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Nate was arrested. I was arrested too. I was shocked by that outcome because witnesses came forward to tell what happened. José and Ortega verified my story. They explained that the driver of the Mustang repeatedly rammed his car into the back of the truck in an attempt to force me off the road. 

It didn’t matter—nothing they said made any difference. Nothing I said made any difference either. I got a firsthand and very real look at the Mexican justice system. 

I didn't see Nate again once we reached the stationhouse. It was a very large compound, and I soon found out that there were too many other prisoners there to know where Nate was taken or what happened to him. I bitterly hoped that his brother couldn’t reach this far south to free him. It would have been one helluva disappointing situation to learn he was released and I rotted in a Mexican jail for the rest of my life.

All of my possessions were confiscated including the truck. I wasn't allowed a phone call, and my cell phone was taken away along with everything else, including personal identification, passport, shoes, and socks. Next, I was strip-searched, and after that humiliating ordeal, my ankles and wrists were shackled. Without socks, the irons immediately cut and bruised my skin.

I didn't think things could get much worse, but I was wrong—just as I'd been wrong to let Nate finally get his hands on me. After the previous psychologically humiliating acts, I was locked inside a six-foot by two-foot narrow hallway with no lighting and one puny transit window placed near the ceiling. The window let in the only source of light and air. The room had one exit guarded by armed military.

It was a holding cell with a rusty, corroded urinal and a bucket for feces in the corner. There wasn’t even a chair or bench. I stayed in that small cramped room for the rest of the day and paced the length in spite of the shackles cutting into my ankles. Pacing helped me to think and, if there was ever a time to be clearheaded, it was now. I needed lucidity about this situation.

What the hell am I going to do?

I had plenty of time to think... I was in the holding cell from morning until dark. 

That night the guards took me outside to one of several long concrete block buildings or bunkers. They roughly shoved me into a jail cell that wasn’t any bigger than the foyer at home. The thought of nuestra casa caused a sharp pain in my stomach. I sincerely prayed that I’d see it again with Danny. 

The space was tightly packed with other men in my same situation, imprisonment. At least twenty other prisoners were there—maybe more. They sat on the floor, crowded around the outer perimeter. The poor bastards leaned against the metal bars in abject misery. Many sat with their heads bowed in prayer, sleep, or submission. It was difficult to tell which, and now I was one of those poor bastards. 

There weren't any cots or any other forms of comfort. Like the holding cell where I’d spent the day and evening, there was only a rusty urinal and a bucket placed in the corner. Without a source of ventilation, the stench was awful. At least there’d been a window in the other room. It was so crowded that some of the men were pressed up against the nasty toilet for lack of a better place to sit. It was all I could do to find a spot on the floor and wait to discover my fate.

The single cell was only one of many in a row of possibly twenty others. It was difficult to tell in the dim light of the building. It could’ve been thirty or even a hundred more. Each one was filled to capacity, and a low murmur of despair and sorrow seeped through the bars like fog. I'd heard stories about the fighting that often breaks out in jail or prison, but these poor souls were too dejected and miserable to fight among themselves or cause any problems. They simply waited while a single armed guard patrolled in front of the long row of cells. 

I had no way of knowing if these men were guilty of any real crimes. They might’ve been like me—caught in the system. If so, it didn't matter whether they were guilty or not. There wasn't any light at the window for anyone, including me.  

Throughout the night, stomachs rumbled and growled in hunger and pain. Often, men were pulled from the cells and roughly taken away. When returned, they were badly cowed and almost happy to return to the sanctum of the small dingy cell. At least here, they were left alone. 

I thought of my mother. I knew she’d say, “Son, it never rains every day.” I clung to those words as my only hope of salvation while the first night of imprisonment slipped into dawn.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


James had gone to Juarez to check on the remodeling, but when he didn’t call Danny, she had a terrible feeling—and, she couldn’t shake it. He’d never given her any of the phone numbers for their friends in Juarez. She had no way to contact anyone and didn’t want to leave in case he called. She paced and fretted, getting very little work done.

"Something's wrong, I tell you," she agonized to Sands and Patty. "James always calls. You know he does. He's the best at things like that. He wants me to know what's going on. Something's wrong, I know it!"

“He’s probably just caught up in the remodeling project, Danny. After all; he’s anxious for your studio to be finished,” Sands encouraged, but even as she tried to reassure her friend, she worried too.

Danny listened to both Sands and Patty as they tried to encourage her. She wanted to believe them. Susan and Bonnie also offered words of support. Still, she couldn't shake the dread—something awful had happened to her husband, and it scared her to death.

As the morning wore on without word, she tried both the home and cell phone several times. There was no answer at either, but at least James had voicemail on the cell phone. Each message she left was more frantic than the last one as she begged him to call, to let her know he was all right — still, no word. The knot in her stomach grew tighter until finally, nausea forced her to acknowledge that James was in terrible danger. Had the company—The Rodante Group—found him? Had they tracked him from New York to New Mexico? If that was true, Danny knew she’d never see her husband again. It was her worst fear, but it was also something she couldn’t mention to her family. She’d promised James that she would never share his past with anyone and she had to keep that promise even now. 

Danielle Burgess Lewis felt oddly strange as if she was standing on a precipice, looking down into a deep ravine. Apprehension about his abduction and the vivid nightmares of a coffin were terrifying to the young wife. Frightened for his life, she threw-up again. 

Danny redialed the cell phone for the umpteenth time while Sands leaned in to hear the message, "You've reached my voicemail, and you know what to do."

“I know it looks bad, Danny, but you have to hold on. James can take care of himself. We all know that,” Sands said as she looked at Patty worriedly and shook her head. 

“It doesn’t just look bad, Sands. It looks terrible! Anything could have happened to him!” Danny exclaimed.

“I know, I know,” Sands soothed. She and Patty worried with Danny throughout that first long day of absence. 

Privately, she whispered to Patty, “It isn’t like James... he’s very considerate to let Danny know his whereabouts.” 

"We need to verify that James crossed into Mexico this morning. The only way to do that is to look at the border crossing tapes,” Sands stated logically. “I bet your Uncle Sam, the honorable Judge Davis, could help us with that task. It’ll tell us if the trouble happened on this side...,” but her voice trailed off when she saw Danny’s haunted look of trepidation turn to undisguised horror.

“Come on, Danny. That’s a good suggestion,” Patty encouraged. “Call Judge Davis and ask if he can make that happen.”

Danny called Uncle Sam and pleaded for his help. He promised to let her know what he found and encouraged her to go home and get some rest. Danny did go to the manor with Sands and Patty that evening, but rest was difficult to find. The three women sat with Jesse, Amanda, and Peaty in abject, miserable silence. No one went to the dojo or even mentioned practice. 

They simply waited—waited for James to drive up and waited for the phone to ring with an explanation. None came. Danny finally went to bed and cried herself to sleep, letting the hot tears wash away some of the anxiety. But, the fear clung to her even in sleep—she awakened in the night with a scream. She’d dreamed again that James was in a coffin. It was horrible... he was trapped, near death, and couldn’t escape. After the events of the day, she was terrified he was buried alive! 
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All the while, on several different occasions I was crudely pulled from the populated cell and escorted to a small room with a table and three chairs. I was shoved into the single chair on one side of the table. An armed guard and interpreter sat on the opposite side. One guard stood inside the room and more guards were outside the door. 

All this for me? What the hell do they think I’ve done?

All day, the interrogations were repeated. Each time my answer was unacceptable, the guard slapped me across the stomach with a wide, flat club. I did the only thing I knew to do; I stuck to the same story and told it word for word, even though it resulted in a beating.

“Mi nombre es James Lewis y vivo en la casa de estuco amarillo enfrente de Barrigas Café,” I said in Spanish. “Compré la casa hace siete semanas. Nombre de la inmobiliaria es la Señora Rosa Santiago. Nombre de mi contratista remodelación es Marcio Ortega. Nombre de mi ama de llaves es Abuela Garza y su nieto es José Garza. Utilizo el primer banco nacional de México y nombre del Gerente del banco es Señor Ramirez. Sé Angelica, el cajero en Barrigas Café y sé Rosalina, la recepcionista en Maria Bonita Hotel. Toda esta gente puede responder por mí. Soy un residente de Juárez, México.” I paused to catch my breath.

“Soy inocente de cualquier incorrecto-hacer,” I continued. “Recientemente me casé con Danielle Maria Burgess de Las Cruces, Nuevo México. El hombre que me atacó es Nate Potter. Es muy peligroso y ha amenazado con matar a mi esposa y yo. Recientemente él agredió a dos mujeres en Las Cruces, nuevo México y luego fue detenido. Pensé que estaba todavía en la cárcel del Condado de Las Cruces hasta que pegó a su auto en la parte trasera de mi camioneta esta mañana. Nate Potter es muy peligroso. Trató de forzarme a la carretera y me atacó. Soy inocente de cualquier incorrecto-hacer.”

Next, I repeated the words, line for line, in English, “My name is James Lewis and I live in the yellow stucco house across the street from Barrigas Café. I bought the house seven weeks ago. The realtor’s name is Señora Rosa Santiago. My remodeling contractor’s name is Marcio Ortega. My housekeeper’s name is Abuela Garza and her grandson is José Garza. I use the Mexico First National Bank and the bank manager’s name is Señor Ramirez. I know Angelica, the cashier at Barrigas Café and I know Rosalina, the desk clerk at Maria Bonita Hotel. All of these people can vouch for me. I am a resident of Juarez, Mexico.”

“I’m innocent of any wrong-doing,” I continued. "I recently married Danielle Maria Burgess from Las Cruces, New Mexico. The man who assaulted me is Nate Potter. He's very dangerous and has threatened to kill my wife and me. He recently assaulted two women in Las Cruces, New Mexico and was then arrested. I thought he was still in the Las Cruces county jail until he rammed his car into the back of my pickup this morning. Nate Potter is very dangerous. He tried to force me off the road and then he attacked me. I am innocent of any wrong-doing."

After each interrogation ended, I was taken to a separate concrete bunker. There, I was stripped, chained to a wall and blasted with a hose. The water pressure was so forceful it bent me over. My secured arms kept me from going to my knees. The blast felt like thousands of ice picks. It penetrated every inch of my skin from head to toe—and of course everywhere in-between. It was especially excruciating on my face and genitals. 

Will this cause blindness or sterility? 

The pain and humiliation weakened me mentally and physically. Strangely enough, after the torture, I was given a demitasse cup of moldy bread and beans before they returned me to the regular cell. I was unaware that the other prisoners received their food rations in the yard just behind the concrete bunker. Still, it was pain and pleasure, pain and pleasure—repeatedly. Icy, stabs of water, then a few bites of comforting food. The guards had manufactured this personal brand of torment.

I have to hold on. I can’t let these bastards win. Eventually, I’ll be released. I have to return to my family strong, unbroken. 

After the last interrogation on that first day, the reality hit hard—nothing I said made any impact or difference. The guards simply didn’t care. They followed a script. The words they repeated were straightforward, “Usted se rompió la ley y debe pagar las consecuencias! You broke the law and you must pay the consequences!” 

To them, it was simple. When they sent me back to the populated cell, it was already dark outside and the light inside the bunker was growing dimmer. 

My beautiful Danny must be worried sick with no word since Tuesday morning. 

I struggled to maintain composure. No situation is ever truly hopeless and, if you believed the great philosophers of the past, nothing is a mistake either. I silently tried to gird my faith with inspirational quotes. At the moment, the many optimistic phrases of hope didn’t offer much comfort.

I considered the situation—everything was a cluster-fuck. I’d made a helluva error in judgment to allow Nate Potter to connect in the park. I thought it would prove he was a criminal, but it backfired. Now, the Mexican military thought I was a criminal too. The thought sickened me. To them, it was cut-and-dry. I’d broken the law and had to pay the consequences. I didn’t even know which law I’d broken. 

Another thought disgusted me even more—what if Nate is free? Maybe, his brother got him out. Maybe, Nate was out now, plotting to harm Danny. I bitterly chewed on that and hoped with all my might that it wasn't true. If it was, Danny was in real danger, and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. I couldn’t protect her while locked in this cage. 

One thought alone helped me get through that first night—consequences were applied evenly and impartially here. I was denied a phone call. If it applied to me, surely Nate was also denied the privilege. Whatever law I’d broken, he broke it too.

While goading Nate in the park, he’d confessed that the trunk of the Mustang was filled with guns and drugs. By now, the police had searched the car and found Nate’s illegal stash. They might think I was his buyer and the meeting in the park had turned nasty. I could only speculate.

How the hell am I going to clear myself from association with the likes of Nate Potter? 

Even though our paths didn’t cross, the same guards also tortured Nate Potter. After the icy blast from the hose ended and he’d eaten a small bowl of beans, he snarled at his captures, "Más!" He was clubbed but continued to demand more food. "Más!" he yelled again and didn't seem to mind the beating that followed the insolence.

Eventually, his outbursts amused the guards, and they gave the snarky prisoner an extra cup of beans.

Nate’s thoughts were similar to James’s mindset. He had to stay alive until released and he’d do whatever he could to make that happen, even if it meant an extra beating for additional food. Nate was no stranger to abuse; his father had meted it out regularly. 

Still, he trusted that his brother would do everything in his power to secure his freedom. He doggedly held on to that knowledge.
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While James suffered in prison, the family in Las Cruces was paralyzed. They didn’t go to work, and they barely ate or talked. They continued to wait for a phone call that didn’t come. 

Judge Davis arrived with the traffic cam footage. It wasn’t good news, but it was news that Danny needed. Sands set up the recorder in the media room and the entire family gathered around to watch. The video clearly showed James crossing the border at eight o’clock. Then, Nate Potter’s blue Mustang was spotted two cars behind him. Danny inhaled sharply.

“Nate’s supposed to be in jail!” She gasped. “When was he released and why weren’t we warned? Why didn’t we know that?”

“Yes, it’s true. Nate was released the same morning James went to Juarez. I verified it before coming out here,” Judge Davis replied.

“Uncle Sam, Nate has done terrible things to people I cared about,” she whispered fearfully. “What if he’s done something to James? What if he used his car as a weapon as he did before? What if Nate ran him off the road...? James could be severely injured. He might not be able to call for help?” Danny began to sob, “Oh God! He did that to Johnny and Johnny almost died! What if James is unconscious? What if he’s lying in a ditch somewhere?” 

“Danny, please calm down,” Judge Davis said. “This attitude won’t help you or James. We must remain calm and find a solution.” 

"I can't calm down! James might be unconscious and can't call for help," Danny hysterically voiced her concerns again as another, more calming thought occurred to her. "Then again, surely someone has found the accident scene by now... Oh my God! That's the first thing we do in the States: we call the hospitals and police."

Sands and Patty watched as Danny jumped up and rushed away. They followed her to the dining room. Judge Davis also inquired about her odd behavior. She was at the laptop researching hospitals and jails in the near vicinity of nuestra casa. There was only one hospital and three police stations or military compounds. She jotted down the information.

“You call the hospital to see if an American was injured and brought in while I call the police stations to see if there were any accident reports made," Danny said as she handed a slip of paper to Sands.

“Wait a minute,” Judge Davis interjected. “We need to discuss this first.”

“Uncle Sam,” Danny replied calmly, “if Nate Potter followed James across the border then he probably rammed his car into the back of the pickup and caused a wreck just like he did with Johnny. There has to be a report about the accident. If James was injured, then he was taken to a hospital. It’s quite simple now that I have a place to start. When someone’s missing here, we always call police stations and hospitals first,” Danny explained as she tried to swallow the sobs that quivered in her throat. “James could be in the hospital right now. He could be unconscious and unable to call me. I have to find him—he needs me!”

“Danny, please listen,” Judge Davis rushed to explain. “Things work a little differently in Mexico. If Nate Potter did what you’re suggesting, then we would have heard something from the hospital by now. Let's suppose that rather than run James off the road, Nate confronted your husband and there was a fight or commotion that drew the police. If that happened, the police arrest first and ask questions later. I don't want you to get your hopes up. If Nate Potter started something in Mexico, James could be in a lot of trouble. Things could be very bad for your husband right now.”

“We still have to try to find him. I’ll ask about arrests and accidents,” Danny replied and by the jut of her jaw and the determined, tearful look in her eyes, he knew he wouldn’t talk her out of this.

“Then, do it, dear,” he said with resignation and a great deal of fear for her future. Danny called each of the three jails nearest nuestra casa. 

“Ningún hombre norteamericano ha sido arrestado esta semana. No han habido informes accidente hizo que implican los americanos,” the first two prisons informer her. “No American man has been arrested this week. There have been no accident reports made involving Americans.”

Sands called the only hospital near the Juarez residence. She was told, “Ningún hombre norteamericano ha sido admitida en el hospital esta semana.” 

She gave the news to Danny, “No American man has been admitted to the hospital this week.” 

Danny choked back more tears but was determined to follow through. She called the last police station on the list and held her breath. The response was both good and bad as the person who answered the phone told her, "Sí, dos norteamericanos fueron arrestados ayer, Yes, two North American men were arrested yesterday."

“Cuál era su nombre? What were their names?” Danny frantically asked.

“No estoy autorizado a decir, I am not at liberty to say,” was the response.

“Déjeme hablar con el Jefe de la Policía, Let me speak to the Police Chief,” Danny demanded.

“Lo siento, pero el Capitán Rodríguez ya ha dejado para el día, I am sorry, but Captain Rodriguez has already left for the day,” the voice replied.

“Cuándo volverá? When will he return?” Danny asked.

“El Capitán volverá a las ocho de la tarde mañana por la mañana, The captain will return at eight o’clock tomorrow morning,” was the response.

Danny hung up the phone and told the others what she’d learned. Judge Davis listened attentively and had an uneasy feeling even though he was glad she now knew where James was being held. He was worried. Once arrested in Mexico, it was unlikely that James would be released. 

Judge Sam Davis felt sick at heart. Danny was like his own daughter and her future no longer looked bright. His heart sank into his stomach and he wanted to go home. He needed to talk to Susan and discuss this distressing and distasteful situation. He retrieved the borrowed traffic cam video and hugged Danny affectionately.

“Good night everyone. Keep me in the loop and I’ll do the same,” he said as he left.

The rest of the family discussed the situation at length and finally, Danny went to bed. She needed rest to take on Captain Rodriguez the next morning. As she lay under the light covers thinking of James, she was almost grateful that Nate Potter was the responsible party. Even though she’d dreamed that Nate murdered someone, she didn’t know with certainty that he had. If someone had caused this trouble for James, better Nate that the Rodante Group.  They had used violent tactics that ended in Nelson’s death and were indirectly responsible for Casey’s death as well.
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After the interrogations ended, I leaned my head against the metal bars of the prison cell. Like the other prisoners, I avoided eye contact. I nodded off briefly throughout the long and stuffy night. Periodically, I awakened and turned in a circle, stretching my legs. There was no space to pace. My muscles screamed for relief, but there was none to be had. Once, I held onto the bars and attempted to do a few standing pushups, but that was a dreadful mistake.

“Parar! Parar!” the guard shouted. “Está prohibido, Stop, stop! It is forbidden!”

He slapped the side of the bars with a club, and I quickly pulled my hands away before the weapon made contact. The guard’s angry look and threats ensured that any form of movement or exercise would result in severe punishment. “Siéntate! Sit down!”

I quickly obeyed, sitting with my knees pressed tightly to my chest. The ill-tempered, spiteful guard reached through the bars and thwacked me soundly on the side of the head. The blow landed on the same place Nate had head-butted me. It hurt like hell, and I quickly sucked in a breath. I had to convince the guard I wasn’t a threat or the blows would continue. 

“Lo siento. Lo seinto, I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” I cried out using my best-terrified voice. I wrapped my arms around my head to protect it from the blows. “No quiero ningún problema. I don’t want any trouble.”

“Estúpido norteamericano!” The guard muttered, but thankfully, he moved on, and I was more grateful than ever for Sensei Wakahisa’s relentless training. 

During the night, the lights were dimly lit orange orbs centrally located along the passageway where the guards paced. During the day, the orange lights went out, and the only source of illumination came through a row of narrow transit windows situated close to the ceiling and evenly spaced along the back wall. 

The windows were open and unscreened; the only source of ventilation for the hot and stuffy conditions. The tightly-packed, sweaty bodies only added to the hot, miserable conditions. 

I didn’t know what the future held for my loved ones or me. I was deeply worried. I’d foolishly denied the ability and told myself that I wouldn’t use the gift as a crystal ball. 

It was a stupid decision. 

If I had honored the gift, I might’ve gotten a warning. Now, I desperately wanted to look into the spyglass to see my fate, but I was too afraid that it might reveal the true hopelessness of my situation. 

Is this the end? Will I be in this hellhole the rest of my life? Will I die in this forsaken place? If my destiny is never to see Danny again, will I give up? Will I slide over the edge into insanity? I can't look into the future because I have to cling to the present for Danny's sake.

To me, it was the end of the world, but dawn arrived for the second time. I held on and I hoped I could survive. I hoped I could endure my fate... whatever it might be.
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Back at the manor, Danny was also awake at dawn. She watched the same sunrise from the breakfast room. Jesse held her hand and comforted her as much as anyone could, but Danny couldn’t be consoled. James had been gone for forty-eight hours now. She was hardening her resolve and getting ready to fight for her husband’s release, maybe even his life. Promptly at eight o'clock, Danny called the prison in Juarez. 

"Hola. Mi nombre es Danielle Burgess Lewis. Estoy buscando a mi esposo, James Lewis. Lo arrestaron el martes. Es un residente de Juárez. Mi esposo es un buen hombre, pero fue seguido en México por un hombre muy malo, Nate Potter, que ha intentado en varias ocasiones daño a mi marido y yo. Debes dejar que mi esposo ir. Es inocente de cualquier práctica equivocada. Hello. My name is Danielle Burgess Lewis. I am looking for my husband, James Lewis. He was arrested on Tuesday. He is a resident of Juarez. My husband is a good man, but he was followed into Mexico by a very bad man, Nate Potter, who has tried repeatedly to harm my husband and me. You must let my husband go. He is innocent of any wrongdoing," Danny said calmly even though her heartbeat raced. She listened to silence on the other end of the line. “Hola?” she repeated twice before finally getting a response.

“Siento que no puedo ayudarte, Señora Lewis, I’m sorry that I can’t help you, Mrs. Lewis,” Captain Rodriguez replied.

“Puede decirme si fueron detenidos dos hombres norteamericanos? Can you tell me if two American men were arrested?” Danny frantically asked.

“Si, dos norteamericanos fueron arrestados, Yes, two north American men were arrested.”

“Fue detenido James Lewis? Was James Lewis arrested?” Danny asked breathlessly.

“Siento que no puedo ayudarte, Señora Lewis. Adios, I’m sorry that I can’t help you, Mrs. Lewis. Goodbye,” the captain replied and abruptly ended the call.
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