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Story Slug = Hostage Standoff
Special Report

Anchor Intro
(PETER BRADFORD READS)
CLOSE UP


We interrupt this broadcast to bring you a special report.

Channel 8 News has learned of a hostage situation at Lake Michigan Bank.

Details are sketchy but here’s what we do know: there is at least one gunman and more than six hostages.

We will bring you updates on this breaking story as soon as they become available.

Channel 8’s Georgia Barnett is live at the scene.

Live at the scene? Hmph, that’s putting it mildly. I was actually in the bank when all hell broke loose. Then to top it all off—well, wait a second; let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s deal with how I’m feeling now.

For the first time in my life I’m covering a story that’s scaring the living stew out of me. Remember the song “Respect” by Aretha Franklin? You know how serious Miss Re-Re gets when she croons “Real-Real-Real-Real”?

Well … FOR REAL. That’s how serious I am.

And for those of you who don’t know me, don’t jump to conclusions. I’m not timid or naïve. I’m just in a bad spot—no wait, that’s like calling the kettle a teapot. I’m in a sinkhole.

Oh yeah, it’s that deep.

Walk in my pumps today. Wouldn’t it put the fear of God in you, if how you did your job one day would determine whether or not one of your closest friends lived or died?

I’ll bet you just kicked off my pumps and decided you’d rather go barefoot, huh?

That’s exactly how I felt. But what choice did I have? There was absolutely no way that I could shake off the responsibility I had just been saddled with.

You see, Zeke—that’s my cameraman—he and I were so happy. We’d landed an easy, early morning shift. We’d just finished covering a news conference at the United Center sports arena. An Olympic basketball player had decided to defect from China while on a visit to Chicago. It was causing an international stir. There was a ton of press on hand. But it was one of those big fat prime-time/ face-time stories that veteran news folks like us know how to handle with ease. Our day was cake—or so we assumed. That cake was about to be tossed upside down. And baby, there wouldn’t be nothing sweet about it.

Like Miss Re-Re sings, “Real-Real-Real-Real.”

Things got a little too real for me. Luckily I had help. Who needs the cavalry? I had a dynamite group of guys on my side known as the VIDEO COWBOYS.
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“Yeah baby!” Zeke howled inside our cramped news truck. His howl had the volume of a moon-baying wolf on Prozac and the silliness of Scooby-Doo.

The truck pitched and swerved as Zeke changed lanes left, slammed on the brakes, then changed lanes back. I’ve had smoother rides on a roller coaster. Zeke acted like he was on a Six Flags ride too, the way he flung both hands in the air and then used his beer belly to hold the steering wheel straight. We had just worked the sunrise newscast.

“Hey-hey,” he said in a singsong voice. “It’s 9 A.M. on a Friday and we’re done for the day. My wife is on a cruise with her sisters. I already called my boys and they’ll be waiting for me at the bar for burgers and beer ’round noon. Hot damn. Jesus must be a cameraman.”

“If he was,” I said while waiting for all my vital organs to shift back into their rightful spots, “he’d drive at a normal speed. Say Zeke. Do a sister a solid and stop off at the bank.”

“Amen to the bank. It’s my turn to buy and it ain’t gonna be cheap, Georgia. The Video Cowboys guzzle booze like Prohibition’s coming back.”

“Say Zeke. Who came up with that nickname anyway?” I played with the press pass around my neck from the news conference we had just covered. “It’s so cool.”

“Yours truly, of course.” Zeke winked. “I hung that joker on ’em ’bout two years ago. They had just started freelancing after being laid off by the corporate bean counters that took over Channel 8. The Video Cowboys are throwbacks. They’ll take on ANY STORY ANY TIME—day or night—no matter how tough it is.”

“Which one of the Cowboys is the baddest, Zeke?”

Zeke vigorously scratched his chin. His lanky fingers grated against seven-day-old stubble. He repeated my question thoughtfully, “Who IS the baddest?”

“Can’t be Choke,” I said, throwing out my first thought. I visualized Vicente Ochoa—Choke. He’s a little guy. Everything about him is compact—his 5′6″ height, his cropped hair, his choppy laugh, even his 1992 Plymouth. He has beautiful, thick shiny hair and dreamy eyes. Choke is a frequent flier flirt too. And dancing? I went to his sixty-first birthday party last year; good God that man can jam on the dance floor. Choke can boogie like Bootsy Collins and slow dance like Smokey Robinson. “Naw, it can’t be Choke.”

“The Salsa King? You’re right. Not him. Besides, that guy has more dance trophies than Bayer has aspirins.”

That’s the truth. I made up my mind right then and there. I told Zeke I was casting my vote for Paulie.

Zeke slammed on the accelerator, blowing through a yellow light. Then, suddenly, as if he’d just heard me, he said very Soprano-like, “Paulie Vitale? My Paulie?”

“Don’t go there Zeke. I’m not stereotyping just because Paulie is Italian …”

“And grew up in Little Italy with all the grandsons of Al Capone’s crew, naw, that wouldn’t make you say he’s the baddest, huh?”

I smacked Zeke on the arm with my notepad. “Don’t go there! It’s just that Paulie is such a big guy. He’s what, 230 pounds?”

“That’s on a ghetto scale,” Zeke laughed. “Told me he went to the doctor last week and weighed in at 265.”

“Dawg, he doesn’t look it. He carries it well.”

“Height. He’s 6′3″, Georgia. But the doc says he’s gotta lose fifty pounds.”

“What?! Paulie’s gonna have to give up all that imported tobacco he loves.” I laughed. “’Cause if he loses fifty pounds and keeps smoking that pipe, somebody’s bound to mistake him for a crack addict.”

We finally stopped at a red light. Zeke banged out a drum roll on the dashboard and announced, “Wayne ‘Gunner’ Anderson is the baddest.”

“Get out of here.”

“Oh yeah.”

“C’mon Zeke. Gunner’s the biggest loner since the Unabomber. He only talks to you guys.”

“And you.”

“Only because we’re tight.”

“True, Georgia. Gunner is a solemn son of a gun around other folks besides us. He stays home every day listening to police scanners and the fire department frequency. He calls Paulie and Choke and tells them where to go to cover a breaking story. Gunner keeps all the books too. He knows what they shot and who bought the video.”

“So what? He’s organized. That makes him tough?”

“You know how he got the name Gunner?” Zeke asked, turning into the outdoor parking lot of the bank.

“Yeah. He used to ride in the TV choppers shooting aerials of fires and stuff for the morning show.”

“Right,” Zeke said, wrestling the news truck into a tight spot. “But Gunner was also in Vietnam. He rode in the choppers there too: on machine gun. He saved half a platoon once near the Thai River. Kept the enemy off until they could reestablish position and hold that key spot.”

“He’s a straight-up war hero?” I said, giving him serious props in his absence. “You go, boy.”

“We’re impressed. Think the bean counters were? HELL NO. All those suits do is count the number of heads holding a camera. They never take into account the heart of the man behind the camera. When they forced all the old camera guys out, I went up to the manager’s office and told that chump he was off his rocker. Told him about Gunner and the medals he won in the war.”

“Obviously that didn’t help.”

“In fact it hurt. Gunner never said a word about his military record to the guy. When Gunner found out that I had gone up there and told the new boss—he punched me in the chops. Sucker punched this old southern boy but good, Georgia.”

“Why’d he hit you?”

“Told me he was a soldier, always was one, and always will be and a good soldier takes his marching orders without question. No excuses and no begging for reprieves. If they wanted him OUT, then he was GONE. Gunner don’t play.”

We got out of the truck. Zeke grabbed his equipment box. It contained spare batteries and a set of lights. Then he grabbed a sack of power cable before slinging the camera up on his shoulder. “Whatya doing? We’re NOT moving into the bank for God’s sake. We’re just making a quick withdrawal.”

“Obviously you missed the memo.”

“What memo?”

“It’s posted all over the station. Someone’s been breaking into trucks and stealing the equipment. Two guys over at NBC got their cameras ripped off. That ain’t happening to me, Georgia.”

“Better not. And I can’t imagine it will, the way you baby this equipment.”

“Hmph. Right about now I’m wishing I had a stroller to put it all in,” Zeke said as he huffed up the walkway with the massive gear.

I took one of the bags from Zeke, the lightweight one of course, and we headed inside the bank.

The line stopped me cold: ten people, and only two tellers. “Forget this, Zeke. Let’s try the ATM.”

“Can’t,” Zeke said, dumping the equipment in a pile to our left, getting it out of the way of the other customers in line. He reached into his pocket. “No cash card. I’m a passbook guy.”

“Well aren’t you the Fred Flintstone of finance. Why don’t you have an ATM card?”

“It’s too easy to take money out and too easy for somebody to rip you off—including the bank with all those stick ’em up withdrawal fees.”

“You got ah point there.”

Two more customers were called to the counter by a pinging sound and a blinking red arrow. Zeke limped forward.

“How’s the leg?” Zeke had hurt it during a friendly game of basketball between the Channel 8 guys and another television station. “Still bothering you?”

“Still gimpy. How’s Doug?”

“Grouchy ’cause he’s on light duty.”

“Even though it landed him a free trip to Mexico?”

My boyfriend, Detective Doug Eckart, was down in Mexico waiting to bring back a retired Chicago politician who fled there after being convicted of corruption. Doug had gotten the easy assignment because he was just getting over a bum leg. He tore a ligament during a skiing trip we took together a while back and didn’t even know it. Not until his doctor told him he had to have surgery, that is, and then boyfriend knew it FOR SURE. I had a thought that made me laugh.

“What’s funny?” Zeke asked.

“I guess white men can’t jump and black men can’t ski.”

We laughed together.

That gorgeous blend of sound gave me a warm feeling inside. I guess that’s why I jumped so when the cold, deafening sound of a gunshot shattered the peaceful moment. Yeah … real-real-real … a real gunshot.

Everyone in the bank reacted differently. Some screamed. Some were quieted by fear. Half of the people froze and the other half hit the floor. Zeke and I had a twin reaction. We were both half-squatted down, heads up, our gazes raking the room for the source of the shot.

Now what do you think a gunman would look like? A gunman with the guts to come into a bank to rob the joint in broad daylight? I figured a big guy, wearing a mask. Very plain clothes. Someone carrying a large bag to stash the cash in. If he’s solo in the bank, he’s probably got someone waiting in a car outside with the motor running, right?

Wrong as Shaq in drag.

I wouldn’t cast this guy as a bank robber no more than I’d cast Britney Spears in a remake of The Flying Nun.

This man was white, about 5′10″, slender build, a gaunt face with prickly grayish brown growth on his cheeks and chin. He had a pronounced nose, sharp and angling to the left. His deep black eyes were very cold and determined. He wore a strange getup—a black sweatshirt with a light blue sea horse on it. His trousers were too big; the cuffs had been doubled up by hand, floating above his ashy, bare ankles and a pair of dirty white Keds sneakers. He had a bag—a red sack with a white drawstring and black lettering that said LAUNDRY. But the bag couldn’t be to stash the cash in—it was already full; something was in it. But what? I asked the question in my head. What’s in the bag?

“I’ve got a bomb!” the gunman shouted.

Sorry I asked.

“And I’m gonna use it …”

Don’t tell me no mo’.

I felt Zeke tense beside me. I didn’t even look at him. I was studying this guy with the bomb in the sack and the gun pointed at the guard who was standing by the door.

“Take the money and go,” the guard said.

“Please!” one of the tellers groaned.

“Shut up!” The gunman set the bag ever so gently on the counter so everyone could see it. “Everybody just shut up and listen or we’re all gonna die. Now,” he pointed at the guard, “put your gun on the floor and slide it over.”

The gunman looked like one of those homeless guys selling newspapers. But don’t let nobody fool you. There was an edge to him—like at one time things were really good—and now things are really bad. I’m a TV news vet and I can size up people pretty darn well. This gunman was desperate and whatever he had in mind to do, it was going to be full speed ahead.

The guard followed directions to the vowel, child. He moved slowly, easing his gun belt onto the floor and sliding it away with a soft kick.

“Lock the door. Close the blinds too.”

The guard went to the door and locked it. He yanked on the gnarled drawstring and turned day into a dusky evening. That’s when I noticed something, something important.

I spotted a little boy no older than seven, fidgeting on his knees, looking around, panting, alone. What was a seven-year-old kid doing alone in a bank?

Ten feet away from us, a door began to screech open.

The gunman cast his gaze and his gun in that direction. The little boy jumped up and ran toward his pregnant mother, who was coming out of the restroom.

“Mama!”

Her smile turned into a muffled “Oh God!” as she realized what was going down.

The gunman glared at her, glanced at the little boy, then bit his lip and cast his eyes back and forth. He seemed angry that he had not cased the situation properly, and was clearly distracted by his error. That’s when Zeke made a move. He lunged forward. Somehow the gunman sensed it coming and took a jerky step backward. Zeke grazed his right side, knocking his gun hand up.

Meanwhile, the guard had flipped the lock and swung the door open, yelling for people to run. Like he had to tell ’em? Please. Bank customers were running the 100-yard dash toward the door already. Chivalry is dead and buried in a shallow grave with Fear standing over it holding the shovel. ALL THOSE PEOPLE were cutting in front of the pregnant woman and her son.

The guard took a run toward his gun on the floor.

The gunman took a SWING at Zeke, grazing his temple with the butt of the gun, opening up a small cut. Then he threw ANOTHER PUNCH that caught Zeke in the throat. That did it. Zeke slumped over, grabbing his neck.

I was trying to push the pregnant woman and her son out of the door ahead of me. Too late. A gunshot shattered the ceiling tile above our heads. I froze. The rest of the people, who were just steps from freedom as well, froze too. The guard slid to a stop, just a step or two away from his gun on the floor.

“Nobody else move! Get on your knees now!”

We dropped to our knees.

The gunman turned on Zeke and took aim. “Why don’t people listen to me? You’re trouble, man. Just like the rest of them. You wanna hurt me, don’tcha?”

Zeke made a choking sound.

“Don’t!” I shouted. “Don’t kill him.”

The gunman stared at me. His stone-washed face came alive with the prickly red color of blood rushing to his head.

“Let me help him,” I said, then slowly moved beside Zeke. A little bit of blood from his forehead got on my clothes. Zeke pulled a long, white hanky out of his pocket. I took it and held it against the cut on his head. Zeke just winced. He wasn’t hurt too bad but defeat STINGS.

The gunman leaned forward and pushed the gun into the middle of my chest. I felt a chill roll up my spine and my mouth became desert-dry.

“TV people?” he said, tapping the laminated media pass that hung around my neck. The gunman stepped back and motioned with his pistol toward the pile of equipment.

“Okay.” He appeared to perk up. “TV people. You’re gonna help me.”
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He needed help? You’ve gotta be kidding me. He’s packing a gun, toting a bomb, and sporting a deadly attitude and HE was reaching out to US for help? This is the kind of unpredictable drama that makes you bust out in a pool of perspiration, that makes your head hurt, your eyeballs bug out. Oh drama.

The simple fact that Zeke was with me helped more than a smidgen. If you’re in a tight spot and don’t know what the heck is going on, it’s good to have someone you can trust around. Although I could kick his butt for taking a run at the guy and almost getting his head blown off in the process, Zeke did save some folks. Five people made it out safely before the gunman shot in the air. That left a total of ten people. Three customers. Two tellers. The guard. Plus the pregnant woman and her son. Zeke and, of course, me.

Do I seem like a martyr? ’Cause I’m not. I used to run track. I wasn’t Flo Jo but I could fly. My mother teases me all the time about how when I was real little I’d take off running whenever I got scared. She loves to tell this story.

According to Mama I was a lazy toddler. My older cousins thought I was cute as pie (and seeing my baby pictures I can safely say they are right as rain) and because my great aunt was too cheap to buy them Barbie dolls, my cousins would carry me around on their hips all the time. Not my twin sister Peaches—she was too ornery to let anyone pick her up but Mama.

Anyway, they carried me around so much that I was late walking. They said Peaches stood up seven months before me and started switching with her hand on her hip. In literature, that’s called foreshadowing. In life, that’s called fast ass. Peaches was strutting her stuff, putting to shame every peacock in any hemisphere near or far INCLUDING the electronic NBC logo. Meanwhile I was STILL sitting on my behind in the middle of the floor.

One day a thunderstorm swept through Chicago, and if I’m lying I’m flying, wind in Chicago is nothin’ to play with. Gusts can uproot trees, down power lines, snatch shingles off a roof the way a crook snatches a purse. This storm had a howling wind and lightning streaking across the sky; it shook the house with thunder that sounded like a cannon. The lights flickered too. Mama says I got so scared that I jumped up and started running down the hallway. Before that I hadn’t even made an effort to pull up on the furniture, let alone stagger a couple of steps in my Stride Rites. I took off like I had on a pair of Nikes and my life depended on it.

Speed I had. Courage came along later. That’s why I tried to push the expectant mother and her son out the door; unfortunately, I just didn’t have the time. The gunman decided that he couldn’t trust ANY of us after what Zeke tried. So he started giving orders.

“Everybody get in the center of the room; sit Indian style, back to back, in a circle, quick. No yapping.”

I stood up slowly, fear forming icicles on my joints, but still I was DETERMINED to help Zeke.

“Leave him alone,” the gunman scolded. “He’s all right.”

I started to argue but I could tell he was still jumpy. Boyfriend was twitching something fierce. He was a slender man, but slight, as in he hadn’t been getting enough to eat on a regular basis. My mama could fix that; she’d force-feed a stray cat a bowl of grits and half a pan of biscuits if she thought it looked scrawny. But I hoped to high heaven that he wouldn’t be lucky enough to get a home-cooked meal from nobody. If you asked me, all he had coming was a state pen lunch—bread and bologna, hold the mayo and the metal escape file.

The gunman spit out a threat. “I’ll shoot anybody that I gotta. I will.”

Who was he trying to convince, himself or us? His voice was firm but not terrorizing, more reluctant and dry. He hadn’t even looked in the direction of the tellers when he came in. His makeshift sack was conspicuous. He must’ve flunked Bank-Robbing 101. Or maybe he had some other wacky agenda, but what? I mean REALLY. What did he want and what was he doing here? And more importantly would he make good on his threat and kill us all?

I measured the mixed bag of people in our hostage powwow, hoping for just one undercover S.W.A.T. team specialist. One man, white, in his thirties, had on a business suit and some expensive kicks. I love shoes. And his were lovely. Those bad boys were Prada. Boyfriend was making some bucks whatever he did for a living. He was average height, stocky, clean-shaven, dark hair, salon cut, and wore round specs.

The other guy couldn’t be more than twenty or so, Hispanic. He had on a biking helmet, jeans with knee guards—like hockey goalies wear only smaller, and a shirt that said Super Duper Messenger Service.

The last guy was African-American, middle-aged. Had a lot of worry lines in his face, a scruffy beard, thinning hair, worn pants, old leather belt, and worn-out work shoes.

Both women were twenty-something, white, dressed in business attire fitting tellers. One was a redhead with a sassy short cut; the other had long blond hair and wore big block glasses. They were clinging to each other so I take it they were friends.

The guard may have been our best bet. He was short but had a well-built body. Big chest. You could see the muscles bulging beneath his tan uniform. His protruding jaw met you first like the knob on a closed door. He was white, completely bald, about fortyish, but very tan, like overexposed in Cancun tan. What a way to end a vacay, huh?

The gunman directed us with a wave of the pistol. “That’s right sit down. Yeah, get situated. No funny stuff. Just get situated.”

Right now I hated him more than the kiddie hall monitor who used to poke us in the butt with a ruler if we didn’t line up fast enough after recess. And getting down on that floor!

C’mon now.

I hadn’t sat on the floor like this since what, kindergarten? And I’m in good shape. That’s because I make myself work out but not as much as I SHOULD ’cause exercise is H-E-DOUBLE-L on the average black woman’s hair. The floor was hard and sitting up straight was pulling on my back. I’d be okay for a while but, on the real, the pregnant lady wasn’t gonna last more than a half an hour like this.

The gunman noticed the pregnant woman gingerly attempting to get down on her knees.

“Wait!” he said to her. She froze, drawing her frightened son close to her side.

The gunman backed away toward a padded executive chair with a high back. He grabbed the chair and rolled it toward the pregnant woman. “Sit here.” He said it very softly. “I want you to be comfortable.”

She sat. “Thank you,” she said, then whispered, “What about my son?”

The gunman smiled at the little boy. “Wanna sit on your mommy’s lap?”

The little boy was madly sucking on his thumb but nodded a furious yes with his head.

“Go on then,” he motioned with his head. “Go on.” The boy climbed up on his mother’s lap. The gunman said softly to her, “Let me know if you’re not comfortable.”

The rest of us were already squatted down, taking in this change in personality. Boyfriend’s demeanor was just like Chicago weather—if you waited a minute it was sure to change.

He turned around to the rest of us who were now on the floor watching him. The gunman stood over us and began talking to himself—or was it to us? “I’m thinking,” he kept repeating. “I’m thinking.”

Meanwhile I was eyeballing that red sack on the counter with the bomb.

“I’m thinking.”

I decided to talk to the man; maybe I could talk him out of doing something crazy. It had already reached the tripped-out stage as it was. But maybe I could stop it before it got downright out of hand.

“What’s your name, sir?”

He pointed the gun at me and gaped like I had nine heads and none of ’em the least bit cute. I wasn’t talking out of turn though—I had a plan. I’d read this book on hostage situations. I love to read, child. I’ll read the label off a fruit can. I’ve got subscriptions to all the goodies too—Essence, Newsweek, Sports Illustrated, Upscale—and when those run out, I hit the books by Eric J. Dickey, Terrie Williams, E. Lynn Harris, Bertice Berry, Tavis Smiley, Connie Briscoe, Francis Ray, Kim Roby, and the crew. When I run out of that, I read my boyfriend Doug’s cop manuals and stuff. As a cop with the Chicago P.D.’s ace unit, he’s called in to handle any number of things. I’ve read more books from his classes than a priest reads Scripture.

The one on hostage situations said to try and establish a personal relationship with the suspect; that’ll make him more apt to negotiate with you. So I asked my man, AGAIN.

“What’s your name, sir?”

“Don’t try and trick me, Miss Georgia Barnett. I’ve seen some of your investigative stories.”

Well whoever he was, he watched Channel 8 News. Wonder how that could be worked into one of our commercial promos? How’s about something like: “Channel 8 News: The #1 Choice of Hostage Takers and Bomb Makers.” Don’t grab ya? Me neither. But back to the story at hand: I wasn’t about to give up. I was REALLY GOING TO HAVE TO work to get a name out of this boy. I kept talking. I couldn’t let this scary situation settle over me and knock me off my game.

“But what will we call you? Suppose we have to go to the bathroom or something? I’m just being practical. I’m Georgia and you are …”

He pouted his lips before busting out in a goofy grin. One of those I don’t have good sense grins. “Call me Brett.”

Zeke commented. “Like the hockey player Brett Hull. Nice southern name. I’m Zeke.”

“You’re on borrowed time!” Brett said brandishing the gun in Zeke’s direction. “Be quiet.”

Then Brett did something weird. He did this Barney Fife impersonation—you know, the skinny country deputy policing the TV town of Mayberry? Him? Well Brett twisted his lips just like old Barn and said in a squeaky voice, “Tick a lock!” Then took an imaginary key and locked his lips before throwing away the key.

Zeke and I looked at each other. The look said, Ain’t this some crazy you-know-what?

Just as we exchanged this communication, you could hear sirens growing near. Brett kept the gun on us but cocked his head to the side like an old hound hearing a silent dog whistle.

The bank had a big picture window. Normally this would have made it easy for the cops to pick off Brett in a pinch. But because it was summer, the bank employees had pulled down a big sunscreen. From the inside you could SEE OUT through a dark blue tint, but the people on the outside couldn’t SEE IN. They only saw a mirror reflection of themselves and nothing on the inside. I heard car brakes screeching. Doors slamming.

A loud voice came booming over the bullhorn. “This is the police. We have the bank surrounded. Come out with your hands up and no one will get hurt.”

Brett coiled his body. I mean you could see him tense up in a knot. From my angle in the hostage powwow I could see the cars lining up and then men getting out, guns drawn, bracing themselves against the car hoods.

“Do like they say,” the bike messenger warned. “And you’ll be all right.”

“I don’t care about me,” Brett said, holding the gun steady. “I’m here for somebody else.”

Here for somebody else? Somebody like who? How could busting into a bank with a bomb POSSIBLY help somebody else?

Brett pointed his gun at Zeke before rotating it back to me. “You’re going to help me.”

“Sure,” I said. “But why don’t you turn yourself in? I CAN REALLY help you on the outside. I promise I’ll do all I can no matter what kind of trouble you’re in.”

“Turn myself in? And get what? Cops and lies. Doctors and lies. No … no more. NONE OF THAT. You do like I say, Georgia. I’ve got a plan. Get your camera.”

Suddenly the telephone rang.

We all jerked around in the direction of the ringing phone. It was on a desk near the door, on a right angle from the window.

The phone rang again.

All the hostages cut their eyes at one another. I thought: The cops are calling trying to get him to the small corner of the window that’s exposed.

Brett kept the gun on us as he slowly sidestepped over to the desk.

Zeke whispered to me, “He picks up that phone, some sharpshooting cop is gonna turn Mr. Bank Robber into loose change.”


3

Not change as in nickels and dimes, of course, but CHANGE as in transform or alter, as in reduce homeboy to a splattering of blood and bone on the floor in front of us. That would CHANGE our situation for sho’, as in forever alter our psyche because of the ripping violence we will have just seen.

Lord, as much as I wanted to get out of that bank and see everyone else get out of there safe and sound too, I DID NOT WANT to see the man get shot in front of me, let alone have it seen by the seven-year-old boy sitting in his mama’s lap sucking his thumb.

Brett picked up the phone. His expression didn’t change a smidgen. “Lake Michigan Bank.” He kept the gun on us.

The guard whispered to Zeke, “I could go for the gun. Can you get his attention?”
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