TO HELL AND BACK

By Alan Freed

CHAPTER 1

After 77 years of life, serving in two wars and surviving two major heart operations, Jim Stoneman never thought that his ultimate demise would come as the result of a bowl of breakfast cereal.

Jim and his wife Linda began April 9, 2010 like most days.  Linda was always up at the crack of dawn, beginning the day by watering the many plants that resided with them in their modest two-story home in Riverdale, Pennsylvania.  The sun shone brightly through the window on this unusually warm spring morning, prompting her to crack open a few windows to let the fresh air waft through the house.

Linda walked lightly during her morning routine, wearing a pair of thick socks so the sound of her footsteps would be muffled on the hardwood floor as she moved from room to room.  One thing that 50 years of marriage had taught her was that Jim really appreciated a good night of sleep.  He enjoyed waking up when his “biological clock” told him it was time, rather than awakening to the sound of an alarm clock or the clattering of his wife’s morning routine.

All those years also taught Linda that Jim’s biological clock was consistently set for precisely 8:05 a.m.  Equipped with this knowledge, Linda proudly prepared the dining room table with a few things that would help her husband begin his day with a smile.  

She placed Jim’s medications on the table, which had grown to a set of three pills, an inhaler and a fresh band-aid for a cut on his arm that he had suffered the previous day while trying to construct a new spice rack.  She also set an empty bowl and a glass of orange juice on the table, accompanied by an economy sized box of Frosted Flakes and a gallon jug of 2% milk.

Then she carefully placed a spoon beside the bowl at just the right position, as though Miss Manners herself was about to appear at their home to inspect the setting.  Right on cue, Jim came staggering down the stairs with his typical morning greeting.

“Grrmph mronngig,” he grumbled as he swayed down the steps.

“Good morning to you, too,” Linda answered.

Once Jim had his first taste of orange juice, he began a more coherent conversation about his ambitious plans for the upcoming days.

“I’m definitely going to finish that damn spice rack this weekend,” he said, knowing full well that he’d put it off in favor of watching car racing on television.

“Don’t forget that the Hendersons are coming over for dinner tonight,” Linda noted.

“Ah, you’re right.  I hope you doubled up my medication,” Jim said.

Jim dreaded visits by the neighbors.  The Hendersons were friendly people, but they had a knack for staying at their hosts’ house until very late in the evening, meaning that he would have to entertain them single-handedly after Linda nodded off, long after the Hendersons missed at least a dozen hints that Jim and Linda were ready to call it a night.

Linda laughed as Jim finished his bowl of cereal, reminding him that the Hendersons really don’t mean to be so annoying, and besides, they always keep a good eye on the house while the two of them visit their children and grandchildren for at least one weekend a month.

It couldn’t have been much longer than 10 minutes before Jim complained that he was feeling queasy after his first meal of the day.

* * * * * * * *

It wasn’t even quite noon yet, but Wally King and Tank Smoot were already at one of the many bars in Riverdale, Pennsylvania, enjoying their sixth and seventh beers, respectively.  Tank and Wally had each served some time in the local jail, but budget constraints had always prompted the local justice system to release them a lot earlier than their sentences demanded.

Neither man had been jailed for anything too serious.  Wally had served time for passing bad checks, and was once jailed for relocating a former friend’s nose to a different portion of his face during an alcohol-fueled brawl.  Tank had just been released for yet another instance of driving under the influence, and had previously been locked up for petty theft on one of the rare occasions he actually got caught.

Both men were 33 years old, and were born on the same day in the same hospital.  In fact, the same doctor delivered them just two hours apart.  The two had become best friends long before they entered Riverdale’s only elementary school.

The town of 3,000 people had more than enough youngsters to justify at least one more elementary school, but the community was one of the poorest in the state.  School overcrowding was among the least of the problems here as the streets were crumbling from harsh freeze-thaw cycles in the winter, and the town’s Main Street largely consisted of empty, aging buildings.

The community had been a decaying mass of buildings as long as Tank and Wally could remember, although the town’s elders claim that the borough was a hoppin’ place back in the days when coal mining was a big regional boon.  Tank and Wally could both remember when there were at least a couple bigger stores that seemed to be thriving in the business district when they were young kids.  In fact, both of them could recall routinely stealing items from the Thrifty Mart in the center of town as they were growing up.

Unfortunately, the town’s biggest industry seemed to be petty theft.  In some cases, methods of concealing merchandise was a trade that was passed down from generation to generation.  Several of the town’s six-person police force had even been accused of using the five-finger discount to obtain items from time to time.

While they were in school, Tank and Wally were known to be pranksters.  They were notorious for coming up with stunts that really angered their teachers.  Even though they were rarely caught, the other students knew which duo was responsible for the mischief.

None of the students ever bothered to tip off the teachers, fearing that they would not only be branded “tattle tails,” but that they would also miss out on such great regular entertainment.  Plus they knew that somehow or other Tank and Wally would find out who told on them, and the responsible party would face regular beatings from that point forward.

As they were growing up, superglue was a gift from God as far as Tank and Wally were concerned.  A small drop of the transparent liquid was always just enough to cause fabric of pants to be permanently bonded with a wooden chair, although it often took a couple drops to be completely effective for Mrs. Morris, who needed an unusually large amount of fabric to cover her ample posterior.

Tank and Wally will never forget the day Mrs. Morris had to waddle out of the room, crouched over in an awfully awkward stance with a chair affixed to her back end.  This moment was recounted in messages from fellow classmates who had all remembered this prank while signing Tank and Wally’s yearbooks their senior year.

Both men grew up knowing that the bigger the prank, the more fame they would gain among their peers.  Watching people suffer at their expense became an obsession with the two, even as they passed through high school and beyond.  Unfortunately for people in their region, their pranks grew beyond superglue as they grew older.

* * * * * * * *

Several hundred miles from Riverdale, a dozen suit-wearing individuals were about to begin lamenting about the decline of ratings at the television network they operated.  The “Reality TV” genre had become so enormously popular during the first years of the new millennium that it became the core programming several entire networks.

RRRTV, “Really, Really, Real TV” made its debut late in 2006 and it enjoyed a few years as a ratings winner.  But all of the shows began looking similar to one another and new ideas became few and far between as the Manhattan-based network celebrated its fourth birthday.  Worse yet, everyday stories on CNN were becoming more unbelievable than the dramas the writers could concoct.

Scrap Winkerman was the 35-year-old director of programming for RRRTV.  He insisted that his years of education and experience in the business were among the reasons he was able to obtain such a high-level job in the company at a relatively young age, rather than the fact that his father founded the network’s parent company back in the 60s.

Scrap, who always wore a bright red suit to the gatherings because he thought it made him look “edgy,” always began meetings by pacing back and forth for at least five minutes before saying a word.

Those attending this Friday afternoon meeting belonged to Scrap’s “Envision” team.  Scrap invented this core group of writers and producers as his creative think tank.  Several of the group members winked at each other as Scrap began his pacing exercise, as though to acknowledge that this was a waste of time, and that this meeting had damn well better end soon enough for them to leave by 5:00 for their weekend activities.

“What we have here, is a major problem,” Scrap proclaimed, carefully punctuating every word while creating dramatic pauses for effect.

“Our advertisers are getting sick and tired of tossing money into shows that don’t have viewers.  Let’s all remember why we put shows on the air.  We create shows so people will watch them.  The advertisers pay us to put commercials on the air so that people will buy whatever crazy crap they’re selling.”

At least four pairs of eyeballs made contact with one another across the long oak table, and simultaneously all of the eyeballs rolled backwards into the heads of the team members as they listened to their boss state the obvious.

Scrap continued, “Nobody is watching our shows, so nobody wants to advertise.  Do I need to draw a picture to make this concept any clearer to you geniuses?”

Randy Smathers, whose last name not only sounded like “Smithers,” but who could not possibly be more similar to The Simpsons character in terms of kissing ass, stood up to note that there were several new shows in the works that held some promise for the network.

“We are working on an awesome pilot episode of a show that introduces prostitutes to their clients’ spouses.  You should see some of the reactions from…”

Smathers was quickly cut short by Scrap.  “Enough with the cheating spouses shit!  Ugh!”

Scrap acted as though the idea of cheating spouses was repulsive to him, but the truth was that the network had already been sued three times after spouses murdered their cheating mates as the result of previous shows, including one slaying that was actually caught on tape.  Plus it was fairly common knowledge that Scrap had been screwing his own secretary for the past year and a half, and he didn’t want to tempt anyone to use him as the subject of a show.

CHAPTER 2

Jim Stoneman’s head had barely hit the floor before his wife had already punched “911” into their phone.  A recorded message instructed her to “call local authorities for emergencies.”  Even though nearly the entire country had 911 services, the Riverdale area was still tied up in red tape and major budget concerns over the operation.

Linda nervously darted around the room in an effort to locate the phone book, completely forgetting that all of the relevant emergency numbers stared at them daily on a magnet that was attached to their refrigerator.  She finally spotted the phone book while her husband was writhing in agony, making a horrible gurgling noise in his throat.

After what seemed like an eternity of scouring the pages of the phone book for an appropriate number to call, Linda found a block ad for the local hospital.  She called the number, and an elderly woman answered the phone.

“Hello?  My husband… he’s… he’s just… he isn’t… well…” Linda said, struggling with every word.

The woman who answered the phone tried to calm her and suggested she start over again.

“He’s just… lying there… please help.  Send someone here, please,” Linda begged.

The woman at the hospital, who was just a volunteer who spent a few hours a week there just to give her a reason to get out of her rest home, put her on hold in hopes of finding someone more qualified to handle the situation.

Linda tried to remain calm as she waited on hold, listening to the ironic strains of a rap song that screamed lyrics about the death of an old man.  Luckily the words were too muffled for Linda to comprehend at the moment:

He’s an old man, no one remembers him;

He’s an old man, dying on the floor.
* * * * * * * *

Tank and Wally staggered back to Wally’s house, which was conveniently located just a couple blocks away from their favorite watering hole.  Both men had a hard time navigating the three steps that led to Wally’s porch.  Wally had an even harder time aiming the key into the door.

Once the bulky men managed to clamber back into the house, they headed for the living room, which doubled as a dining room and as a repository of empty pizza boxes of days gone by.  Wally maneuvered himself in front of his 45” HDTV, which he had stolen during a recent trip to Pittsburgh, and turned the channel to News Channel 8, through a cable signal he had stolen thanks to a technologically-gifted friend of his.

Tank and Wally strongly preferred to watch sports on the television, but they had taken a great interest in watching the news in recent days.  They just knew that they were going to hear a report about their very own handiwork at some point.

Wally immediately passed out on the couch, a piece of furniture he had taken from the side of the road on garbage pickup night a few years back, but he didn’t really count that as one of his many acts of theft.

Tank watched the news intently, or at least as intently as a person could when he had to rush to the toilet to throw up during each of the commercial breaks.

Wally woke up in a semi-coherent state just as the newscast was ending.

“Anything interesting on the news?” he asked.

“Nothin’ yet,” Tank replied, even though he wasn’t 100% positive that he saw the whole program.

During Tank’s recent stint in prison, he learned a new ploy that he couldn’t wait to try.  A fellow inmate described a nerve agent called Isopropyl ester of methylphosphonofluoridic acid, but Tank could only remember it by its more common name of Sarin.  Tank wasn’t a particularly quick learner during his days in school, but he proved to be a grade-A student when it came to learning the details of this lethal agent.

Tank learned that even a small amount of the liquid could prove to be a fatal dose, and that it would be easy to hide in any kind of consumer product, say for example, an innocent-looking jug of 2% milk.  Tank’s inmate pal, who was serving life in prison for murdering two of his ex-wives, was even helpful enough to tell Tank where he might find a supplier of Sarin.  It turned out to be an extremely easy acquisition, even in post-September 11 America.

Tank and Wally had made a trip to a local 7-11 earlier in the week, and they couldn’t wait to hear the identity of the lucky customer who selected the tainted milk from the store.  They were especially proud of their methodology for injecting the drug into the milk container, even though the plan took less than two minutes to concoct.

The men simply entered the store at an off-peak hour, and Wally engaged in a conversation with the short, greasy foreign man behind the counter.  Wally began by asking for some directions, and then pretended to listen intently, even though he could only understand about one of every ten words the man said.

Meanwhile, Tank headed off to the dairy case to inject one of the milk cartons with the poison.  Tank concealed a syringe from his vast collection of drug paraphernalia in the sleeve of his coat.  He had practiced inserting the syringe into a milk jug so he could quickly inject the fluid into the bottle without drawing any attention to himself in the event he was captured on tape by the store’s surveillance cameras.

Once Tank had finished his duty, he grabbed an untainted jug of milk from the rack and met up with Wally at the front of the store.  They bought the milk, wished the cashier a pleasant day, hopped into the car and thoughtlessly headed in the opposite direction of the instructions they had just been given by the clerk during Wally’s chat.

All that was left to do was wait, and watch the news.

* * * * * * * *

“Breathe!  C’mon honey!  Please!”  Linda was begging her companion to show at least some signs of life as she waited for the medical personnel to arrive.  It had already been an eternity since she had called the emergency numbers, and still there was no sign of the ambulance.

Finally, Linda could hear a siren, and it was getting louder and louder.  As she scrambled to her feet, she was able to catch a glimpse of an ambulance as it sped past her house and on down the street.

“Noooo…!  Please come back!” she cried at the top of her weakening lungs as she dropped back to her knees.  She knew the ambulance had overshot its target, and that there was little she could do to wave it down at this point.

* * * * * * * *

Several days had passed, and the Envision team at RRRTV had again assembled in their plush conference room, and the eyes of each member of the group followed Scrap through his pacing routine, back and forth, back and forth, from one end of the room to the other, as though they were following a puck at a hockey game.

Scrap was unusually quiet, and was taking an unusually long period of time to compose his thoughts at the onset of this meeting.  The members of the team sat frozen in their chairs and didn’t even make eye contact with one another because they knew this was going to be a nasty meeting, and their jobs were likely at stake.

The new ratings had just been posted, and the numbers didn’t tell a good story about the country’s opinion of reality television.  At the very least, the ratings didn’t speak well of the shows that had been dreamed up in that very office.

“Folks, I’m holding in my hand a piece of paper that I despise,” Scrap told the group.  As he spoke, a vein in his forehead began throbbing and protruding, and almost instantly matched the color of his bright red suit.

“This paper tells me that our network sucks.  It tells me that you all suck.  It tells me that I suck for hiring such a bunch of losers like you people!”

“Give me just one good reason why I shouldn’t fire all of your asses right this minute,” Scrap demanded.

The room was tense and incredibly silent.  Even the sounds of the heavy traffic outside the window seemed to disappear solely for the purpose of adding to the tension of the moment.  Randy Smathers began to raise his hand to respond to Scrap’s tirade, but even he quickly realized that Scrap’s demand for answers was largely rhetorical.

Scrap paced around the room again for several moments, and the vein on his forehead finally began to subside a bit as he started to think a little more rationally.

“Look, guys.  What we need is just one killer of a show.  Just one show that creates such a buzz that we could even put a Donny Osmond special on either side of it and it’ll still bring in the ratings.”

“Can it be that difficult?  There are 12 people in this room who are supposed to be the best in the business for generating ideas.  You did it all the time when we began this network.  The only thing that is keeping me from getting a clean slate of brains in this room is the fact that you have all performed for us in the past, and I know you have it in you somewhere.”

“I want you all to come in here one week from today with one killer idea each.  You’ll each present your idea in front of the group, and if there is a God, one of those ideas will be worthy of putting on the air.”

Scrap began to feel a good vibe in the room, as though he was finally being taken seriously.  He could see that everyone in the room was hanging on his every word, which gave his fragile ego a boost.

“If your idea is the one killer idea that we pursue, you get a $10,000 bonus,” he said, without thinking about the fact that he really didn’t have ten grand to be tossing around on a whim.  “If your idea isn’t chosen, you can kiss $1,000 of your paycheck goodbye,” he quickly added as a way of producing the aforementioned bonus, and then some.

CHAPTER 3

“Jim Stoneman was a man who could be counted on under any circumstances,” began Tom Stoneman, the deceased’s eldest son.

A group of about 75 people gathered at the Kent Funeral Home, the only funeral home in Riverdale, to pay respects to Jim, who, as far as everyone here was concerned, had died of natural causes the previous Friday morning.  The medical examiner’s office, which was quite short-staffed due to funding problems, was quick to label Jim’s death as heart failure.  In fact, once the examiner learned of Jim’s previous heart-related ailments, the cause of death was deemed to be a heart attack without a shred of additional investigation.

Tom continued his eulogy with a story about the time his father had shoveled the driveways of his neighbors on both sides of his house after a heavy snowfall even though the owners of both homes weren’t even half of Jim’s age.

John Henderson launched into a lengthy story about how kind Jim and Linda have always been to him and his wife, even though they tended to host gatherings at their home that kept them out longer than they had planned.

Several other people came forward to offer testimony about Jim’s generous and often heroic life, as many people gently sobbed in the crowd.  Jim’s death, while sudden, wasn’t entirely surprising to his family since they had already dodged the bullet a couple times before.  In a way, they had already come to terms with his mortality while they watched him recover in the past.

* * * * * * * *

“Anything yet?” asked Tank as he viewed the evening news with Wally.

“Naw, just some stupid shit about some towel-head they arrested this morning.  The cops thought he was gonna blow something up, I guess,” said Wally, who was speaking somewhat knowledgeably about current events for the first time in his entire life.

“So why would some asshole buy a jug of milk and never drink it?  I mean, people drink milk, right?” asked Tank.

“I don’t drink milk, dude, but I’m sure someone is buying it.  Maybe they fed it to their damn cat or some such shit,” Wally concluded.

The thought that this genius scheme could have been wasted on a cat greatly pissed Tank off.  Besides his ex-wife, Tank could think of few living things he hated more than cats.  He had been severely allergic to them for as long as he could remember, and just the thought of the little furballs often made him sneeze as a psychological reaction.

“I think we should try a little harder,” Tank suggested.

“How so?  You want to poison a cow, or what, dude?” asked Wally.

“You’re a moron” declared Tank.  “I’m not gonna go traipsing through a friggin’ field to mess with a damn cow.  I’m thinking, why don’t we try our little experiment on a bunch of milk jugs?  This stuff is powerful shit, and it ain’t doin’ me no good sitting in my cellar.”

Tank continued, “Why don’t we pay a little midnight visit to Sharp’s Dairy down the street?  They have all of their milk just sitting there on palates until the delivery trucks start rolling in around 1:00.”

“You’re nuts, man,” Wally responded.  “That’s why we’ve been friends all these years!”

The men raised their beer cans to toast their new plot.

* * * * * * * *

Sean Daniels had nearly fallen asleep while watching an infomercial early the next day when the first call came in.  He was the only person on duty at the Riverdale Community Ambulance Service, which was a violation of the service’s rules, but he was the only one sober enough to work after a company party the previous night.

The woman at the other end of the line was frantically describing her 5-year-old son’s seizure that began shortly after breakfast.  Sean quickly jumped into the ambulance and spent several precious moments trying to start the aging vehicle.  As with just about every other public service in town, the ambulance company had little money for its operation, and certainly not enough to purchase new equipment.

Sean finally managed to get the truck started, and its aging suspension system caused the vehicle to bounce violently as he navigated it off the driveway and onto the town’s main thoroughfare.  Black smoke followed the sputtering sound of the engine as it slowly gained speed down the road.

Even after two years as a paramedic, Sean wasn’t prepared for what he witnessed at the Pearce home.  Nancy Pearce quickly ushered Sean into the house where her son was lying in a puddle of drool, milk and what appeared to be semi-chewed breakfast cereal.

Sean administered CPR on the boy for several minutes, but without any response as Nancy, weeping loudly, stood over his shoulder.  In just a few more minutes, all signs of life had vanished from the youngster.

As the day progressed, the ambulance service buzzed with activity as seven other mysterious seizures were called in.  Each of the 10 people associated with the ambulance company busily responded to scene after scene with their own vehicles and a small supply of emergency equipment that was divided up between each member from whatever aging equipment they could locate at the station.

In each case, the victim quickly died, and nobody could quite tell what the connection was.

* * * * * * * *

Tank and Wally had elected to sleep in even later than their regular noon awakening.  After all, they had been up well beyond 3:00 a.m. by the time they had finished tainting several dozen milk jugs the previous night.

Wally would have slept even longer if Tank hadn’t shown up at his door shortly after 1:00.  Wally was still quite bleary-eyed as Tank rapped on the big wooden door of the house.

“Alright!  Alright!  What is it?” Wally inquired.

“Did you catch the news?  I slept right through it,” answered Tank.

“No, you just woke me up.  Why?” Wally asked, as though he had just dreamt the activities of the previous night.

“To see if there was anything interesting going on in the world today, you asshole,” Tank replied.  “Do you think I wanted to know what the Dow Jones Industrial Average was doing?”

“What’s the Dow Jones…” Wally began, before realizing what Tank was talking about.  “Oh.  Interesting news.  Got it.”

Tank spent the next five minutes frantically searching for the remote control for the television, even though he could have simply pushed the “On” button during one of the many times he passed the screen.  Just as he was about to really lose his temper, which typically meant that something would get broken, the remote control playfully fell to the floor as it was unearthed from a pile of dated magazines on the coffee table.

Tank began surfing through the multitude of channels, as he propped his feet upon the table that had concealed the remote control.  He made a policy of abandoning each news station after the first instance of hearing the words “president,” “deficit,” “Middle East,” or “embargo.”  The result was a flurry of channel-changing that made Wally wonder whether he was just sleepy, or sleepy and hung over.

Eventually, Tank settled upon an all-news station that featured a very young anchorwoman.  Tank would likely have continued fiddling with the channel selector, except that he immediately decided that this station would be his best source of news.

“Are those the greatest tits you have ever seen, or what,” Tank inquired as Wally nodded in an almost hypnotic sense of agreement.

Tank had stumbled upon the “Almost Nude News” network, more commonly known by its acronym, “Ann.”  The station had learned that the 18- to 35-year-old male demographic was easy to attract to a news network, provided that the people delivering the news happened to be semi-naked, young women.  Guys had no problem keeping up with current events, thanks to Ann.

The anchorwoman on duty, who used the semi-clever pseudonym of “Ann Nouncer,” eventually delivered a story about a mysterious rash of deaths in a small Pennsylvania town, prompting Tank and Wally both to focus for the first time on the content of the story, rather than the contents of Ann’s bikini top.

The television report described the terrifying illness:  

“Authorities are investigating a series of unexplained deaths that have occurred today in the rural community of Riverdale, Pennsylvania.  So far, at least eight people have been confirmed dead after suffering seizures throughout the small town.  Local officials were unavailable for comment as the community’s resources have been stretched beyond their capacity to deal with the situation.  Medical experts from Pittsburgh and other larger cities are being flown to the town to help with the investigation.”

As Ann began her next story, Tank and Wally simultaneously jumped to their feet and exchanged high-fives, satisfied that their work was finally beginning to get the recognition it deserved.

CHAPTER 4

The following day could only be described as chaotic in Riverdale.  Some people packed up a few of their most cherished belongings and fled the area, not knowing whether they would be the next to fall victim to the strange illness that had invaded their town.

Others wanted to leave, but in such a small community, almost everybody was a close friend of at least one of the victims.  Those who remained in town desperately tried to comfort the families who had lost someone.

Meanwhile, others were falling ill and subsequently dying.  The streets were filled with residents and reporters, all of whom had chosen to wear surgical masks as a precaution.  Even doctors wore facemasks, although they admitted they had no idea whether the illness was being spread through the air, by personal contact, or some other method.

It wasn’t long before the news crews literally outnumbered the population of the town.  Most of the journalists were hesitant about reporting from the town since they had no idea what was causing the deaths, but it didn’t keep them from converging there.  Ironically, most of the news reports urged the public to resist the temptation of visiting Riverdale since nobody was sure what was causing the deaths.

By the end of the day, the death toll had climbed to 37.

* * * * * * * *

A full month after the first victims died, Riverdale’s residents were shocked if they could walk down the street and not be confronted by a reporter and a camera crew.  Some of the residents had told the same stories to various reporters so many times that they developed a nearly monotone, bored approach to providing sound bytes.  This tiny town, which had only ever made regional newscasts when a small plane crashed in a nearby forest, was now as well known as any major city.

The town’s story was the topic of conversation at water coolers around the country, and once the medical examiner finally deduced that tainted milk was to blame, the story became the fodder of major debate on radio talk shows throughout the nation.  People immediately became weary of virtually all beverages after hearing how easy it apparently was to affect so many people in such a short period of time. 

Milk sales dropped by an alarming rate over the course of those weeks as people became weary of the safety of their own supplies.  Soft drink companies, breweries, and producers of virtually all beverages were forced to introduce new security measures and costly ad campaigns to help reassure a nervous public.

The incidents in Riverdale claimed a total of 43 victims by the time the cause had been detected, but even more people around the country died as an indirect result of the poisonings.  An astounding 216 people around the country became so paranoid about drinking any substance that they eventually succumbed to dehydration.

* * * * * * * *

Tank and Wally could not have possibly been more pleased with themselves.  They had pulled off the biggest offense by far in their personal histories, and they knew that this scheme would earn them a spot in history; they congratulated themselves for producing work that they felt was much more impressive and more effective than that of the Unibomber.

The men spent the majority of the next few weeks at Wally’s house, drinking beer and watching news reports about the deaths.  Tank and Wally both felt confident that they would never be caught, nor would they ever have to face any consequences for their actions, at least not during their time on this Earth.

But deep down, both men felt like something was missing in this great scheme.  What good was it for them to pull off this stunt if nobody knew they were the masterminds?  Neither man openly admitted it, but they were both just itching to tell someone what geniuses they were.

The men spent almost an entire Wednesday drinking themselves into oblivion.  After drinking enough beer to make most people pass out for the evening, Tank and Wally were just getting to the “giddy” stage of drunkenness.

“Hey Wally, are ya ready to go buy some Chapstick?” Tank inquired.

“Yeah, man, my lips are definitely chaffing,” Wally replied with a laugh.  The men both giggled like schoolgirls after making the comments, producing a scene that was a stark contrast to the lives of the cold blooded killers they had recently become.

Getting drunk and proceeding to purchase Chapstick was a long-standing joke between the men.  When they were both 19 years old, a female friend of theirs, Molly, would purchase beer for them quite frequently.  On one occasion, Tank and Wally thought it would be great fun to stagger across the street to a mini market to show off their drunken state to whoever they might encounter along the way.

This idea petrified Molly, who knew she could get in a huge amount of trouble if she was caught providing alcohol for minors, especially since she was already on probation in the first place.  Once at the mini market, Tank and Wally flirted with the 17-year-old girl at the counter, and they decided that the purpose of their visit was to buy Chapstick, based purely on the fact that this product was the first thing to catch Tank’s eye, aside from the clerk.

In the end, Tank and Wally didn’t get caught with the alcohol, although Molly refused to buy it for them again for nearly a whole week.  The idea of staggering into a mini market for Chapstick just seemed like a wonderful tradition that they decided to continue, even more than a decade later.

As Tank and Wally finished off the last of the beer in Wally’s house, they decided to continue their quirky tradition at the same store where they had first injected a milk jug with poison just a few weeks earlier.

Almost as an afterthought, Tank grabbed a syringe that contained a small remainder of the poison that had made him and Wally quite anonymously famous.  Tank was still upset that his first scheme at the mini market didn’t produce a single casualty as far as he was aware.

Tank and Wally staggered down Route 41, nearly getting run over by news satellite trucks on two different occasions.  When they arrived at the mini market, Wally began a conversation with the greasy foreign guy behind the counter, unaware that he was following the script they had concocted the first time they tried to poison a milk jug.

Tank paused briefly at the point-of-sale display for Chapstick, chuckled to himself briefly, and then meandered back to the dairy section.  Tank opened the glass door to the case, ignoring a large, professionally printed note that was taped to it to assure customers that dairy products were now subjected to intense scrutiny and could be deemed safe for consumption.

After quickly glancing back at the checkout counter to be sure that Wally was still engaged in a thoughtful conversation with the clerk, Tank slid the syringe out of his sleeve and punctured the plastic jug.

As soon as he began to squeeze the poison into the jug, alarms began to blare throughout the store.  Wally, not realizing that he was even an accomplice to the current crime, covered his ears and assumed the fetal position next to the magazine rack, emitting a few more giggles before he finally passed out.

Even though Tank had been watching the news nearly around the clock for several weeks, he had somehow missed the fact that all milk jugs were now required to have their own electronic manipulation sensors.  Needless to say, Tank also didn’t notice that the price of a gallon of milk had tripled since his last visit to the store, thanks to the mandatory electronic devices.

Tank was also quite unaware that all markets, dairies and vending machines within a 30-mile radius of Riverdale were under constant surveillance.  Before Tank could even compose a rational thought, police were pouncing upon him and leading him and Wally into their car.

* * * * * * * *

In Manhattan, Scrap Winkerman was mentally rehearsing the wording he was going to use to fire each member of his Envision team after their newest ratings nightmare.  The culmination of weeks of meetings -- and verbal threats -- was a show called “Bunny Hop.”  A male contestant was given a chance to wear a bunny outfit into a motorcycle bar.  If he was able to stay in the bar for 30 minutes without being beaten unconscious by the unsuspecting cyclists, he would win $5,000.

The first show was broadcast live as a publicity stunt, with 30 hidden cameras in use at the bar.  Not only was the contestant rendered unconscious within the first five minutes of the broadcast, but he also suffered a fatal heart attack which would surely bring yet another hefty lawsuit against the network.  And to add insult to injury, the network’s overnight ratings indicated that there would probably be more people in the courtroom for the lawsuit than there were viewers for the show.

Scrap paced back and forth through a lunchroom, which had a television tuned to “Ann.”  The anchorwoman, one of Scrap’s personal favorites, was leading the hour with a breaking news story from Pennsylvania:

“Authorities have charged two men in connection with the poisonings that have captured the attention of the nation.  Walter King and Theodore Smoot were taken into custody after they were captured red-handed at a Riverdale convenience store late Wednesday night.  Olive Mahclothesoff has details.”

The scantily clad reporter on the scene in Pennsylvania told viewers that the men would likely be formally charged with the deaths of all 43 victims, and that they could possibly be held accountable for some of the dehydration deaths.  The camera cut to reactions from a number of Riverdale’s residents, who suddenly had reason to be animated and enthusiastic in front of the cameras again.

One woman tearfully recounted the death of her sister, and how the tragedy had touched her family.  Another woman was barely able to compose herself long enough to answer the reporter, who asked her what she hoped would happen to the men responsible for the poisonings.

The woman fought back emotions in order to deliver her verdict for the men.  “I hope they execute the bastards.  And I hope they bring ‘em back to life so we can kill ‘em again.  Rot in Hell!” she proclaimed before returning to an emotional breakdown.

Scrap watched the broadcast intently, not as someone who cared deeply about the victims, but as someone who is ready to make a buck or two off anyone’s misfortunes.  He stared at the screen for several seconds, but that phrase kept lingering in his mind.  “Bring ‘em back to life so we can kill ‘em again.”

For one of the first times in his life, all of Scrap’s thoughts congealed into a full-fledged plan, prompting him to sprint down the hall to the room where his Envision team was anticipating their pink slips.

CHAPTER 5

It wasn’t until about 11:00 a.m. before deputies were able to awaken Wally.  He had spent the entire night sleeping on a concrete floor, while a puddle of drool grew beneath his head.  Wally was convinced that he was in the middle of a weird dream when he was finally able to recognize that another person was staring down at him.

“Aw, shit mom, let me sleep just five more minutes,” said Wally in a weak voice, clearly having no idea what was going on.

Deputy Chuck Wormley barked back at him, “Get off your ass, son, and I can promise you I ain’t your mommy.”

“Oh crap,” muttered Wally, who just began to fathom how much he wished he could go to sleep for that extra five minutes, and wake up to find himself in the bathtub, where he often finds himself after a night of drinking.

Meanwhile, Tank was being quizzed by an entire roomful of very serious looking, suit-wearing individuals at the opposite end of the building.  Tank, who had always managed to avoid hangovers no matter how much he drank, was being very evasive with the investigators.

“Where did you get the Sarin,” one voice called from one side of the room.

“Do you realize that you killed dozens of people, Theodore?” inquired another voice from the opposite side of the room before Tank even had a chance to consider answering the first question.

If there’s one thing Tank hated -- perhaps even worse than cats and his ex-wife -- it was his given name.  His name haunted him literally from the first day of school.  The girls in kindergarten had already begun stretching his name out in a condescending manner, calling him “Theeeee-odore” in a sing-song voice just like the teacher had addressed him after his first-ever act of mischief in school.

For an instant, Tank thought that maybe he could bring up his name-related trauma as part of an insanity plea at some point in the not-too-distant future.

“Tank.  My name is Tank.  And I don’t know what any of you are talking about, so how about I just go home.  I’m gonna be late for work,” he added, thinking that it would make him sound more respectable if they thought he actually had a job.

“Mr. Smoot,” one of the suit-wearing figures said with a hint of a laugh, “according to our sources, you don’t do a whole lot of work.  Your buddy already told us all about your little visit to the dairy.  How about telling us your version of the story.”

Tank could feel his face turning red as he thought about that idiot Wally, and how quickly he must have spilled the beans.  Tank figured that Wally probably already confessed to every single prank they had ever pulled since their superglue-related hoaxes in school.  Little did he know that the investigators were greatly exaggerating the amount of information they had gleaned from Wally in order to trick him into talking.

“That dickless sack of…” Tank angrily spouted before he even realized he was speaking.

“Mr. Smoot, what were you doing in the mini mart last night?” asked one of the many detectives.

“I was buying Chapstick.  My lips were chaffing.  Is buying Chapstick illegal nowadays?” Tank said, as though he hadn’t been caught red-handed less than 12 hours beforehand.  In Tank’s mind, a little smart-mouthing might just clear up the reasons that he was arrested while still holding a syringe of a deadly poison in his hand.

* * * * * * * *

At the other end of the building, Wally had quickly sobered up as he realized that it may be a long time before he gets to lounge around in front of his television again, or before he can even taste a cold beer.  Even though he had spent some time behind bars before, he knew this was going to inevitably be for the long haul.  He immediately began to come up with a full list of things that he was probably never going to enjoy again.

Getting laid immediately came to mind, even though his ability to attract a woman was heavily reliant upon how much beer he and she had consumed.  When Wally realized that his next sexual encounter was likely to involve a prison shower and a large, hairy man -- or perhaps more than one large, hairy man -- he began openly sobbing.

“Oh, puh-leeeese let me go home.  I’ll do anything!  I don’t belong here!” he said while making the combined loud noises of weeping and snorting.  The men assigned to interrogate Wally couldn’t help but chuckle at the sorry sight of Wally, an accused killer who was now wiping a river of snot off his face with the bottom of his t-shirt.

A uniformed officer told Wally, “Buddy, your friend already told us all about your big adventures at the dairy.  How ‘bout if you just start from the beginning and give us your side of the story, huh?”

* * * * * * * *

It was a good thing that no member of the Envision team was standing near the conference room door as Scrap flung it open with enough power to shatter the frosted glass encased in it.  The loud clash of the door impacting with the wall immediately grabbed the full attention of the team members who had just spent the past half hour quietly discussing the procedures involved in obtaining unemployment benefits.

The group quietly gazed at Scrap, who was having a hard time catching his breath as he completed his grand entrance.

"Gentlemen… ladies, you are the luckiest group of schmucks to ever grace this fine planet.  How many of you thought you were about to be fired this afternoon?" Scrap inquired.

Several people in the room nervously darted their eyes around the room to see whether anyone else planned on answering this question in the affirmative.  Before anyone could decide how to respond, Scrap snapped back while consulting his watch, "Well, up until 48 seconds ago you were all about to be given the Big Heave Ho, but your genius leader has come up with a plan."

"I'm not gonna give you all the details just yet, but here's what we need," Scrap said, while simultaneously making a quick list of things he was going to need.

"Carpenters.  We'll need carpenters!  Or we'll have to get some of those, what the hell do you call those guys?  Architects!  Yes, architects!  Line 'em up!  And hire a catering company.  We're gonna need food.  And we're going to need more cameras.  Definitely more cameras!"

Scrap quickly surveyed the room and singled Randy Smathers out of the crowd.  "Smathers, make sure this all comes together?  Got it?"

Smathers wasn't even able to get an entire word out of his mouth before Scrap darted out of the room and started sprinting down the hall again.  Several people jokingly patted Smathers on the back as they began to disperse, knowing that he was the "go-to" guy for an impossible mission.  Smathers asked his coworkers, "Who is going to hire the catering company?  What am I supposed to tell the architects -- don't people usually know why they're hiring them before they start a job?"

CHAPTER 6
After several hours of interrogation, Tank and Wally were each placed in their own cells at opposite ends of the compound.  Wally's room had a window with a nice view of the surrounding hillside.  The landscape included a train track and an inlet of a nearby lake.

At first Wally thought this was wonderful.  He rationalized that while he may be in jail, he could still enjoy the beauty of nature.  Wally reasoned that, in a way, he was cheating the system since they had given him this small perk.  He quickly realized that being able to see the outdoors with no hope of going outside to enjoy it was just an added punishment for him.

Wally pressed his face up against the inch-thick window that had been reinforced with several steel bars.  If only he could smell the outdoors, he would feel like he was still a member of the outside world.  He hadn't even been behind bars for 24 hours yet, but he was already a psychological wreck over the whole thing.

* * * * * * * *

On the other side of the building, Tank was contemplating his view of a brick wall.  Within just an hour, Tank knew that the wall consisted of 874 individual bricks.  Within a couple more hours, he had the bricks broken down into numbers by various shades of red, and he could recite every word of graffiti that had been scrawled upon the wall.

In Tank's mind, he was probably only going to be in jail for a few days.  A week at the most, he figured.  Nonetheless he began carefully examining every aspect of the cell, in case it would eventually make more sense to try to break out at some point.  "Always have a Plan B," that was Tank's motto.

* * * * * * * *

Scrap was sweating profusely by the time he got to his car in the parking garage.  He decided that he was going to immediately make the five-hour trip to Riverdale, and he'd test his multi-tasking abilities along the way.

As soon as he jumped into the car, Scrap used his right hand to fish through the tower of junk piled in his passenger seat to locate his cell phone.  With his left arm, he awkwardly dug his keys out of his pocket, started the car, and began to maneuver his way onto the busy streets of New York.

By the time he got into the Lincoln Tunnels, he was pitching his plan to some major investors over the phone.  As he emerged on the other side of the tunnels, he had remarkably managed to secure the majority of the funding he'd need to get his new project off the ground.

Scrap did not have an impressive history of dealing with his investors, especially in recent months.  Several of his investors had expressed their desire to pull their money completely out of his operation as they watched the reality television genre stoop to unprecedented lows.

But this time, Scrap was so entirely convinced that his plans were going to be hugely successful that the investors promised their support without hesitation.

* * * * * * * *

Prosecutors in Pennsylvania were working feverishly in an attempt to make sure they would ultimately convict Tank and Wally.  Investigators and a team of attorneys were working around the clock to make sure that they didn't blow this one.

The court system responsible for handling the case had suffered numerous embarrassing losses in recent years, including a botched murder trial.  The suspect had written a confession and had even provided a detailed, step-by-step description of how he carried out the murder against an elderly Riverdale woman.  But the police had botched the case so badly that the man was set free.  To add insult to injury, the suspect sued the police department and has spent the past five years living in a home much nicer than anyone on the force.

With the eyes of the world focused on the case, nobody in Riverdale wanted to consider the possibility of losing this trial.

* * * * * * * *

Wally's mind was darting in so many directions at once that he rarely completed a coherent thought.  One moment he would break down in tears thinking about how much he missed his television.  He became equally emotional about his microwave oven, his extensive collection of porn magazines, and even Chapstick.

A prisoner in a neighboring cell overheard Wally's weeping, snorting, and weeping again.

"Boy, what in the hell is your problem?" inquired Wally's large, hairy neighbor.

"I don't know when I'll ever get to use Chapstick again," Wally replied, not giving a single nanosecond of thought to what he was saying.

* * * * * * * *

Tank occupied much of his time by devising escape routes.  The best plan he had come up with so far was to figure out some way that he could fit himself into the toilet so he could flush his way to freedom, but it just didn’t seem like something that was going to work.

He thought if he could break off his front teeth, perhaps he could fashion them into some sort of chisel to chip away at the mortar in the walls, but that didn't sound very realistic either.

Tank did definitively decide that once he came up with his escape plan, he was going to make no effort to bring Wally with him.  Tank still thought that Wally had spilled the beans to the investigators about every move they had made during the past several weeks, so there was no need to feel guilty about leaving him to rot in jail.

In between making escape plans, Tank fantasized about being on a deserted island, sipping an exotic drink from a coconut shell while Wally was growing old in his cell.

CHAPTER 7

Scrap arrived in Riverdale just before the end of the business day.  He drove around town, aimlessly seeking some signs of a local judicial system.  Within just a few minutes, he stumbled upon the small county courthouse in the center of town.

He pulled into the parking lot and navigated his car into the spot nearest to the building's door.  Scrap's car, a 1996 Crown Victoria, fit in perfectly in the parking lot since it was the same make and model of most of the police cars.

As a matter of fact, Scrap had purchased this particular car purely because it resembled a police car.  He loved to drive it because people in nearby cars were always second-guessing whether or not he was a police officer.  One of Scrap's hobbies was to tailgate people just to freak them out as they watched for flashing lights in their rearview mirrors.

On several occasions when people had cut him off in traffic, Scrap loved to pull out his wallet and flash a badge at them as he sped past.  Only it wasn't actually a badge -- it was a picture of his niece.  From a distance, people generally couldn't tell the difference.

As Scrap entered the building, he demanded to see the chief of police as soon as he encountered another human being.

"Bite me," replied the woman, who had just lost her appeal of a speeding ticket as she encountered Scrap in the hallway.

Soon Scrap located an actual desk with an official-looking, very serious woman poised behind it.

"I'd like to see the police chief," Scrap said, toning down his enthusiasm just a hair.

"Do you have an emergency?" the secretary replied, speaking in a tone that made it clear that she was fully aware that Scrap was not having an emergency, and that she was not thrilled about bothering the chief for a red suit-wearing weenie like Scrap.

"Oh, no.  No emergency.  But he'll want to see me.  I can promise you that," Scrap replied.  "I'm in the television business," he added with a smirk.  Scrap figured that having an actual television executive in this small town would be a huge novelty, and this would be his ticket in the door with the chief.  But he had obviously forgotten that Riverdale has been an encampment for television crews that have nearly outnumbered the town's population in recent weeks.

"Chief Miller, there's a man in a red suit here to see you.  Says he's a television guy," announced the secretary into her phone, rolling her eyes as she mentioned the television connection.

* * * * * * * *

Talking to his new next door neighbor proved to be good therapy for Wally.  Mike Barr was spending seventeen years behind bars because he had rendered his landlord unconscious when she suggested that maybe he could pay her something for living under her roof for the previous six months.

"The way I see it, I'll be outta here by the end of the year," Mike surmised.  "They have enough crooks in this town to keep this place filled to capacity year-round.  Seems they always let guys out early so they can let someone new in for a while."

"Yeah, I've been one of those lucky schmucks before," Wally replied.  "I think I'll be here for the long haul this time, though."

"So what are you in for?  You didn't jaywalk downtown, did you," Mike inquired.

Fining jaywalkers had become a bit of a local joke in Riverdale.  Speeding tickets were handed out at a brisk pace, but they still couldn't keep the police department's finances afloat.  Jaywalking gave the department another small source of revenue to help bring a few extra dollars in.

"Well, at last count, I'm accused of killing something like 259 people.  Give or take," said Wally, in a matter-of-fact tone of voice.

"Wholly crap!" Mike exclaimed.  "You're the 'Milk Duds'?"

"Milk Duds?" Wally asked.

Mike explained, "Well, when the whole milk thing got started, the guys here called you guys the 'Milk Dudes,' but after a while we started calling you the 'Milk Duds.'  You'll find that there are a lot of guys in here that lost some good friends of their own thanks to you assholes.  There are definitely some guys who are looking forward to meeting you here!"

Wally slouched down on his bunk bed, burying his head into his hands.

"Uugggh.  That ain't good," Wally concluded.

* * * * * * * *

Chief Chuck Miller was a stereotypical small town police chief.  He was a little beyond middle age, and well beyond the recommended weight limit for the patrolmen he supervised.  Miller's office was always in a state of disarray, although he could always seem to locate important items from within the mountains of papers, bags of evidence and other random items that cluttered his desk.

The floor of Miller's office looked like it had been decorated by a child with particularly colorful tastes, but the random, bright colors were the result of sprinkles that had fallen from the chief's donuts over the past several months.  Since the department could ill afford a cleaning staff, everyone was expected to tend to their own workspace, which rarely happened.

Chief Miller welcomed Scrap into his office, and was prepared to launch into a sound byte about how his talented staff managed to wrangle two of the country's most notorious killers.  Chuck was certain that Scrap was yet another reporter who was trying to find yet another angle of this popular story.

Scrap began his pitch, just as he had practiced out loud for the last two hours of his drive to Riverdale.

"The way I see things, you and I both have some problems.  And I am confident that we can help each other out immensely," Scrap began.

"Look, this story has been told by every kind of reporter in every kind of way.  I really don't have any behind-the-scenes twists or turns to offer you that haven't already been told to everyone else," the chief said.

In just a matter of hours after Tank and Wally were captured, the chief and his staff had been offered a myriad of unique opportunities by news organizations.  One network even offered the chief a book deal in exchange for making up a story that Tank had been captured while wearing women's clothing, a deal the chief turned down.

"No, I don't think you understand, chief," Scrap continued.

"As I understand it, you have yourself a bit of a money problem in this town.  How would you like to be able to build a brand new police station?  Maybe get some brand spankin' new police cars for the boys, with all them latest cop gizmos.  Hell, you could even put a hot tub in your office, and throw one whale of an officer's ball."

"I'm listening," the chief replied as he moved closer to the edge of his seat with anticipation.

"My problem is that I run a TV network that nobody is watching.  There are two people in this building that have huge potential as stars.  I'd like to put those two people on every TV screen in America, and pay you an absolute ton of money to make that happen," Scrap said, raising his voice louder with excitement as he went along.

For a fleeting moment, Chief Miller thought that he himself might be one of these "potential stars" Scrap was referring to, prompting him to adjust the sadly-executed comb-over on his head while blurting out, "Go on…!"

"Let me get right to the point," Scrap said, lowering his voice to a level low enough so that a passerby would not have been able to hear the conversation.  "You have two idiots sitting in your jail who killed a bunch of people.  I'd like to make an example of them."

The notion of making the police department for once look like a competent organization was very appealing to the chief, who was edging even closer to the end of his flimsy chair, even though he now realized that he wasn't destined to be the star of this production.

Scrap continued, "Here's what we do.  You convict these guys and get them sentenced to death by injection.  In a couple months, we give them an injection, but we don't kill 'em.  We put them to sleep for a few hours."

The chief began raising his eyebrows as the story started getting more and more bizarre to him.

"During those hours while they're out like a light, you transfer these boys into my custody.  They wake up, and they think they're dead, but here's the thing:  they aren't dead.  They're alive as can be, living in a Hell that my network creates!"

"So what you're saying is that these thugs think they're going to be executed, and when they come to, they're in a studio or something, thinking they're dead?  And you're going to make some sort of documentary out of this?" the chief asked.

"Not a documentary, my friend, we'll be making the most popular daily reality television show in history!"  The word "history" struck Scrap with an emotional charge, causing him to speak faster as he went along.  "Think about it.  We'll create a world filled with all kinds of punishment for these guys.  And since they think they're already dead, the whole 'cruel and unusual punishment' thing goes right out the window.  We can do anything we want to these idiots!"

"I get it," the chief chimed.  "You guys have cameras hidden all over the place, and you make it into a fine evening of entertainment.  Very slick.  Slick as a whistle!  So what's in it for us?  I mean, it's gonna take some serious arm twisting to pull this off.  Even though these guys don't deserve the air they're breathing in here, there are surely going to be some whiners who think this may be a tiny bit twisted, you know."

Scrap created a dramatic and very intentional pause, reminding himself to make very intense eye contact with the chief.  "I will write you a $25 million check, payable the day the show debuts on our network.  And if the show goes well, you get a piece of the action going forward."

The width of the chief's seat had finally grown too small as he launched himself on the floor.  "Whooo-eeee!" was the only reaction the chief could come up with immediately.  As he slowly pulled himself back onto the chair, the chief told Scrap, "I'll start twisting those arms."

* * * * * * * *

Over the course of the next three days, Scrap and Chief Miller had several phone conversations after Scrap had returned to New York.  As the chief had suspected, there were a few arms that had to be twisted here and there, but the multi-million dollar figure seemed to work magic on even the stiffest opposition.

Once Scrap got an official go-ahead from the chief, he quickly began pulling the pieces of his plan into action.  The most important piece of the puzzle was that he had to construct Hell.  Scrap had put a good bit of thought into this creation, and he pulled some good minds together to lay the groundwork.

Scrap had considered using the collection of architects and carpenters that had been created by his Envision team for the construction, but he imagined them coming up with some sort of "wuss of a Hell," so he hired a new team to take on the task.

Among the new members of the team were a half dozen top-notch theme park ride designers, and a handful of security experts.  They were instructed to create a multi-dimensional afterlife that would include a multitude of changeable sectors.  Scrap decided that it would be vital for this environment to be easily altered as the show progressed so that new elements could be swapped into the set to keep things fresh.

Scrap also quickly realized that he was going to need an enormous heating system for the set; after all, Hell is supposedly quite a warm place.

CHAPTER 8

Chief Miller held several conversations with various prosecutors and public defenders in order to get all of his pieces of the agreement lined up.  As the web of people who knew about the scheme continued to grow, the chief thought he'd better take some precautions to be sure that Tank and Wally didn't catch wind of the plan.  Miller was very aware of his contract with the television network, particularly the clause that stated he not only would not receive any money, but he would have to pay a substantial settlement if the men learned about the scheme.

Early one morning, Chief Miller personally visited Tank and Wally, and escorted each man to solitary confinement.  "It's for your own good," he told them, explaining that so many of their fellow inmates would like to have a shot at them that it would be in their best interest to be isolated from the general population.

Tank was quite annoyed by the idea of being tossed into a dark, padded room, particularly because he felt sure that he was making progress with his escape plans.  For Wally, the move was another hard blow to his mental health.  Wally spent most of the following days weeping in a corner of his cell while he made a longer mental list of things he was missing.

After just a couple days in solitary confinement, Wally accidentally bit his lip while eating breakfast.  "Oh God!  I miss Chap Stick!  Can anyone hear me!?"

* * * * * * * *

In New York, Scrap was ecstatic to see how well his plan was coming together.  Chief Miller had been doing an excellent job of keeping Scrap updated with the progress of the upcoming trial, along with assurances that the proceedings would go exactly as scripted.  Meanwhile, several hundred workers were toiling away at a rural Connecticut hillside as Scrap's vision of Hell came into being.

Scrap was confident enough in all fronts of the progress that he was finally able to establish some timetables.  It didn't take a huge amount of wisdom for Scrap to decide that the new series would debut during sweeps week in November.

Scrap decided it was time to get together with the Envision team to come up with a name for the series.  The newly energized group gathered at the conference room, and for the first time in ages, the mood of the meeting was upbeat.

"Boys and girls, we're about to make a historic decision.  I want you to imagine that you are the parents of a baby that you know is going to be a huge movie star," Scrap began.  Always one to be a bit more dramatic than necessary, Scrap continued, "No, I take that back.  You are all Joseph and Mary, and you're about to attach a name to God's only begotten son.  A name that will be remembered and revered for thousands of years to come.  A name that will be worthy of praise."

A few members of the team held back giggles as they considered the notion that any television show could possibly take on Biblical proportions.  Randy Smathers managed to shed authentic tears as he listened to his boss's speech.

What started as a rather festive, celebratory meeting of sorts eventually turned into a five-hour debate that included two rather intense fistfights.  Half of the members of the group liked the idea of Where the Hell am I? as a title, while the other members fought adamantly to use the moniker Hell's Dwellers.

Both ideas were in and out of contention many times, and were both eventually thrown out in favor of Condemned.  Several members of the group grumbled that the name sounded too tame, but Scrap assured them that the promotional hype would make the audience sufficiently scared to miss the show.

* * * * * * * *

In Riverdale, preparations for the trial were moving in fast forward mode.  Chief Miller and his crew knew that they had to deliver justice with unprecedented swiftness.  Miller instructed Tank and Wally's court-appointed attorney to tell the men that a date had been established for their trial, which, for the sake of speed and convenience, was going to be a joint trial.

Justin Crepe, who had just recently graduated from law school and had conveniently also studied acting, was selected to represent Tank and Wally.  Around the time Justin began studying law, the notion of becoming a defense attorney struck him as being a despicable career path.  The thought of defending people who he knew would be guilty made Justin sick to the stomach.

But at this stage of the game, a job was a job, and the fact that he was already being introduced to the corruptness of the profession seemed rather cool to him.  Throwing the case for the benefit of the prosecution would net him many, many times the amount of money he would make for a similar, legitimate case.

* * * * * * * *

Wally sat in his dank prison cell, wondering whether it was 3:00 a.m. or 3:00 p.m., or somewhere in between.  He had completely lost track of time since his cell was completely dark around the clock, except for the light that shone through the small slit in the wall where his daily meals would appear.

The smell of the cell was probably the most difficult aspect of prison life for Wally.  He longed for the smell of his apartment, which was the combined result of stale pizza boxes, unlaundered mountains of clothes that dotted the corner of every room, and beer that had evenly saturated his musty old carpeting.

Once in a while, Wally would break out in song for the sake of hearing something other than complete silence.  He knew very few songs, and the ones he did know, he only knew a few words before he'd start to make up his own versions that rhymed when it was convenient.

"Oh, this here's a story 'bout a man named Ted.  Found a million dollars and it went to his head…" he crooned while inventing new pitches that had never before been used by humans, at least certainly not in that sequence.

Before he could belt out his next line, he could hear some commotion outside his cell.  Figuring that it must be mealtime, Wally improvised the wording of the song to fit the occasion.  "…Saw his old lady and he shot her dead.  Now he's stuck eating some really crappy prison food that's made of water and bread."

Proud that he made the words rhyme and almost make sense at the same time, Wally began a giggling fit, punctuated by snorting and an occasional outburst of flatulence.

When the lights were flipped on, that's just how Justin was introduced to his new client.  Justin figured that representing Wally was going to be an interesting task, judging from the sight of this large man giggling and farting in this disgusting room.

Justin, whose most recent job experience was that of a waiter at a small steakhouse, nervously introduced himself to Wally.  "I'm Justin.  I'll be takin' care of you this evening."  Realizing that this introduction worked well for him in the restaurant, but that it might not be a one-size-fits-all greeting, quickly added, "Um, I mean I'll be representing you in court next week."

"Next week?  What's happening next week?" Wally inquired.

"Your trial.  Your trial begins next week.  We have a lot of work to do between now and then," Justin responded.

"Where the hell is my food?" demanded Wally.

* * * * * * * *

Tank was significantly more coherent when Justin introduced himself at the other end of the cell block.

"Well, it's about damn time somebody shows up to go to bat for me," Tank articulated, not knowing that Justin would ultimately be doing everything but going to bat for him. "When can you get me the hell out of this hell hole?"

Justin chortled briefly, thinking about the irony that this guy was using the word "hell" twice in one sentence, and considering what was eventually going to transpire.

"Oh, I'm sure we'll have you boys out of here in no time," Justin opined while handing Tank his business card.  "You guys don't seem like the kind of people that would go killing regular folks, right?"

Tank was only half listening as he examined Justin's business card.  "Creep?  Your last name is 'Creep?'" Tank asked anxiously.

"It's Crepe.  It's pronounced 'crah-pay'" Justin asserted.

"Great, I now officially have a 'crah-pay' lawyer.  Go friggin' figure," Tank said, making sure to articulate Justin's last name in a way that made it sound like an elegant version of "crappy."

"Fine.  I'm your crappy lawyer.  You might want to be nice to me.  You boys are going to trial next week," Justin offered.

"Next week!?" Tank quickly replied.  "Good Lord, I thought we'd sit here and rot for a while before the trial comes up.  And you keep referring to 'you boys.'  You're not trying to tell me that I'm going to have the same trial as Wally, are you?"

"Yessir, skip.  You and your pal will be tried together," said Justin.

"I don't think so, chief," Tank spouted.  "If I see that moron again I'll probably strangle him on the spot, which wouldn't do a whole lot of good for making me look innocent, don't you think?"

Justin knew that normally the two men would indeed have gone to trial separately, but he had to come up with something.  "No can do, pal.  Under PA state law 46-16, paragraph 3, suspects who are apprehended together and are duly suspected of participating in felonious activities as a pair are hereby required to be held on trial as a team."

"Well, that's just lovely," Tank said, resigned to the idea of being on the same team as Wally again.

After Justin exited the cell, he laughed out loud thinking about his fictitious law.  He couldn't wait to get home to e-mail his law school buddies about the obscure "46-16" ruling.

CHAPTER 9

Construction of Hell moved along briskly under the direction of Scrap.  Several hundred workers toiled with the complexity of creating an eternal inferno that doubled as a television studio.  Not to mention that the inhabitants of the set could not be aware of any of the technical wizardry that surrounded them.

The crew began by creating the main control room for the studio, situated in the center of Hell.  An underground network of tunnels would allow studio technicians to navigate between the outside world and into their work area.  This control room, which was quickly dubbed "Hell's Core," was insulated in such a way that a freight train could pass through it without the sound traveling through any of the surrounding walls.

This would also be the only portion of Hell to feature an air conditioning system.  It would be important to keep the racks of television and computer equipment cool, while plans called for the rest of Hell to simmer at 115 degrees Fahrenheit around the clock.

Once the complex core was in place, workers began to build a series of twelve large, interchangeable sectors that would surround it.  Each sector was built in such a way that it would provide a doorway of some sort to the adjoining sector so Tank and Wally would be able to move from one to another.

At the same time, the sectors could also be seamlessly closed off so that an entire area could be removed and replaced as Scrap deemed necessary.  This methodology would give Scrap and his team the ability to create new scenarios for the show as needed.  If Scrap decided he needed a room full of bubbling mud, or a room that rained cow intestines, or whatever, he could create it at a nearby warehouse and plug it into place, much like an oversized Lego set.

The sectors were numbered just like the hands of a clock.  Scrap focused on creating Sectors 3 and 9 first.  He decided that these would be the areas where Tank and Wally would wake up, respectively, as the show began.  Scrap knew from the start that he wanted to begin the show with the men at separate ends of Hell so the audience could see their individual reactions.  Scrap also felt that this plan would give his crew a chance to continue to build new sectors, even if they weren't all in place by the time the show began.

Concealed within each sector would be dozens of tiny video cameras, and each one could be controlled with precision from the Core.  Engineers spent many hours working with actors who tried to anticipate any move Tank and Wally might make within each sector, so that no matter where they were positioned there would be a camera ready to capture them from the best possible angle.

Similarly, each area was fitted with numerous microphones, some nearly sensitive enough to capture someone's thoughts.  Sound technicians toiled with Scrap's desire for each sector to have a canyon-like echo effect that Tank and Wally would be able to hear, but not to the point that the home audience would be distracted by it.

Scrap also ordered the installation of hundreds of miniature speakers within the walls so that the crew could add realistic sound effects to the environment when necessary.  Scrap considered the idea of pumping annoying music into Hell, prompting him to come up with a mental playlist of artists as he heard obnoxious songs on the radio.

* * * * * * * *

Riverdale was once again infested with news media as the trial date approached.  The local diners were crowded with suit-wearing journalists who had cell phones permanently affixed to at least one of their ears.  The regular crowd at Bingo's Diner thought they had finally gotten the place back to themselves after the first wave of publicity passed over, but it was obvious that they were going to have to share their favorite food and their favorite waitresses with the out-of-towners again.

At this point, the members of the media and the public at large were still blissfully unaware that the whole trial was set to follow a carefully choreographed script; Scrap intentionally wanted to hold off on introducing the show until he had squeezed as much publicity out of the trial as humanly possible.  Scrap figured that any "buzz" generated among the rest of the media about the trial would eventually turn into big ratings for him in just a few short weeks.

Even though RRRTV announced plans to air the trial from start to finish, no one was particularly suspicious.  The network had aired numerous notorious trials in the past, usually involving really bizarre cases.

The network once aired the trial of a pizza delivery man who sued a customer because she showed up at the door topless, and he claimed that he had been traumatized by the incident.  Naturally everybody in the viewing audience, including the man's parents and virtually every single person he had ever met, humiliated and taunted him for suing the woman for an act that would be the dream of any heterosexual male.  Of course the man ultimately sued the network and collected enough money to buy back his self esteem.

The stage was set for the biggest media circus since the O.J. trial.

CHAPTER 10

The first morning of the trial was an unseasonably warm and sunny November day, which provided the perfect weather for the swarm of news helicopters that had congregated above Riverdale's municipal center.  The doors of the building were heavily guarded, and the news reporters that had gathered there were kept outside a 50-foot perimeter that had been marked with tape and were manned by several armed guards.

Tank and Wally were told that a fair jury had been chosen for their trial, and that each member had been interviewed repeatedly and had been scrutinized by both the prosecution and the defense.  This story was partially true; each member of the jury was indeed heavily scrutinized, but by a team of casting directors rather than by anyone who held any sort of legal degree.

Scrap positioned himself in a tent outside the building where his crew maintained their technical headquarters for the live broadcast.  RRRTV had been airing a "teaser" promo for several weeks, encouraging viewers to tune in at precisely 10:00 a.m. this morning for what promised to be "one Hell of an announcement."  As 10:00 approached, Scrap paced back & forth with anxious anticipation as his greatest masterpiece of broadcast theatrics was about to commence.

At precisely 10:00, Scrap turned up the monitors that were set up inside the tent.  Several reporters who had been camped out in neighboring tents even popped their heads into the RRRTV tent, curious to see what the big announcement was all about.

The screen on the monitors faded from a black screen, which had been purposely allowed to remain dark for several seconds.  The screen quickly filled with a live view of the empty judge's seat in the courtroom, and the familiar theme from The People's Court began to play.

The theme music played for a good 15-seconds before the deep-voiced announcer began his part.

"What you are about to see… is not real" the announcer began.  The camera began to slowly widen its view, bringing more of the courtroom into the scene.

"You are about to witness the trial of a lifetime, but… it's not real.  The judge, the jury, the witnesses… they're all actors.  Each and every one of them.  The bailiff?  That's my brother.  The sobbing elderly woman in the third row?  Hi mom.  The rest of the audience is made up of people from a variety of walks of life, but they all have one thing in common.  We hired them."

The first few moments of the opening dialogue prompted some of the neighboring journalists to retreat back to their own tents, figuring that the network was making up these claims.  Some of them laughed and muttered obscenities as they left.

The announcer continued, "This trial will be real for two men.  Very real."

At this point the camera focused on Wally as he was led into the courtroom in shackles, right on cue.

"Meet Walter King, one of the men responsible for poisoning dozens of innocent people.  Mothers.  Fathers.  Brothers and sisters."

A guard stood by Tank's side at the back of the courtroom, prompting Tank to ask the guard why on Earth he had to stand there instead of making his way up front.  To those in the courtroom, Tank looked like a bride who was waiting at the back of a church for the dramatic "Here Comes the Bride" music to begin as her cue to proceed to the altar.

Instead, the cue came from a court clerk, who nodded in the guard's direction when it was Tank's turn to head down the aisle.

"Meet Theodore Smoot, the mastermind of the poisoned milk plot," the announcer continued.  Naturally, the courtroom was silent and no one could hear the announcements that were being watched by the largest crowd that had ever tuned in to see anything on RRRTV.

Outside the courtroom and in homes around the nation, people booed the defendants as they were introduced.  As Tank and Wally were seated, the announcer continued.

"In the next few days these men, who have brought us so much pain, are about to be condemned for their crimes.  Those of us who have wanted to see these men go straight to Hell are about to see those desires become reality.  Only, they aren't going to Hell as we learned about it in church.  These men are going to our Hell!"

As the announcer dramatically belted out the words "our Hell," the television picture faded to an aerial view of the newly constructed Hell in Connecticut, and music with a heavy, pulsing beat kicked in.  The announcer picked up the pace of his delivery as he continued.

"Ladies and gentlemen, we're about to embark on television history.  Unbeknownst to Mr. King and Mr. Smoot, they are going to be sentenced to die at this trial.  And they'll be led to believe they're going to die, even as we inject them with medication that puts them into a deep sleep for several hours."

"While they are in their drug-induced slumber, we'll be transporting them by private jet to our version of Hell.  Our version of Hell will give these men what they truly deserve.  Excruciating pain.  Intense heat.  Mental games.  Torture.  The notion of 'cruel and unusual punishment' is out the window!  We'll be subjecting these men to the best Hell has to offer.  And you, the audience will have a say in what punishment these men will receive."

"Ladies and gentlemen, RRRTV introduces the newest and most groundbreaking television show in the history of reality TV.  This is Condemned."

As the announcer wrapped up his opening lines, Scrap spoke along with the dialogue word for word.  A large smile grew across Scrap’s face as he uttered the phrase, “This is Condemned,” feeling secure in the knowledge that he had just launched the hit of a lifetime.

It wasn’t long before some neighboring journalists began making more appearances at the RRRTV tent.  A few were visibly upset that they had fallen for the scheme and had been reporting the events of the story without knowing that they were playing into Scrap’s hands.  But most of the people who stopped by conceded that this was indeed a kick-ass idea, and a surprising number of them acknowledged that they really wished that they had dreamed it up first.

CHAPTER 11

The trial was very carefully designed to be an extraordinarily speedy delivery of justice.  Scrap worried that if the trial dragged on for too long, people would begin to lose interest.  Scrap’s crew meticulously crafted the proceedings to coincide with a strict broadcast schedule that would neatly become the first five episodes of Condemned.

The schedule called for opening statements to be delivered on the first day, followed by the prosecution’s case the next day.  Day three was earmarked for the defense; day four was set for closing arguments and the beginning of the jury’s deliberations.  Day five would be the delivery of the verdict, and the sentencing.  All of the proceedings were scheduled to take place first thing in the morning so that the crew would have ample time to edit the show for broadcast each night at 8:00 p.m.

Outside the courtroom, the buzz surrounding the show could not have gone any better for the network.  Even though everyone now knew that the entire trial was a farce, nearly all of the media stuck around to cover it for its entertainment value.  For Scrap, all of the attention became an endless supply of free publicity for his new masterpiece.

* * * * * * * *

Right on schedule, at 10:10 a.m., a bailiff ordered everyone in the courtroom to rise as Judge Roger R. Truman entered.

In reality, Judge Truman was an actor named Thad Wiffleman.  Scrap had decided that the judge should have a bit more of an authoritative sounding name, and that viewers might subliminally remember the name of the television network if the judge’s initials were “R.R.T.”

The judge was a tall and extraordinarily gruff-looking man.  Even in his real life, he had absolutely no sense of humor.  His no nonsense demeanor gave him the ability to demand respect without uttering a word.

“You may be seated,” Judge Truman announced as he took his place behind the bench.

Tank sat down, never losing eye contact with the judge as he positioned himself in the hard, wooden chair.  He knew that if he so much as looked at Wally, he’d probably give him the finger or do something even worse that would jeopardize his chance to be acquitted.

Wally nervously began to sit down next to Tank, nearly missing his chair entirely.  Once he aligned himself with the chair and sat down, he immediately sunk his head into his hands.

Judge Truman called upon Cindy Snyder to make her opening statements for the prosecution.  Cindy was actually a weather forecaster for a television station in Miami.  Scrap, who had worked with Cindy several years earlier, had worked hard to attract her to participate in the show.

Scrap was convinced that the premise of the show was compelling enough to stand on its own, but he felt that a little eye candy couldn’t hurt the show’s chances.  Cindy was a drop dead gorgeous blonde, a woman so incredibly beautiful that men couldn’t help but become fixated with her, even if she was delivering a forecast for a devastating hurricane.

As she began her opening statements, even Wally snapped his head back up from the table to admire the woman who was determined to condemn him in a court of law.

Wally, who hadn’t seen an actual woman for quite a while, nudged Tank to point out the obvious fact that she was hot.

“Wholly crap!  Would you look at that babe!” Wally whispered just loud enough to be picked up clearly by one of the many microphones planted throughout the room.

Tank finally made eye contact with Wally for the first time.  “Hey genius, she is here to lock us away for a long, long time.  She ain’t exactly about to pounce on either of us in a fit of passion.”

“Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” Cindy began, “We are here today because these two men have committed terrible acts against humanity.  As a direct result of their actions, mothers are without husbands; children are without parents.  And perhaps worst of all, parents are without their children.”

Cindy’s opening statement continued for another fifteen minutes, with scathing statements carefully scripted to stir up emotions in the viewing audience.  There were two times during her speech that Cindy paused an unusually long amount of time after making a dramatic statement.  The pauses seemed a little unnatural in the courtroom, but they came at precise moments where commercials would later appear.

Tank and Wally didn’t think a thing of those unnatural pauses throughout the proceedings.  Nor did they think twice about the fact that at least a dozen people in the courtroom were drinking “Plummet” brand soda, and that the cans of the beverage were always facing an open area where they could easily be seen by cameras.  Makers of the new drink were taking advantage of product placement opportunities to launch the thirst-quencher to a nationwide audience.

* * * * * * * *

Justin Crepe finished his cool, refreshing can of Plummet, and then let out an audible “aaaah” before presenting his opening statements on behalf of Tank and Wally.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” Justin began, “you have heard all sorts of whining and boo-hooing about these two fine young men.”

Upon hearing these words, Wally perked up a bit, thinking that finally somebody was on his side.  Surely this charismatic young lawyer could talk them out of this little mess, he thought.

In reality, Justin’s script was carefully crafted to make the audience detest the defendants even more.  The more wrath the public had against these men, the more the viewers would love to see them suffer later.

“These men are the true victims,” Justin continued.  These men were neither blessed with abundant intelligence, nor were they born with good looks.”

“These are two aesthetically challenged, mentally stagnant men who have spent their entire lives trying to rebel against people who were more gifted or more affluent.”

Tank’s face turned deeper shades of red with each sentence of Justin’s statement.  He was furious that the best defense his lawyer could offer was that he and Wally committed these murders because they’re ugly and stupid.

As beads of sweat began dripping off Tank’s forehead while he became more and more frustrated with his lawyer’s statements, Wally leaned toward him to offer his opinion.  “I think this guy understands us; we’ll be home free!”

That was just enough to push Tank over the edge, prompting an outburst that Scrap could have only dreamed about from the standpoint of generating ratings.

“I object, your Honor!  I OBJECT!” Tank spouted as he bolted from his chair.

“You object to your own lawyer?” Judge Truman asked.

Every eye in the courtroom focused on Tank, with many people praying that nobody would start chuckling for fear it would spark a chain reaction of laughter for everyone involved in the elaborate hoax of a trial.

Tank was obviously flustered and for once couldn’t think quickly enough on his feet to justify his last statement.

“I… I… well… I don’t think we’re that ugly,” Tank quietly offered as he slowly sank back into his chair.

CHAPTER 12

Over the course of the next few days, the trial proceeded exactly as scripted.  The prosecution offered a slew of evidence as well as a handful of expert witnesses; the defense made excuses and tried to make the argument that all of these people could have easily died in a more tragic manner had they lived to see another day.  Who is to say that these people wouldn’t have been killed by a meteor or by some other horrible twist of fate a few days later?

Tank made a few unsuccessful attempts to seek better representation during the course of the trial while Wally barely ever spoke.

On Thursday, a key day during the November television ratings period, Justin purposely made several statements designed to provoke his clients.  And to Scrap’s delight, Tank did eventually take a swing at Justin, giving the network a great clip of video that would eventually work its way into the opening of the show.

Late in the day, the prosecution and defense rested their cases, and the judge instructed the jury to begin their deliberations.

The jury, wearing stern faces, exited the courtroom to begin debating the fate of the defendants.  Little did Tank and Wally know that the jurors literally walked through the courtroom doors, out of the building, and down to a neighborhood bar where they drank and played foosball until the early hours of Friday morning.

* * * * * * * *

The jury was originally scheduled to deliver their verdict first thing on Friday morning, but since the group had sequestered themselves at Ernie’s Pub the previous night, nearly all of the jurors were too hung over to participate in the trial that early.

In the end, it gave the network a chance to have a little more fun with their new stars.  Justin stopped by Tank’s cell first to offer words of encouragement.

“So, today’s the big day, eh?” Justin said while separated from Tank by a wall of bars.

“The big day?” Tank questioned.  “Thanks to your wonderful efforts, today’s the day we’ll be tarred and feathered and paraded down the street.  Where exactly did you get this law degree of yours?  K-Mart?”

“Aw, don’t be so rough on yourself.  You gotta go in there with a positive attitude,” Justin suggested.

“Fine.  I’m positive I’m screwed,” Tank declared.

Satisfied that this was the great sound bite he had been fishing for, Justin bid his client farewell and wished him luck.

* * * * * * * *

“Hey big guy, what’s the problem?” Justin inquired of Wally, as though the sight of Wally curled into the fetal position in a corner of his cell was a big surprise.

“Bite me,” responded Wally, half crying.

“I think we presented a pretty strong case in there, buddy.  I don’t think you guys have anything to worry about,” Justin assured him with the same tone a parent would use on a toddler.

“They’re gonna lock us in jail for life, aren’t they?” Wally asked.

“No, no, no,” Justin responded.  “I promise you there’s no way you’ll be sentenced to life in jail.  Not on my watch!”

Since Wally was turned with his face to the wall, Justin used the opportunity to gaze into the hidden camera to offer a wink and a fiendish grin, knowing that these men indeed wouldn’t be sentenced to life in jail, but they would arguably be facing a much worse fate very soon.

* * * * * * * *

Shortly after noon, once the members of the jury had sufficient time to regain their sobriety and get themselves cleaned up a bit, Tank and Wally were notified that the jury had come to a decision.

The men were escorted back into the courtroom where a crowd awaited their arrival.  The crowd, which of course was really a group of actors, had spent the previous two hours rehearsing their reactions to the verdict.

As soon as the guilty plea was delivered, members of the crowd were instructed to provide a few different reactions.  About half of the members of the crowd were instructed to erupt into a joyous party, while others were instructed to break down in tears.  A few others were simply told to gasp, and stare forward with stunned silence.  There were also a few people who were designated as hecklers, who were told to taunt Tank and Wally after the verdict is read.

The room was very silent as the men arrived, except for the rapid-fire sound of camera shutters.  Tank and Wally took their seats and both sat stoically as they awaited the arrival of the jury.

* * * * * * * *

Mainly for kicks, Scrap orchestrated a 45-minute period of time where absolutely nothing happened in the courtroom.  Judge Truman sat perfectly still, staring at the defendants.  The courtroom crowd sat perfectly idle without so much as a murmur.  The break gave the camera crews a good chance to capture good facial expressions from Tank and Wally as they grew impatient and antsy as time ticked away.

Finally, the large doors of the courtroom flew open, and the jurors were escorted to their seats.

“Welcome back, jurors,” Judge Truman began.  “I understand you have come to a decision?”

The jury foreman stood up and affirmed that the jury had indeed reached a verdict.

In a normal trial, there would have been a series of procedural events that would lead up to the actual delivery of the verdict, but having spent a bit of time with Tank and Wally, it was obvious that these men wouldn’t become suspicious if the verdict was delivered in a manner more suitable for television.

“Mr. foreman, please deliver your verdict,” said Judge Truman.

“Your honor, we find Mr. Smoot and Mr. King guilty of murder.  Guilty as sin!” declared the jury’s foreman while pointing directly at Tank and Wally.

The “guilty as sin” line was the cue for the crowd to carry out their scripted reactions to the verdict.  Tank and Wally sheepishly turned their heads toward the crowd to see dozens of people jumping up and down and embracing, while others buried their heads into their hands while weeping.

A few designated crowd members pointed and shouted at the condemned men, calling them names and making obscene gestures toward them.

“Order!  ORDER!” Judge Truman demanded.

“Has the jury reached a decision on the punishment phase of the trial?” the judge inquired.

“Indeed we have, your honor,” the foreman announced, while a hush fell over the crowd again.

Tank couldn’t believe his ears.  “You mean we’re being sentenced on the spot?  Right NOW?” he whispered to Justin.

“Yeah, in cases like this the sentencing takes place right away,” Justin replied, knowing full well that it would normally take a couple weeks to complete the sentencing phase.

“Good friggin’ holy honkin’ mustard balls!” Tank uttered as he turned toward Wally.

“Wha…?” Wally mumbled to Tank as he was still trying to comprehend the guilty verdict.

“Never mind, dork, go back to sleep,” Tank replied.

Judge Truman addressed the foreman, “And what is your recommendation?”

“Your honor, we the jury have concluded that these men should face the death penalty for their crimes,” the foreman responded.

Tank was beyond his ability to come up with anything to say at that moment.  He stood in stunned silence upon hearing the sentence.  Meanwhile, Wally didn’t hear anything for several minutes after hearing the words “death penalty”; he fainted nearly instantly as those words were delivered.

Judge Truman brought the courtroom back to order and delivered the official punishment.  “Men, I hereby sentence you to death by injection.  Your punishment will be carried out on Monday morning by an executioner designated by the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.  Gentlemen, you are condemned.”

Scrap loved working in the word “condemned” anywhere he could so that people would be constantly reminded of the name of the show.  In this instance, the judge’s final words brought to an end the first week of episodes of the show.

The real fun was just about to begin.

