, I need this.”

      “You stole, Lenny!  From one of my top clients.  Not to mention that you stabbed me in the back.  You nearly cost me my reputation.”

      “It won’t happen again.  I was stupid.”

      “You’ve got that right.  Now scram.  I have loyal runners arriving any second now.”

      “Please, Diaz, I need one more job.  A big one.  I owe a lot of people money.”

      Diaz threw his head back as he bellowed a sadistic laugh then ejected a ball of saliva at Lenny’s feet.

      “You’re scum, Lenny!  They should’ve killed you.  I should kill you!”

      “Oh they tried, believe me.  Where do you think I’ve been the last week?  Fighting for my life in the hospital, that’s where,” he answered his own question in an effort to conceal his nerves.

      Diaz didn’t say anything.  He just stared into Lenny’s eyes.

      “So you’ve finally run out of that luck you keep talking about.  Desperate then, aren’t you?”

      Lenny nodded.

      “Very.”

      “How do I know I can trust you?”

      “Look at me, Diaz.  I have nothing left to lose.  I almost died, man.  I have every bookie between here and Vegas out to get me.  I need this job.  This is my only hope of staying alive.  I need the money.”

      Diaz drew the mucus in his nose to the back of his throat, his eyes never leaving Lenny’s.

      “How much are you in for?”

      “Quarter of a million.”

      A smug look in Diaz’s eyes preceded a wide grin that displayed a mixture of pleasure and surprise.  Seconds later he pulled out his mobile phone and pulled one leather glove off with his teeth before gliding his thumb up and down the screen, glancing Lenny’s way every few seconds.

      “Let’s see how lucky you really are, Lenny.  If you can pull this one off you’re in for a cool million payday.  Mess it up and I’ll be spitting on your grave.”

      “You won’t regret it, Diaz, I promise!  You can count on me.  Thank you… thank you.  I won’t let you down.”

      “Yeah, whatever.  Spare me the soppy gratitude.  Get on with it.  You’ll find your burner at the pickup.   Your keywords are strawberries and champagne.  And, Lenny, if you get caught, you keep your trap shut, understand.  Or I’ll make sure you won’t live another day this time.”

      Lenny nodded and quickly turned to walk away.

      En route to the pickup, he had a newfound spring in his step.  He had done it once again.  Somehow he had managed to talk his way into another opportunity.  He found himself smiling as if he had already collected the million-dollar payment.  Mexico was one drop-off away from happening.  He’d pay off everyone he owed and hop on the next plane out of there.

      “Who’s designing now, huh?” he shouted up toward the heavens.

      

      The pickup was a newsstand in Downtown Atlanta.  He waited until there were no customers and walked up to the girl who sat behind the glass window.  Looking over his shoulder he used their code phrase.

      “It’s a great day for a picnic, isn’t it?”

      The girl with the bleach-blonde hair looked up from her gossip magazine and blew a bright pink bubblegum bubble
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