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He lay on his left side, gagging with the
overwhelming smell of something rotten, and stared into the
shadowed three eyes of a metallic red bowling ball.

The sound of metal clinking together echoed
around him, preceded by a subtle tug against his neck when he
moved.

Speed McNally, photographer and part-time
private detective, reached up to find a rough, thick, metal ring
encircling his neck. It was this moment he also discovered his
wrists were handcuffed together as he followed the medium sized
links with his fingers to a c-ring bolted into the side of the red,
shiny ball.

I'm handcuffed and chained to a freak'n
bowling ball.

Helluva way to start a Tuesday morning.

A groan escaped him as he pinched the bridge
of his nose between his index finger and thumb. Pain stabbed and
cracked into the back of his head like tiny railroad spikes pounded
into rotted dry wood.

He was positive the nausea he felt churning
within his gut was a direct result of the pub's nightly fried
special, and only aggravated by that damned rotten smell.

An audible sucking sound invaded his misery
when Speed turned his head to the right to get a better look at
where he was. Imagination ran wild as he rolled himself onto his
back, aware of something wet and squishy beneath him, and touched
his cheek. His cheek was slimy, coated in something viscous and
warm. Speed brought his fingers to his nose.

Nothing could stop the release of his stomach
triggered by the smell as he scrambled with a pounding head to push
himself up on his hands and knees. Last night's dinner, along with
other vile smelling as well as looking things vacated his
stomach.

Laughter, soft as a cat's meow, echoed around
Speed as he wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his shirt. He held his
breath and forced his stomach to settle as he looked around to see
where he was. He was bent down on a floor covered in mutilated dead
fish.

As a child he'd fallen into the well of his
grandfather's fishing boat. All the adults had gone into the water
or hopped aboard his uncle's ski-boat. A large wave had jostled the
fishing rig and the thrust had closed the lid. He'd been too small
to get out and no one had heard his screams for nearly an hour.

He hated fish. Especially dead ones.

Whoever was playing this sick joke knew him
well enough. There were maybe six people in his life that knew that
story, and three of them had died of old age.

Who the hell have I pissed off now?

He could think of three people. His
girlfriend, who he was supposed to have met last night for dinner.
There was his ex-wife to whom he'd still not given his signed
papers.

And then there was the Lake Lanier Strangler
he'd been pursuing. His last memory was of sitting in Billy Joe's
Coffee and Bait shack at the lake early in the morning, asking
questions about Homer Tide.

And apparently they were the right questions.
Little else was clear after that.

Struggling into a sitting position, he
discovered the length of the chain was shorter than the length of
his torso, preventing him from sitting up straight – unless he held
the ball in his hands.

When he reached out for it, the surface was
slimy with fish guts. He also found it weighed much more than a
thirty-pound ball should. Almost twice as much. The ball was no
ordinary bowling ball.

What kind of sick joke is this? If I want
to stand or sit up, I have to hold the damned ball in my hands.
He couldn't even put his fingers in the holes if his arm got
tired.

"You're awake, Mr. McNally."

The voice more than startled him. Speed
dropped the ball with a thud and grunted as his neck and head were
yanked downward.

Low laughter echoed again in the room. "You
are a sight, Mr. McNally."

"Who are you?" Speed hefted the ball into his
arms and turned his body in the direction of the voice.

He was definitely in a basement. The room was
perhaps twelve by twelve. Homemade wood shelves fashioned of
unstained pine filled two walls. Boxes were stacked neatly on them,
from the lowest to the highest. A box fan with a broken front grill
sat in one corner. Beside it was a Kenmore washer and dryer.

The bulb hung near a set of descending wooden
stairs. The farthest side of the stairs was against the fourth
wall. The last few steps were missing.

Sitting on the last step, dressed in a blue
plaid shirt and brown slacks, was a thin, elderly gentleman. The
overhead light glinted from his bald head. Dark shades rested on a
hawk-like nose, a centerpiece to a face cut deep with countless
grooves that marked the passage of time.
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