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Our friends and family in Juarez readily looked out for us, but I was ignorant of their busy activity. I’d also been unaware that Hank Thigpen and Bill Waller had been watching our every move since our return from Italy. 

For a really smart guy, I was sometimes oblivious. That can be said of most gifted people... their minds are often preoccupied with spatial and ethereal matters that aren’t easily understood by others. That was the case for me as I struggled to become acclimated to the changes in my ability.

Even the windows all around had been unaware. On the other hand, perhaps it was more accurate to say that the visions were silent. 

I finished clearing the kitchen. Danny was already asleep. She’d left the bedside lamp on and its light reflected in the glass panels of the French doors overlooking the deck. As I stood at the bedroom door admiring her, I saw movement flickering in the glass panes. The motion got my attention, and I watched as a vision unfolded. 

The alarming images chilled my blood.

The two men I’d previously seen at El Comal and again in the shop parking lot were coming for me that very night. Danny was also in danger. Any moment now, they’d kick down the front door. Their intention was to abduct me. One of the men held a chloroform-soaked cloth. The potent chemical would subdue me and keep Danny quiet long enough for them to escape across the border with me. 

I studied the visions, taking the time to get the full message. I watched as the scenes played out... The one with chloroform had nasty, revolting plans for Danny... his partner would try to stop him... he would fail. I’d die before I let any harm come to my wife and I’d kill any bastard that tried to hurt her. 

I wondered if that was the monster inside me talking.

I needed to know their full plans. I pushed those thoughts aside and continued to watch the images... A private plane waited in El Paso to take me to San Francisco... same old same old... The Rodante Group was still hell-bent on studying my gift.

I was more determined than ever that they would not succeed at their plans. After I knew what to expect, I devised my own strategy for this attack. It was an imminent threat, but there was hope. The visions had warned me. I was given enough time to protect my family. I had to stop the men. If I didn’t, Danny and the twins could be seriously injured from breathing toxic fumes. Once I knew what to expect, I sat on the side of the bed and gently shook my wife awake.

“Danny darling, you must awaken, love. Two men are outside. They’re just about to break down our front door. The company sent them,” I quietly urged. 

“Wha-what?” Danny gasped. She instantly sat up in bed and protectively placed a hand over the baby bump. 

“Are you having a contraction?” I asked, now worried about how the news affected her. 

“No. I’m fine, James. What can I do?” she sharply inhaled, rapidly blinking the sleep from her eyes.

“I need you to get dressed and promise you’ll stay in our bedroom until I call. When I do, bring cable ties from the kitchen. By then, the men will be subdued. I’ll bind their hands and feet. We’ll wait for them to come around and then question them. Can you do that?” 

I’d just finished explaining when we heard the first kick slam noisily at the front entrance. It was a solid wood door. It wouldn’t easily break apart as so often shown in movies and television crime dramas. Still, I had to get in position quickly.

“I promise, now go!” Danny urged as she got out of bed and hurriedly dressed. 

I eased into the living room and stood near the landing. All the lights were out, and that worked to my advantage. In the shadows and out of sight, my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. The men would come up the stairs where I was ready for them. They thought we were asleep, but would soon learn differently.
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​Chapter 2
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Meanwhile, Angelica kept an eye out for the black SUV that parked across the street at the curb. Its appearance was muy malo, very bad. She cautiously watched from Barrigas Café. When the men were still there after the lights went out at the Lewis residence, she panicked and called Abuela. Her grandmother listened attentively and then briefly ended the call to telephone someone else. Angelica anxiously held her breath but relaxed a little when Abuela called back.

She was still on the phone with Abuela when Hank and Bill approached the front entrance. They made the first kick, and she relayed the message. Abuela ended the call a second time. She redialed the private number and waited. 

“Están tumbando la puerta delantera. ¡Date prisa! They are kicking down the front door. Hurry!” she shouted when the call was answered.

Bill planted his left heel firmly on the ground and dug in as he made the first kick with his right foot. His shoe solidly landed near the lock. Even with a deadbolt, the door wouldn’t last long. It gave a little, but not enough. He kicked again while his partner kept watch on the street and surrounding area. No one was out, but Hank worried anyway.

“For chrissake, Bill. What if someone hears this noise and calls the cops?” Hank hissed.

“God, you’re such a whiner. Shut the fuck up and keep watching the street,” Bill sarcastically rordered.

“Listen, you idiot,” Hank furiously spat out, “I don’t know much, but I know that getting arrested in Mexico will make anyone whine. I’ve heard too many stories. I also read our target’s patient file. He was tortured. I don’t wish that on anyone so keep it down!”

“Just do your job. Stop bitching and moaning,” Bill sneered, undisturbed by the warning. “We’ve come too far for you to pussy out now.”

“The restaurant across the street is still open,” Hank nervously warned as he watched the café with worry and dread. “I should’ve refused this part of the job.”

“It’s too fucking late to back out now,” Bill gritted out. “Pull your head outta your ass and keep watch.” He continued to kick the massive wooden door. On the third try, the lock broke, and the door swung wide into the foyer. It clanged loudly against the inner wall.

“If that didn’t wake the dead, nothing will,” Hank hoarsely cautioned. 

Even though the hair on the back of his neck painfully stood up, he had to keep going. He peered inside the foyer. The home was dark, but they had flashlights to use upstairs. The transit window let in enough light for them to see the split-level. One set of stairs led up, while the other stairs went down. It was even darker downstairs.

“That’s just the garage down there,” Bill commented as he pointed up, indicating that was the direction they’d take. “I’m ready to get this fucking job over, and I want to get to know Mrs. Lewis a little better.”

“No, no, no!” Hank protested. “You don’t touch her.”

“Yeah, try and stop me,” Bill wickedly laughed. 

––––––––
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His pace increased to a run as he headed straight up the split-level. It was dark at the top, but the ex-cop rushed forward anyway. 

He held the chloroform soaked cloth in one hand and a flashlight, still off, in the other. Hank, determined to keep him away from Danielle Lewis, had to follow. He didn’t have any other choice.

Still, Hank was fearful that the wood splintering noise had brought either a nosy neighbor or the police. Even as he followed his partner up the steps, he cautiously looked behind him. When Bill tumbled backwards, Hank was astounded and completely unprepared to catch his partner’s weight. He couldn’t hold him and slid down two of the steps before he finally let Bill fall to the floor.

It was too dark to know what happened, but it was obvious Mr. Lewis wasn’t in bed as they’d expected. After the first loud kick at the door, he was waiting for them. 

That thought caused fear clutched his guts while the hair on the back of his neck rose even higher. More than anything in the world, Hank wanted to turn and run. 

He didn’t have time to sort it out though. When he looked up again, their target was coming for him too. The look on the man’s face sent fear racing through Hank. 

Icy tendrils slithered down his spine, while goose bumps popped up on his arms. Now, he couldn’t run fast enough to get out of the angry husband’s way, but there wasn’t an opportunity.
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I was hidden from view but ever ready. When the first assailant stepped onto the landing, I forcefully jabbed my right fist directly into the intruder’s unprotected throat. He let out one croaky rasp before the strategic punch effectively cut off his breath. Clutching at his throat, he lost consciousness and fell backwards onto his partner. The flashlight clanged noisily as it fell against the stairway.

It didn’t stop the second man. Even though he hesitated, he continued up the stairs. Again, I jabbed with lightning speed. Two fast-hand-movements caught the accomplice in the solar plexus effectively knocking the wind out of him too. Unable to draw a single breath or clear the path, he went down hard to his knees. I grabbed the chloroform rag and covered the first assailant’s nose and mouth. I felt the fumes work as the man drifted deeper into unconsciousness. Then, the second man blacked out from fear before the chloroform could finish the job.

It was over before it started.

The men were both unconscious and heavily sedated now, but I wanted to secure their feet and hands. I called out for Danny, and she quickly went to the kitchen to get cable ties. By the time she was back, I’d dragged the men to the foyer floor and they were stretched out side-by-side. 

I attempted to fasten the shattered front door, but before I could, I heard a car pull up to the curb. Easing back up the steps to the living room landing, I looked at the security monitor. My stomach clenched in a tight mass of trepidation. El Capitán Rodriguez got out of a military vehicle accompanied by two armed guards.

“Oh, shit,” I muttered. “How the hell did he find out?”

As I continued to watch, I also thought I saw Carlos, the man who worked for Jefe Santiago Garza, but that wasn’t possible. It had to be someone who only looked like Carlos. The man stopped to speak with Rodriquez. They shook hands before Rodriguez headed to our front door.

“What is it, James?” Danny asked in alarm as she came to stand by my side. When she saw El Capitán Rodriguez and the military guards on the monitor, her heart sank. “Oh my God! No! I can’t lose you again, James!” she cried out in anguish. Her abdomen clenched with fear and she clutched at the baby bump in despair.

Just as I had known that Joe would crash that night so long ago, I also knew there was no way out of this.Weak-kneed, Danny held the baby bump and slid down the wall. She simply couldn’t imagine what our fate would be; she only knew that it wouldn’t be what she’d hoped and dreamed. Discouraged, I shook my head wearily and went to comfort her as we waited for El Capitán Rodriguez’s sentence to fall heavily upon me. He would not ignore this scene as he’d once done in the market. A life with me imprisoned painfully flashed before our eyes. 

According to Mexico, I had broken the law and must pay the consequences.

Overwhelmed and disheartened, I held Danny close to soothe the contractions. I cooed softly to the hardened mass. 

Regardless of the outcome tonight, Danny must have a healthy delivery. She had to be okay; it was the only thing that gave me hope. 

Before I could make sense of Rodriguez’s appearance, the man was inside our home with two guards posted outside at the entrance. 

––––––––
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He stood in the foyer to survey the damage. First, he looked at the shattered door, then the two men on the floor, and finally the discarded cloth that reeked of chloroform. His expression blank and unreadable, he moved up the stairs to look at us. 

However, before anything was said, Abuela marched inside. Angelica and José weren’t far behind. They remained in the foyer while the little grandmother quickly went to Danny to make sure the young mother-to-be was unharmed. Danny fell into the housekeeper’s arms.

“Abuela, Yo no puedo soportar perder otra vez James, I can’t bear to lose James again,” she cried out with absolute despair and hopelessness.

“Si, si, Señora Danny. Lo que yo sé. Yo no podía dejar que suceda, I know. I couldn’t let it happen either,” Abuela replied as she softly stroked Danny’s hair. Danny stared at Abuela with surprise. What magic did the grandmother offer? Could she possibly hope that James wouldn’t go back to prison?
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When Rodriguez finally spoke, Danny turned her full attention to the man. “I received a disturbing call from your good friend and housekeeper... Abuela is related to me by marriage. She is also my wife’s Abuela,” Rodriguez informed. “She explained that your home has been watched for several weeks and was under attack.”

“How did you know?” Danny asked Abuela. 

“Angélica vio a los hombres seguir a su casa y se quede aparcado en la acera hasta que se apagaron las luces. Me llamó y quedamos en que era algo para observar detenidamente. Siguió cada vez que el sensor y James regresó a su casa. A continuación, José seguido los hombres a Maria Bonita Hotel y Rosalina también se observó el hombre. Entonces, esta noche, hicieron más que ver lo llamé a mi marido de la nieta de ayuda; Angelica saw the men follow you home and stay parked at the curb until the lights went out. She called me, and we agreed it was something to watch carefully. It continued to happen each time you and Señor James returned home. Then, José followed the men to Maria Bonita Hotel, and Rosalina also observed them. Tonight, they did more than watch, so I called my granddaughter’s husband for help,” Abuela explained as she glanced at Rodriguez and then sternly added, “Seguramente se encargará de estas dos intrusos; He will surely take care of these two intruders.” Rodriguez deeply sighed before turning his attention to me.

Neither Abuela nor Rodriguez mentioned that she had also called her son, Jefe Santiago Garza to enlist his assistance. Santiago cherished his privacy. He had promised his mother that he would keep a close eye on the situation from afar and he had kept his promise. His men would’ve never allowed the two thugs to capture James Lewis or harm his wife.

“Señor Lewis, would you like for these men to taste our Mexican Justice System?” he asked in English. A grin twitched at the corners of his mouth. 

I’d wanted to question them, but didn’t press my luck. I was so relieved to hear the offer that I quickly nodded.

“Si, El Capitán, that would be most welcome and a very agreeable solution,” I agreed. 

Rodriguez turned his attention to the matter at hand. He instructed the military guards to search the SUV parked outside while he went through the pockets of the still unconscious men.

“This one is Henry Paul Thigpen. According to his license, he’s from Tulsa, Oklahoma. Do you know him?” Rodriguez asked. I shook my head in response. “This one is William B. Waller from Seattle, Washington. Do you know either of these men?” Rodriguez asked as he looked to each of us. Neither of us had ever heard of either man and Rodriguez continued to investigate the contents of their pockets. “Here’s a receipt for the La Quinta Inn in Las Cruces... they were there for over a month. Were they tracking you even then?” Rodriguez thoughtfully asked. Before I could respond, the guards came in with the previously used boarding passes on a commercial flight to El Paso along with the rental car agreement. “Looks like they flew into El Paso on separate flights and met up there,” Rodriguez mused aloud.

“We were out of the country on a family vacation for two of those weeks. I did see them once at El Comal when we dined out. A few days ago, they were in the back parking lot of my wife’s business,” I admitted and, at Danny sharp intake of breath, I realized I had some explaining to do.

“Did you not think that odd?” Rodriguez curiously asked.

“I did, but I had no real proof that they were a danger to me or my wife. Perhaps Nate Potter’s brother hired them. He blames me for his brother’s imprisonment, and he also has one of his officers following me.” I treaded carefully. I couldn’t very well mention The Rodante Group... and what I had said was plausible.

“That’s a rational supposition.” Rodriguez continued to look over the still unconscious men. 

Next, he ordered the military guards to take the men to the stationhouse. They lifted Bill Waller off his feet, dragging him outside and to the transport vehicle and then returned for Hank. Although he was a larger man, they handled him the same way. The vehicle left and soon a dark blue Mercedes E350 drove up and lightly honked the horn. Señora Rodriguez had come to pick up her husband, Abuela, and Angelica. 

“No hablaremos de este nuevo, Señor James. Sé que entiendo... es peligroso; We will never speak of this again, Señor James. I know you understand... it is dangerous,” Abuela said in a low voice. She affectionately patted my arm before following the others out the door.

As soon as they left, Ortega arrived. The contractor and José quickly repaired the front door, working quietly side-by-side. Then, they also left.

Danny and I held each other close until nuestra casa was quiet and all signs of the visitors vanished. Once alone, we surveyed the foyer and the living room. It was as if nothing had ever happened... just as Abuela desired. I made coffee, and we sat on the deck off our bedroom to drink it.

“Why didn’t you tell me about the two men?” Danny asked.

“I had nothing to tell. I could only connect it to meeting Jeffrey Tyson while we were in Livorno and I knew that would upset you. You didn’t want to talk about it. I kept it to myself and continued to look to the future visions, but nothing was ever revealed to me until tonight,” I admitted.

“But, you saw them twice?” Danny accused.

“Yes, I saw them at El Comal. We walked in, and they ducked behind their menus. It caught my attention, and although I was suspicious, it wasn’t anything concrete. I did look to the vision for answers, but there wasn’t anything there. Then, the day we parked in the new covered parking spaces, they drove around to see why we didn’t park in our usual spots. It was the day I took the van for service. Again, I looked to the visions but didn’t see anything at all to indicate we were in danger. When I was shown the vision tonight, Danny, I had only a few minutes to warn you. Sometimes, I don’t see anything until a threat is immediate.”

“Fortunately, you were warned in time. Thankfully, Angelica and José watched out for us also. Do you realize how lucky we are to be included in their family?” Danny asked. “I’m in awe when I consider the risk they took to ensure our safety.”

“Yes, I do realize how lucky we are. Who could have guessed that Abuela is related to Rodriguez?”

I wondered if she was also related to Santiago Garza and if I had really seen Carlos outside with Rodriguez. Abuela’s warning rushed back to me, “We will never speak of this again.” I kept the thoughts to myself.

“Tell me everything that you were shown in the vision tonight before you awakened me,” Danny encouraged. 

I pulled her onto my lap. I needed to be certain that the information wouldn’t cause a stress-induced contraction. 

I thought about it carefully, and then, hesitantly shared what I’d seen. All the while, my hands remained cupped around the baby bump. I’d been shown the connection to Jeffrey Tyson also. 

The Rodante Group wanted to know if James Lewis was really Mike Lewis. During and after the telling, Danny’s abdomen was still soft and pliable—indicating she hadn’t had a contraction.

“I’m sorry, James. I didn’t want to hear about it while we were on vacation. I discounted your worries. Perhaps the visions would’ve shown more if you hadn’t had to tiptoe around my denial,” she whispered.
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In the meantime, Hank Thigpen and Bill Waller came out of their chloroformed stupor lying on a dirty floor that smelled of urine and vomit. Each man was in a separate holding cell, approximately two feet wide and eight feet long. Having no idea what a real Mexican prison looked like, they mistakenly thought it was a regular cell. They wore wrist cuffs with their legs shackled. 

“Isn’t this fucking overkill?” Bill yelled out as he shook the jangling metal at the door. No response.

As Hank sat upright, it occurred to him that no one knew where he was. Dread washed over him as he suspected that they never would. He hadn’t told his mother or sister where he was going. The company behind this had forbidden it. He’d signed a non-disclosure contract too. He’d wondered many times before if this job was worth it. Now, he had to accept that it wasn’t.

“I should’ve known the pay was too damn good,” he muttered to the empty cell. “But no, no, no. I was greedy, and it bit me in the ass. I wanted my mother in a better place and off food stamps. It was an easy score in the beginning... find a guy and take his picture. What could go wrong? I was foolish and stupid to go along with the kidnapping. I’m an idiot. I didn’t do anything to stop it though and that, in and of itself, is a crying shame.” Hank sobbed as he thought more about it. He continued to mumble out loud, “I should’ve walked away or refused. Hell, nothing stopped me from getting out of here and going home. Should’ve, would’ve, could’ve—won’t help me now. This entire job was an obscenity, and I took part in it. I deserve whatever is coming.”

A military guard came into the cell. He roughly pushed the prisoner towards the only door. Hank shuffled along with two armed guards until they reached a concrete bunker behind the stationhouse. The structure was filled with row upon row of real prison cells. The many prisoners moaned from hunger and misery. 

“Oh my God!” he cried out with despair. Everything he’d read in James Lewis’ patient file was now his own reality. 

Still wearing the ankle and wrist cuffs, he was roughly shoved into the third cell down. The hopelessness and despair of the situation came crashing down on the American, and he fell to the ground clutching his chest. The pain that ripped through him and down his arm was unbearable. He couldn’t breathe or talk, but he had the good sense to know that this was it—this was how his miserable life would end. 

As he lay on the urine-soaked floor completely prostrate and unable to move, Hank’s life flashed before his eyes revealing the many bad decisions he’d made. The impending heart attack that had built from years of untreated clogged arteries snuffed out his life right there. 

If Bill Waller had known what happened to his partner, he would’ve called him a ‘fucking lucky bastard.’ Waller’s stint in the Mexican prison was harsher and much, much longer.
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When we returned to the manor, Danny and I were resolved to keep the incident in Juarez private. We couldn’t share it with our family in Las Cruces. It would open too many doors into my past and we both knew we had to honor Abuela’s warning. 

Sands encouraged us to look at the changes from our bedroom. The doorway at the end of the fireplace was finished and barely visible. It led to the enclosed sitting room and then the future nursery. Danny immediately began to envision the type of accents and paintings she’d use to decorate the room and bookcases once they were painted. She was in her headspace, and I didn’t disturb her. Sands moved closer and quietly asked if she could bring the crib the following weekend, perhaps on Saturday.

“No, that’s not going to work for us,” I whispered so as not to distract Danny. “We need the next few weekends for Danny to catch-up on the paintings she hopes to supply for Patty while we’re on maternity leave.”

“I understand, but I’ve already purchased it. Take it with you when you head back to Juarez. We can install it before Kathleen’s bedtime during our next visit,” Sands replied with obvious disappointment.

“There’s no rush,” I said as I patted her shoulder in friendship.
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