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Given No Choice

Dan was terrified. He was
also furious and uncomfortable and nervous and uncertain. The
welter of emotions that swelled inside him was nearly unbearable.
He'd heard of people being swept away by a wave of emotions but it
didn't feel like that. It felt like a blocked pipe, where the water
pressure steadily built and built and built, far beyond the levels
that the pipe was designed to contain, until it burst, spewing
fluid over everything.

His left hand was held
behind his back, twisted up between his shoulder blades by a goon
with the neck of a rhinoceros and the sensitivities of a shark. His
right hand clenched on the unfamiliar grip of the pistol they'd
shoved at him. His vision was swimming and dancing with sparks and
the only feedback his ears gave him was a dull roar. Except for the
bitterly cold metal nose of the goon's pistol pressed against his
left lobe.

His wife and children were
seated in front of him, within arms reach. They had been
blindfolded and tied to their chairs. Tears were streaming down
Ann's face, but his wife cried silently. Rachael, his beautiful
daughter, was quietly sobbing and hiccuping intermittently. One of
the goons had told her not to make a sound and she was trying as
best she could. Josh, his son, was still. Pale cheeks, trembling
lip, hands clenching and unclenching fitfully, he was caught in the
grip of overwhelming terror as well. But he was fighting it.

It made Dan proud and sad
all at the same time.

A sharp pain flashed in his
shoulder as the goon tweaked Dan's left hand.

"Listen up, plumber."
Grunted Goon One.

A suited man stepped behind
Dan's family, the faint smile on his lips masking the violent gleam
in his eye.

"As you can see, Mr. Loring,
however much I may not like to do so, I'm willing to be unpleasant
when it is in my interest."

Dan said nothing. His throat
was to dry and he couldn't get his voice to work.

The man grimaced.

"Bravado is what landed you
in these exceptionally unpleasant circumstances, Mr. Loring. This
is but a brief glimpse of what your future could be. Tell me where
my money is, spare your family this pain, it's not hard. Just tell
me. Where. It. Is."

Dan licked his lips. He
considered lying. Maybe if he just gave this monster a realistic
sounding location then it would buy them some time. Time for what,
Dan did not know. But more time sounded like a good idea.

Then he realized he would
never be able to pull off a lie. After a lifetime of honesty, he
did not have the practice or the skill to manage a convincing
deception.

"I've told you, I don't know
where it is. Please, let my family go. I'm telling you the truth. I
never saw your money."

The suit stared at him for a
moment, then sighed.

"You've repeated that lie so
much, I almost believe you. But I know the money was left in that
drain. And I know you were the next person in there. And it isn't
there now. Ergo, you took it."

The suit paced back and
forth a few times.

"Allow me to explain what
your dishonesty is about to perpetrate on your family, Mr. Loring.
Because you refuse to tell me the truth, my associate is going to
load that pistol in your hand with a single round. Then you are
going to shoot your son."

Dan's whole family stiffened
and Josh's face clenched.

"If you refuse or find
yourself unable, my associates will help you aim the pistol and
pull the trigger. If after that, you continue to lie to me, they
will reload your pistol and you will shoot your daughter, and if
that is not enough then you will shoot your beautiful wife."

"You monster." Ann
sobbed.

"Quiet, bitch." Goon Two
slapped her.

"Is your lie, is my money,
really worth that to you, Mr. Loring? Consider very carefully." The
suit stopped pacing and looked directly at Dan, all traces of a
smile gone. "Andre, load the pistol."

The pistol and Dan's hand
disappeared into Goon Two's enormous paw as the man racked the
slide and slid a single round into the chamber.

"Have you reconsidered, Mr.
Loring? One last chance. And, in case you are considering any type
of movie style heroics, let me remind you that there is only one
round in that gun, and there are three of us."

"Daddy," Josh's voice was
hoarse and strained, "Daddy, don't worry. It's ok. I believe
you."

"I tell you, there was no
money. I don't know where it is."

The suit looked
dispassionately down at the little boy, then walked out from behind
him.

"Precious little tyke. Such
a shame. It's time, Mr. Loring."

The moment seemed to
crystallize and time seemed to slow. The emotional pressure that
had been building suddenly started to drain, like a massive vicious
whirlpool. Cold metal pressed hard against his ear. His mind
whirled, trying to make one bullet turn into three shots. He tried
to raise the pistol, but his hand started shaking so badly that he
feared the gun would go off on its own.

"Andre, give the good
plumber a hand." The suit was almost leaning forward, enjoying
watching the struggle on Dan's face.

Dan felt Goon Two at his
side and found his voice.

"No! If it has to be done,
I'll do it." He said, "But let me use both hands. I'll be steady
enough with both hands."

"Daniel, you can't!"
Screamed his wife, "You can't! You can't! I won't let you!"

She struggled against the
ropes binding her to the chair but was unable to break free. The
chair toppled and, blindfolded, she struck her head on the concrete
floor. Nearly knocked unconscious, she continued to struggle
weakly. The suit regarded her dispassionately for a moment, then
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They thought the gun gave them control.
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