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Prologue

Travis Nelson was riding the crest as one of the most successful and high-profile real estate developers in Texas. His impressive portfolio of apartment properties was spread all over the state. He could do no wrong and enjoyed a first-class lifestyle in every way possible. When the market suddenly turned against him, Nelson faced an unprecedented financial crunch to keep his company afloat. To satisfy his desperate need for cash, he made a deal with a nefarious Mexican drug lord who would use his properties to smuggle contraband across the Rio Grande border. In a short time, however, the ill-conceived arrangement fell apart, and Nelson was believed to have perished in a wild shootout between warring cartels in Mexico.

Driven by his arrogance and supreme ego, Travis had little time for his wife and three children. Although he appointed his oldest son, Matt, president of his development company, he ran and controlled everything himself, rarely giving Matt any say in the decision-making. His middle child, John, left home after high school to join the Marines. John and Travis rarely spoke. He doted on his daughter, the youngest, Pam, who knew how to deal with her father, especially with his credit cards. Travis’s marriage to Diane was a loveless affair, and she had started divorce proceedings when Travis disappeared.

Despite his poor treatment, Matt loved his father deeply and was devastated when they lost him, along with his company, which soon cratered. Matt struggled to find his own identity. He set up a construction consulting company, but clients were scarce with the baggage he carried from his father’s disaster. Matt was finally hired by Dwight Lamar, a highly skilled manipulator and con man who talked his way into becoming the head of a new unprecedented high-profile joint venture between the City of Houston and Harris County. When Matt saw how Lamar operated, he left after only a brief stay.

Lamar had become the golden boy among the county and city fathers. and local power brokers. He had proposed a unique enticing multi-use project featuring total resident diversity in the NASA space center area. Everything was proceeding well when Lamar, in total surprise, walked away from the deal at the closing table and disappeared without a trace. By doing so, he incurred the wrath of a silent Albanian investor who had been expecting a lucrative payday. Matt and John sought to track down this master of deceit halfway worldwide.


Chapter 1

The two trembling women stared across the room at the disheveled, unshaven man in a stained sleeveless T-shirt and plaid pajama bottoms. He was standing a few feet away on the other side of the coffee table from where they were huddled on a couch. A leer appeared on his face as he wiped at the whiskey residue dripping down his chin with the back of his hand after guzzling from the Jack Daniels bottle. The foreboding outline of an ugly black revolver pointing down at the family room floor was clearly visible in his other hand.

The confrontation took place in a large upscale brick home in Sussex Shire, a well-to-do residential subdivision fifteen miles west of the central business district of Houston, Texas. Homes in the area sold for prices approaching $1,000,000 and were occupied by corporate officers and business professionals. The community was laid out well-planned, interconnecting streets and cul-de-sacs. The wide areas of greenbelt and common areas were lushly landscaped. The location was regarded as a very desirable place to live. Residents there were far more inclined to have pool parties, show off fancy cars and send their kids to private schools than to have violent altercations. It had been the home of Trudy and Dr. Sam Alonso for many years.

“So, Miss Nelson, you think you can just show up here and mess with our personal affairs? Trudy and I have been married for a long time. There have been a few rough spots, but most of it has been just fine. She knows how to keep me happy. I tell her what to do, and most of the time she does it. Sometimes, I have to keep her in line, but that isn’t any of your business. We don’t need you to meddle in our marriage. Do we, darling?” the man slurred as he wobbly raised the gun and pointed it across the table.

At first, there was no response from the terrified women as they exchanged anxious looks, desperately trying to communicate some magic way out of this horrible situation.

“Do we, darling?” the drunken man forcefully repeated as he waved the weapon menacingly at them.

“Ah, Ah, No, Sam. I guess not,” his wife squeaked back nervously, brushing a strand of her unkempt brown hair away from her forehead and unconsciously pulling the belt of her bathrobe tight. “She’s only trying to help.”

“Help? Help? Could you please explain to me how this woman, showing up and barging into our home and getting into the middle of our personal business, will help us? She will now blab our problems to the entire world. We’ve been through that before. Counseling, separation, and all that crap! I know where it will go. Where it always goes. That I am wrong. The man is wrong! It never changes. I am sick of it!” he bellowed, his voice increasing in intensity as he waved the gun all over the place.

“Okay! Okay! Sam, please calm down. Calm down. You are right. You are right,” she urged, trying to calm the enraged beast down. You and I can work this out by ourselves, right? Sure. So, why don’t we just let Pam go? She will be out of it. Thanks, Pam, but please leave right now. Go!” She turned to Pam and pleaded.

Before Pam could react, the man screamed at her, “Don’t you move a muscle, bitch!”

Despite the horror she had somehow gotten herself into, Pam Nelson had no intention of leaving a helpless, beat-up woman alone with this inebriated ogre. It had become quite a day. She arrived at work that morning at the Riverbend Women’s Shelter as usual and was sitting in her office sipping her latte when she heard a ding in her purse. She dug through it to find her iPhone and read the text that had just beeped in. The sender was Trudy Alphonso, who had at one time spent some time at Riverbend when she was estranged from her husband. In fact, Pam had accompanied Jeanne Jensen, the Executive Director of Riverbend, to lunch with Trudy only last week. Although Pam was officially titled the assistant manager of the shelter, she had only been there a few months and had a lot to learn about the business of counseling women involved with abusive partners. At lunch, Trudy revealed that the Alphonsos were having problems again, so a call from her was not unexpected.

Pam was surprised, though, when she read the blunt text. “Help me! Now, please!” It took a minute for her to absorb the possible ominous implications of the message, but once her mind monster took over, she was off and running. A self-professed drama queen herself, Pam Nelson was not one to underplay most situations. She immediately decided that Trudy must be in grave danger, especially when a phone call to her went directly to voicemail. She needed to discuss this matter with her boss. Unfortunately, since Jeanne had not come in yet, Pam felt compelled to take the emergency matter into her own hands and head straight out to the Alphonso’s home. She buzzed the receptionist up front and for the address of the Alph0nso’s, who lived in Katy on the west side of Houston, about fifteen miles away.

What about calling the police? Pam remembered hearing that even when wives are being violently physically abused, they are often reluctant to call in the police. Also, she would feel very foolish if it turned out that Mrs. Alphonso was sunning herself out by their pool, and there was really no problem at all. She knew that Riverbend had a strict policy about their employees not getting directly involved in domestic violence disputes, especially in women’s homes. Still, Pam could not live with herself if something terrible happened to that poor lady, and she had done nothing.

Sussex Shire was a well-to-do, upscale subdivision primarily occupied by physicians, attorneys, engineers, and other professional people. In fact, Sam Alphonso was an anesthesiologist for the Methodist Hospital system, although Pam understood that he had been laid off recently and was currently out of work. Something about his alcohol consumption. Traffic was lighter than usual, and within the hour, Pam entered the neighborhood. She easily found a cul-de-sac containing splendid two-story brick homes in the half mil and up price range. Marital problems are hardly limited to the ghetto. She pulled up and parked directly in front of their house. The garage doors were down, and there was no obvious activity from within. Nothing seemed out of order as the Gulf Coast’s intense mid-morning heat and humidity set in.

With everything looking peaceful and quiet, at least on the outside, Pam’s spirits rose. Hopefully, she had been mistaken, and this would be a wasted trip. She got out of her Beamer and strolled up to the front steps, hesitating a moment to listen before she rang the bell. Still, there were no sounds from inside. When she pushed the button a brief classical musical rendition, failed to raise anyone. The second ring was also non-responsive. At that point, almost anyone with a lick of common sense would have backed off, returned to their car, and headed back. Seldom in her brief life of just less than three decades had Pam Nelson been confused with someone with much common sense. Leaving at that point never occurred to her.

Since she had come this far, she might as well try the front door, which, unfortunately, was unlocked and swung open when she tried it. Without hesitation, she entered the marble-tiled front hall and called out for Trudy. There was no reply. She moved slowly and cautiously until she could see around a corner into their large, well-furnished family room. Her heart jumped. There, huddled on the couch, was a tiny woman still in her torn and shredded night clothes. She was sobbing fitfully and had a large red welt on her jaw. Trudy looked every bit the wreck that she was.

Oh no, that poor woman! Pam threw caution to the winds and rushed across the room to the pitiful-looking figure. “Oh, Trudy. Are you okay? What happened?”

“Pam! No. Pam! Please leave right now. Get out of here,” the battered woman pleaded between sniffles and tears.

“Are you kidding, Trudy? You need help. Did he, your husband, do this to you? What a bastard! He is going to get what is coming to him. The jerk. Where is he? Is he gone?” Pam raged as she approached the couch, never taking her eyes off the injured lady.

Trudy didn’t answer, but Pam caught the frightful look in her watery eyes. She turned and was shocked to see a scruffy, unshaven man sitting in an overstuffed chair directly across from them. His scowl became a sinister smile as he took in the measure of the lovely young lady who had just crashed their party. He held up a whiskey bottle and tapped it twice with the Smith and Wesson revolver he was holding. “Welcome, Missy. Would you like a drink?”

********

Matt Nelson’s morale was down as he battled his way through Houston freeway traffic to pick up his sister, Pam, for lunch. He had just finished a meeting with a potential client for his construction management services that had ended up in just one more cordial faux smile and promise to call, which never happened The word was out on Matt: keep away from him. After enduring some turbulent years, it looked like his life and the lives of his family were about to finally settle down. After losing his company and his father in a horrendous scandal involving a ruthless drug cartel, he and his mother tried to pick up the pieces. They had just started a new property management company, which was just beginning to get off the ground when Matt found himself unwittingly linked to a nasty scam to defraud the city and county governments out of millions of dollars. Eventually, as the result of Herculean collective efforts by Matt and his family, the devious perpetrator of the ruse was identified, before he could brought to justice. With that mess, he hoped, behind him, he was eager to regain some normalcy, which he felt he owed to his wife and two small children.

Matt had blindly loved and worshiped his father despite the man’s almost total disregard for the feelings of his family. Travis Nelson’s obsession with personal power, as manifested by his business successes, had left little time for love and affection for those who should have been closest to him. With his father gone as the oldest sibling, Matt was determined to hold everyone together while proving he had what it took to make his own way in the business world. While he should have enjoyed the implied boost that a very successful parent gave him, he was weighed down by the public scorn of his father’s unscrupulous activities that had come to light at the very end. He was committed to clawing his way back to respectability. Failure was not an option.

All those noble objectives aside, however, as he wound his way through the snarl of traffic under the intense Texas sun, he tried to focus on the sports talk show on the radio. The host was engaged in a borderline inane discussion about the next Texan’s NFL draft and whether the team should address quarterback or offensive line first. Matt loved football. Talking about the game was always a welcome diversion from all that he had to deal with over the past several years. Sadly, even his hometown NFL Texans had let him down lately, winning only a handful of games over the past three years.

When the talk show went into a commercial break, Matt decided that even he had enough of creative sportscasters for one day doing their best to turn routine issues into controversy to inspire listenership and increase ratings. He pushed the radio off. His thoughts turned to Pam, who, at twenty-five, was ten years younger than him. The third sibling was John, also in his early thirties, two years younger than Matt. As the youngest and only girl, Pam had been the unabashed favorite of Travis Nelson when he was around. While he had outwardly shown very little regard for his boys or wife, Diane, he had given his daughter just about everything she ever wanted. Pam learned early on that, unlike the others, she could manipulate her father and took full advantage of that situation and was accustomed to getting her way.

Although recent events had taken a heavy toll on the Nelson family, in some ways, Pam had matured from the strife and emerged a better person. She was a bright but totally unmotivated student who much preferred being a party animal. Blessed with a wonderful combination of both her parents’ best features, Pam had the entire physical package of lustrous blonde hair, radiant blue eyes, and a well-toned body. She never lacked male attention and boasted a long list of love and leave ‘um’s in her wake. Still, the impact of her father’s disappearance was severe and affected her deeply. She amazed everyone by finishing her studies and, after graduation, pursuing a relevant, rewarding career. As luck would have it, Matt dated Jeanne Jensen, the Executive Director of Riverbend, in high school. When Riverbend expanded and needed more staff, Matt introduced Pam to Jeanne. The pair hit it off. So far, things seem to go well. Pam loved her job and was showing a newfound maturity, up to a point, anyway.


Chapter 2

It was almost noon when Matt pulled up to the administrative office at Riverbend, just off Highway 288, about five miles south of downtown. He knew that his sister would not be standing there waiting for him. Punctuality had never been her strong suit, and that would probably never change. Matt had not bothered to call ahead and, in fact, planned to go inside to rustle her up. That way, he could, hopefully, say “hello” to Jeanne, still a good friend even after all those years. He walked into the office and was greeted by a very pleasant African American receptionist, whom Matt knew had originally come to Riverbend as a battered woman herself.

“Hi, Mr. Nelson. Nice to see you today. It’s another scorcher out there.”

“Sure is, Maureen. I have never been sure why we live in this climate, but I know it is not because of the nice weather. Say, is Jeanne available? I’d just like to say hello if she is free.”

“No, I’m sorry, Mr. Nelson. She has not yet come in this morning, and she has lunch with one of our benefactors. I don’t expect her before the middle of the afternoon.”

Matt tried to hide his disappointment but did a poor job of it. “Oh, okay. Then could you just buzz Pam and tell her I am here ready to take her to lunch?”

Maureen looked up at him and shook her head. “Sorry, but she is not here either. She left about 10:00 in a big rush. She asked me for the home address of one of our former residents, who lives in Katy, and went flying out the door. I assumed that was where she was headed, but she didn’t really tell me. Maybe it was some kind of emergency. I haven’t heard from her since.”

As with almost all things regarding his sister, he was surprised but wasn’t surprised at the same time. She had an infuriating way of heading off into parts unknown with little previous forethought or notice to others. The missed lunch date didn’t matter, but he knew Pam well enough that the words ‘former resident’ and ‘emergency’ did not mix well. He also was well aware of the strict rules Riverbend had about direct intervention in spousal abuse confrontations. He immediately called his sister’s cell, which went to voicemail. Not a good sign.

“Do you suppose you could give me the name and address that Pam asked for?” he asked with some hesitation, knowing full well that she would have to breach company policy to do so.

The heady young woman did not vacillate. “Sure. It is Trudy Alphonso at 3344 Eagle Circle in Katy. I think she lives in Sussex Squire, and here’s her phone number,” she replied, handing him a piece of notepaper on which she had written the number.

“Thanks. You are a peach. If I can’t get in touch with her, I just might run out there myself. After all, my lunch is already ruined. Say, if you hear from her, please let me know. You have my cell, don’t you?”

“Sure do. I will.”

Matt turned and walked out the door, and got into his car, where he turned the A/C up full blast. Maybe he was making too much out of nothing, but he sensed that Pam may once again be chasing the wrong thing for all the right reasons. Her forgetting their lunch date was no big deal, but not taking his call was very unusual. The Nelson clan had developed a strong bond and always immediately rallied to any hint of problems affecting any of them. Still, Matt didn’t want to overreact. Maybe he could catch Jeanne before she went into her luncheon?

She picked up on the first ring. “Hey, how are you doing? We haven’t chatted for a while and need to catch up, but I am about to go into lunch with one of our big money guys. Whatcha got?”

“Sorry to bother you. I am sure it’s nothing, really. I know how important those donors are to you. Look, I won’t keep you, but I was supposed to have lunch with Pam, and she stood me up. That’s hardly news worth bothering you about, but I think she may have headed out in a rush to the home of Trudy Alphonso in Katy. Would that be any problem?”

There was silence on the other end of the call as Jeanne composed her thoughts. Finally, “I don’t know, but there very well could be. Pam and I just had lunch with Trudy last week. Her marriage has turned sour again. She didn’t let on that things were too bad, but women in her situation often hide the truth as long as they can. They don’t like to admit that things aren’t working, often until it is too late. Her husband, who is a doctor, comes across as a mild-mannered man, except that he has a drinking problem and recently lost his job. I don’t like it. Pam is so good with people, but she is also very inexperienced in dealing with these types of problems. I think I better cancel my lunch.”

“No, Jeanne,” he urged. “Don’t do that. Big givers are hard to find. I will head right out there and check things out. We could very well be making something out of nothing.”

“I dunno. I feel like I need to get out there.”

“I have nothing else to do. I will find Pam and report right back to you. Stay there and raise your money. I won’t let you down.”

Jeanne was still unsure but reluctantly agreed. “Hey, thank you so much. There isn’t anyone else I would trust to do this.”

“No problem,” he replied. There was very little he wouldn’t do for Jeanne. “I will call you. Don’t worry. Bye.” He concluded as he hung up and was already speeding down the highway towards Katy.

********

Pam put her hand on Trudy’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, Trudy. I’m not going anywhere. I am used to dealing with bullies like him. He thinks just because he has a gun and has been taking advantage of you, and that he can do the same to me. He may think he owns you, but he doesn’t own me.” Pam boldly proclaimed, hoping that the quaking in her voice was not as obvious to the man as it was to her.

Sam stood there for a moment and was genuinely puzzled by this young woman, who had burst into their home uninvited and acted like she owned the place even though she was staring down the barrel of a loaded Smith and Wesson.38 caliber. He was obviously a highly intelligent physician whose judgment as an anesthesiologist in the operating room often literally held patients’ lives in the balance. That morning, however, any rational judgment he had left was more than blunted by the considerable amount of whiskey he had consumed. He was thoroughly soused and simply could not be relied upon for coherent decision-making. Pam was dealing with a wildcard. Normally, she would have thought that a man such as him, with his background, would never shoot either of them in cold blood. Still, as she looked at him, unsteadily standing there brandishing that pistol, she could not be so sure.

Her only chance was to talk him out of this predicament. Almost before she opened her mouth, she realized that coming on hard to him was, assuredly, the wrong approach and wouldn’t work. It would only incense him further. Even if he didn’t intend to shoot them, his carelessness might cause the trigger to be pulled by accident. She had to talk him out of doing anything rash.

“So, Dr. Alphonso, let’s talk this over first before we do something we may regret for the rest of our lives,” she began in slow and measured tones, carefully using his title to remind him he was supposed to be a professional who saved lives for a living. “Okay?”

The man looked directly at her and mumbled, “Go ahead.,” but did not lower the gun.

“First, let me apologize for coming into your home like I did. I was so concerned for Trudy that I used terrible manners. All I can do is say I am sorry, but I am here now, whether or not we all like it. Apparently, you don’t want me to leave because if I go, I am taking your wife with me.”

“Don’t try that, or both of you will not live to regret it,” the man snarled.

Pam swallowed hard, not sure she was getting anywhere. Try something else. “I guess you know we work with husbands and wives all the time who have disagreements. Often, we can help them solve their problems. I’m willing to listen to you both about whatever you have been arguing about today. Maybe I can help. Try me. I am a good listener.” Pam felt like she was in kindergarten.

It wasn’t clear if Sam was tired of standing or just simply put off by Pam’s soliloquy, but he leaned back and sank with a thud and a grunt into the big chair behind him. The gun still wobbled in their direction, however.

Trying her best to convince herself that they were making some progress, she pushed on with her peacemaker offer. “Now, tell me what all the fuss was over?”

Trudy, who had been quiet up to that point, suddenly objected, “Please drop it. He does not want to talk about it. Please don’t push him.”

Pam, who had thought she was making headway, decided to ignore Trudy and take it directly to Sam, who had been silent for some time. She was convinced if they could get the problems out on the table, maybe they could get through this mess without an accident.

“What got you going today? I am sure if we talked about it, it wouldn’t seem so awful right now.”

“No! Drop it! I told you.” Trudy screamed almost hysterically.

Again, ignoring the warnings, she pushed relentlessly on, “Can you tell me what it was?” she implored, not knowing when to give it up.

Suddenly, Sam perked up and looked his inquisitor right in the eye across the few feet between them. “Sure.” he agreed in an almost pleasant tone.

Pam beamed, a sure sign they were finally getting somewhere. Trudy groaned.

Now encouraged, Pam decided to push her luck a little since things were going so well. “Great, great, but before we get to details, there is one more thing,” she asked, putting on one of her I-can-melt-any-man smiles, which included a less-than-subtle licking of her lips. “Since we are becoming friends here, I wonder if there is any way you could put that ugly gun down. You know, it makes me nervous. What do you think, Sam?”

The man brightened as he looked at this fantastic-looking young woman and shrugged. “No problem,” he replied, setting the revolver down on the arm of the chair and clasping his hands in front of him.

Now, she was slightly more effusive. She just might pull this off. “Thanks so much. I feel so much more relaxed now.” She actually heard herself say, “You can be a sweetheart.”

Trudy groaned.

Feeling that she needed to keep the momentum up, she pressed stubbornly forward. “Okay, so now what was all that fuss about?”

There was no reply. She repeated the question.

This time, he said, “Sep.”

She couldn’t hear him and leaned in closer. “I am sorry, but I did not catch that. Please repeat it once more.”

Trudy groaned.

This time, there was no mistaking the response. “Sex, baby. We were arguing about sex, s-e-x. Got it now, Pamela?” he roared back. A huge grin appeared on his face.

Pam jumped back as if she’d been bitten by a snake. Her face turned crimson, and she felt herself swallowing hard. All she could muster was a hardly audible “Oh.”

Sam had actually been enjoying Pam’s little game and decided that he really wanted to play after all, but the rules were about to change. “You know, at first, when you talked, I wasn’t sure you knew anything about our problems, but after watching your legs, lips, long blonde hair, and the rest, I have become convinced that you must know plenty about our problem. Sex, that is. And, you know, I think you can help us. I am going to give you a chance,” he replied as he picked up the revolver again.

“Now, look you!” she stammered, “I was giving you a chance to ….”

“Shut up, you low-life tease.” he interrupted. “Here is what we are going to do. The three of us are going to walk through that door, which goes into our bedroom. Once there, we are all going to have some fun with some three-way action, which I have been trying to get your little friend to try for some time without success, I might add. You’re showing up here today was incredible. It was like a dream to me. I couldn’t believe it when you appeared. Fly to the spider. Our little text worked. Didn’t it, darling?” Pam had been duped.

Trudy was sobbing uncontrollably on the couch.

As the man continued, it became apparent that he was nowhere near as drunk as he had tried to portray. His evil words were clear and crisp. “Now, before we go in and get it on, let me explain a few things. First, if either of you decide to make a break for it, you just might succeed. There are two of you and only one of me. Let me be clear: if either of you runs away, the other is a dead woman. I will execute whoever is left. Am I clear? Now I know, Pamela, that you are going to tell me you called the police and they are on the way. Since you have now been here for almost two hours, I rather doubt they are on their way. I know from personal experience that they can get here in about seven minutes, tops. They have answered a few domestic disturbances calls here in the past.”

Pam was now openly shaken. This guy is serious and sober. Now that I look at him closer, he is a pretty big guy with a hard body and six-pack abs. He is not the drunken wimp he wanted me to believe he was when I walked in. What have I gotten myself into this time? And then suddenly, he said something that gave her hope.

“What are you in your mid-twenties? A member of the enlightened generation. My guess is that this will probably not be your first three-way. You probably know it as manage-a-trois. I could be very coarse to say, as poor old Clayton Williams so famously said here in Texas all those years ago, ‘Lay back and enjoy it,’ but it will go much easier for everyone if you relax. Hey, maybe you will enjoy it.”

What scum!

He then motioned up with the gun and herded them both toward the bedroom, taking care to lock the front door on the way.


Chapter 3

Matt streaked west on Interstate 10 on the Katy Freeway with the digits on his dash hovering around ninety. It would be just his luck to get pulled over for speeding. He didn’t care about the ticket, but it would really delay his time getting to the Alphonso home unless he explained to the cop about his emergency, which he wasn’t sure even existed. Not more than a half hour after he left Riverbend, he drove into the Sussex Squire’s beautifully landscaped entrance and turned into the cul-de-sac where the Alphonsos lived.

He immediately spotted Pam’s car, showing that she was most likely still in the home. As he slowly crept down the street, it hit him. I am as crazy as my goofy sister. Just what am I supposed to do now? In his haste to find her, he hadn’t considered what he would do when he got there, especially if she were in trouble. He should have planned and prepared. His brother, John, who had served as a Force Recon leader in the Marines, now ran a very successful corporate security company in the Washington, D.C. area. Recently, John had invited Matt to join his team. While considering the offer, he had actually gone out on actual assignments and operations. John had hammered him that prior preparation was the key to success in every case. Now, here he was, possibly about to attempt a rescue, with no plan to go by. With keyless entry remotes for his car, he didn’t even have a sharp key to defend himself within a pinch.

Now, he seriously considered calling in the local police but decided that he was close enough to at least carry out a quick recon of Pam’s predicament, if any. Chances were that she was sitting in their living room gabbing with the couple about whether American Idol should be brought back. This tony upscale neighborhood just did not convey hints of major strife or danger. He would check things out and then decide whether to call in the cavalry.

Of course, it was blistering in south Texas early afternoon, and no neighbors were around outside of their homes. All was quiet. Other than marching right up and knocking on the front door, he wasn’t sure what to do next when his dilemma caught a break. The only visible activity around the end circle where the Alphonsos lived was right next door, where a landscape team was hard at work with the weekly cutting, edging, and sweeping up the grass. The loud mechanical blaring of their mower and intermittent slapping and whirring of their weed eaters should give sufficient masking noise to cover a cautious approach and snoop around the Alphonso house.

He pulled over several houses up from Pam’s Beamer. He got out and tried to walk as casually as possible down the sidewalk. As expected, the landscapers, many of whom might well have been undocumented aliens, totally ignored him. The last thing they wanted was to have a meeting with a semi-official-looking man. In fact, Matt walked right past where they were furiously cutting grass, and just as he reached Alphonso’s property melted quickly into the vegetation, which comprised two bushy Royal palm trees that hid him from the street. Now very close to the house, he slowly eased up to the front left corner. He squatted down under a dining-room window, which was unfortunately covered on the inside by drawn mini-blinds. He wasn’t surprised he could not see inside. Based upon the occupants’ stormy marriage, they surely wanted to keep their affairs as private as possible. Nor could he hear anything. He reconsidered things. Maybe I should just go up and ring the bell? No, something is wrong here. I can feel it now. It is too darn quiet.

He decided to push on and was easing slowly along the side of the house when suddenly he felt an excruciating stabbing pain in his left arm. It hurt like hell. Blood was oozing from his elbow. He suppressed the urge to panic and took a deep breath to assess his situation. He discovered his problem. He was rubbing up against razor-sharp pointed thorns on the Yaupon bushes in the flower beds. They also had ripped holes in his pants leg. He was much relieved, although it entered his mind that Ellen, his wife, was really going to be mad at him for ruining his trousers. The stakes had gone up. Pam had better be in trouble.

After a few more feet, just as he maneuvered toward the backyard around the brick chimney, he found his path was blocked by an eight-foot cedar fence. What now? He might climb over it. When Matt had deliberated joining John’s company of covert sleuths and sneaks, a significant factor weighing upon his decision was the experience he’d had on a solo operation in South Carolina. The results he earned from that clandestine effort far exceeded anyone’s most optimistic expectations, but he could not kid himself. He knew in his heart that he had been very lucky. He blundered into one minor disaster after another and was probably very fortunate not to have ended up in a rural jail somewhere. One of his most foolish gaffs was spending over an hour trying and failing to jimmy open a locked door. Finally, he discovered it hadn’t been locked. He just hadn’t tried it. Dumbo.

As he got closer to the fence, he was relieved to see a wooden gate with one of those lift-up metal handles right in front of him—finally, a break. Of course, he knew in his heart the gate would be locked from the inside. When he grabbed the handle and lifted it, sure enough, it would not budge. He smiled. At least he was learning, but he was still stymied. He took his handkerchief out of this pocket and absentmindedly blotted his bleeding arm while contemplating what to do next. The obvious other choice would be to try the opposite side of the house near the garage, although he would have to walk right across the front of the house to get there. There seemed to be no other way. As he turned in the tight quarters to go back toward the street, he caught the metal door handle in the front right pocket of his trousers. There was a sickening rip as the material gave way. Oh well, those ‘trou’ were toast, anyway. While he was surveying his further damaged clothing, he noticed something peculiar. The “stupid” gate was now hanging open. The latch had apparently been locked but not seated properly in the grooves. Whatta’ ya know, he was in.

On the other side, he stood among a conglomeration of filters, pumps, and other pool equipment paraphernalia. If he had reviewed a set of plans for the house, he would have also known that he was right next to the master bedroom. For obvious reasons, there was no window that overlooked the pool machinery. Correspondingly, though, he was sure once he turned the corner, there would be a large picture window looking out over the beautiful clear blue swimming pool. After just a few more grudging steps, he could finally sneak a peek inside.

Unfortunately, the pattern of nothing coming easy for Matt Nelson in these situations held true. It seemed just when his goal was within his grasp, something always intervened. Here it was, a gang of the tiniest critters in Texas. Ever since the 1950s when the insects arrived on ships from parts unknown, the Lone Star state has become the home of some of the most obnoxious ants anywhere. It wasn’t so bad around Houston until fairly recently when these extremely aggressive red imported fire ants invaded. The creatures build mounds in grassy areas from which they immediately swarm and viciously attack anything that comes into proximity. Their bites raise painful white pussy welts that take days to disappear. Matt was so intent on peeking around the corner that he failed to see the large brown fire ant mound nestled in the pool equipment. Naturally, his foot came down squarely in the middle of it.

The trumpet sounded, and the army of ants attacked. Matt’s left foot was ablaze with dozens of tiny, fierce beasts. He bent down and furiously tried to brush them when he realized his other foot was still in contact with the nest. There was no alternative but to move quickly or be eaten alive. He leaped. In his dire state, however, he did not notice the long aluminum pool pole net that had been carelessly left leaning against a barrel-like sand filter. His foot caught on the webbing and sent him careening forward. He frantically windmilled his arms to regain his balance, to no avail. Three things happened, and two of them were actually good. The good: he got rid of most of the ants, and he did not scrape or injure himself further in his fall. The bad: he tumbled with a resounding splash head over heels into the deep end of the swimming pool.

After thrashing around and surfacing, he gasped to catch his breath while he searched for the coping on the edge of the pool. After he shook the water and chlorine out of his eyes, his newly attained submarine perspective let him clearly see a large picture window. Unfortunately, he was too low to see inside but he didn’t doubt that anyone inside surely witnessed grand entrance.

As he worked his way over to the ladder to get out, the horror of horrors occurred: a loud bang rang out from inside the house. It could only have been a gunshot. Oh, no! Pam! Pam! What’s happened? His worst fears ran through his mind. There was no hesitation now. The stakes in this game he was playing were high. Finally, he did what he should have done hours ago. He reached into his waterlogged pocket and pulled out his iPhone to call the police. Desperately, he pressed and pressed the screen. No boot. No signal. The chlorine water had shorted it out. Shit! Shit!

Pam did not know that her brother was nearby as she marched into the bedroom with Trudy. She was trying to think clearly, with several thoughts swirling in her head. During most of the time she’d spent talking to the sneaky doctor, she had been convinced that he was a classic weakling bully who was also very drunk. To her dismay, toward the end, though, she realized that he was actually very fit and muscular. His inebriation had been mostly an act to deceive her. He was very alert and calculating. She was a very toned work-out warrior herself, who at first felt that, given an out-and-out physical struggle, gun aside, she could probably hold her own or maybe even whip the bastard’s butt. She now had serious doubts about whether that was possible.

The other tactic she thought about was like exactly what the ogre had said. She could go into this terrible ordeal, kicking and struggling all the way. By doing so, though, she certainly would incur additional beatings on Trudy and herself. While she would never truly cooperate with this beast, if she could trick him into thinking she was cooperating with what he wanted, maybe he would let down his guard. There might be an opportunity to seize the gun or somehow overpower him. It would take all the acting she could muster to make him think she was actually going to go along with his sick plans, but it might be her only chance.

Trudy walked into the bedroom first, followed by Pam and the gun-wielding sexual deviant. Pam swallowed hard and was just about to try a conning smile to let him know she would go along with his show when he grabbed her hair from behind and pushed a small rag over her face. All Pam’s plans collapsed with her as she crashed into the middle of the king-sized bed in the room. The guy knew how to put someone out.

“Not to fear, Pamela. I am a professional at putting people to sleep so that we can do weird things to them in the OR. You will be woozy for just a moment, but your head will clear quickly. I wanted to make sure our quality time together started off on the right foot. Of course, I also don’t want you to miss any of the fun we are about to have.”

He then roughly shoved Trudy down on the end of the bed, where she remained crouched, quivering, silent, and withdrawn.

The obsessed, wild man beheld the gorgeous woman who lay on his bed in front of him. Pam had worn navy blue slacks with a button up the front white blouse that morning. She lay on her back with her fabulous golden hair spread around her head in an almost perfect fan. She licked her red ruby lips, probably to rid herself of the taste of the anesthetic on the towel he had forced on her. Her perfect breasts were hardly hidden by the frilly lace on the front of her blouse. Even though her legs were covered by slacks, there was no missing their length and shape.

The crazed man, in fact, instantaneously became mesmerized by the incredibly desirable creature he had forced into his bed. He had planned many three-way positions, tricks, and contortions, but at that moment he was consumed only by Pamela Nelson. Just take her for himself. He leaped onto the bed and, in doing so, swung the back of his hand so it caught Trudy directly across the side of the head and knocked her completely off the bed onto the floor into a crumpled heap. She was stunned, if not unconscious.

All he saw was Pam, whom he now straddled and unfastened the buttons on the front of her blouse. He had even dared to set the gun down near the foot of the bed out of Trudy and Pam’s reach.

“What are you doing, Sam?” Pam asked with slurred speech as she looked up at him. “Please stop.” she mumbled, with no hint of conviction.

Sam had completed unbuttoning of her blouse, which was laid open, exposing her wonderful breasts still restricted by her lacy black bra. For a moment, the obsessed man stopped and drank in the glory of this amazing scene. He was about to grab her bra straps when he hesitated and looked directly down at himself. Somehow, in this critical moment, his body was not responding. He then raised himself from his haunches to his knees and tried desperately to evoke the response he wanted. Still unable to respond, he rose to his feet so that he was standing over Pam with one foot on either side of her hips.

He was sweaty and increasingly agitated as he worked diligently on himself. And then finally he got the response he craved. He cradled his swollen manliness in his hands and a nauseating smile broke on his face.

“Okay, bitch. Here I come.” he snarled.

Pam, who was fast regaining her senses, closed her eyes.

“No!! No!! You little….” the startled man’s lips mouthed. A loud “thunk” and a scream of excruciating pain followed.

Pam opened her eyes to see a tiny, unkempt, teetering woman next to the bed holding a wooden baseball bat. Her husband was on the floor on the opposite side of the bed, clutching his bloody midsection and wailing at the top of his lungs. Pam watched as the lady calmly walked around the bed, assumed a solid stance, and swung the bat so that it contacted Dr. Samuel Alphonso’s cranium. He dropped like a rock and remained still. Trudy then noticed the Smith and Wesson laying there on the bed. Pam could only yell, “No, Trudy, don’t!” as the woman picked up the weapon, placed it against her husband’s inert chest and pulled the trigger to a thunderous “boom.” She then dropped the gun, collapsed down on the end of the bed, and stared off into nothingness.

The weirdo had been right that Pam’s head would clear quickly. She got up out of the bed and sat down next to Trudy and
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