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			Chapter 1

			Tom Bradshaw walked down the narrow second floor hallway in the run-down Mexican barrio hotel. The smell was overpowering: a combination of cigarette smoke, urine, and spoiled food that almost made his eyes water. Sweat popped out on his forehead, and he began breathing faster as he stopped in front of Room 219. Bradshaw took a deep breath and knocked on the door. It opened a crack, and he could see a man in a black ski mask studying him. The door opened, and he was motioned inside. Three men carrying AK-47s, all wearing ski masks, confronted him. Bradshaw slowly walked into the room, carrying an iPad in one hand.

			“Are you ready?” one of the men growled.

			A second man moved forward and jabbed the barrel of his automatic rifle in Bradshaw’s side.

			“Make one wrong move, and I’ll blow your guts out,” he said in a menacing voice.

			“All of you, knock it off,” a man commanded from across the room. “Give him space to do his work.”

			The leader sat in a chair next to the bed, one leg crossed over the other, almost casual in his manner. His clothing was far different from the other three kidnappers, who were dressed in raggedy T-shirts and dirty pants. The leader wore blue slacks and a white dress shirt under a blue cashmere sweater. His highly polished black shoes reflected the light. He also wore a black ski mask.

			“Shall I call you Ajax, or would you prefer to use your real name?” the leader asked.

			“Ajax will be fine. And you are Carlos. I recognize your voice,” Bradshaw said. 

			“We should know each other’s voices by now. This is our sixth transaction together, and by far the largest at three million dollars,” the leader pointed out. “Shall we begin?”

			“Yes,” Bradshaw responded.

			“Use that small desk in the corner,” the gang leader said. He got up from the chair and handed Bradshaw a piece of paper containing an offshore account number.

			Bradshaw sat down at the desk, opened his iPad, and went to work. In less than five minutes, he completed the transfer of three million dollars to an offshore account in the British Virgin Islands. The leader of the kidnapping gang then used his iPad to confirm that the transfer of funds had gone through.

			“Splendid,” said the gang leader. “Ajax, your package is in the room directly above this one on the third floor. After we are gone, wait five minutes, then go collect your package. Physically he’s not bad, but mentally and emotionally, only time will tell.”

			The leader walked over to Bradshaw and held out his hand. He was five feet, nine inches tall, trim, and sounded as if he was well educated. Bradshaw, at six feet, two inches in height, dwarfed his adversary. Tom was muscular but not bulky, his face was lean and handsome, and his thick, curly, brown hair was cut short. Bradshaw’s hazel/green eyes took in every detail, storing every aspect of the meeting. Tom took Carlos’s hand and shook it, feeling relieved.

			“Until next time, Ajax,” said the kidnapper.

			Bradshaw thought his opponent’s light brown eyes sparkled as he spoke. The four men filed out of the hotel room, and Bradshaw went over to the chair previously occupied by Carlos. He sat down and noted the woody, sweet spice scent of the kidnapper’s cologne. His eyes moved about as he looked at the frayed carpet, the stained bed cover, the chair that was about to fall apart, and the cheap wooden bureau covered with cigarette burns. Five minutes passed, and Bradshaw quickly got to his feet, walked out of the room, and down the corridor to the rickety staircase leading to the third floor.

			He took the stairs two at a time and felt a wooden step crack under his weight as he neared the top. He walked to Room 319 and slowly opened the door. A small man dressed in a maintenance man’s bib-top overalls and dirty T-shirt was lying on the bed in a fetal position.

			“Victor Chapa?” Bradshaw asked.

			“Go away. Leave me alone,” the small man responded in an angry voice.

			“I’m Tom Bradshaw, the insurance company negotiator that your corporation uses. I paid a ransom and am here to take you home. You’re a free man.”

			The senior vice president of Banco Royale lifted his head and stared at Bradshaw, eyes blinking in the half light, nose running, and salt and pepper hair standing on end. A six-week growth of beard covered his face in grey, scraggly knots.

			“Are you telling me the truth? If you’re playing with my emotions again, you can kiss my ass.”

			Bradshaw walked over to the banker and held out his hand. “Let’s go. I’m taking you home.”

			Chapa’s hand shook as he reached up and touched Bradshaw’s fingers. Then his body became racked with convulsive shaking as he began crying. Bradshaw sat down on the edge of the bed and gently put his hand on Chapa’s shoulder.

			“If you would like, I’ll take you to a salon and spa where you can bathe and have your hair cut and put on new clothes before I take you home.”

			“Thanks. I don’t want anyone seeing me this way. I smell like shit and must look the same way.” The fact that he was free but without protection suddenly registered in the banker’s mind. “I’ll want security while I’m there. Can you get me a couple of really good bodyguards to join us?”

			“Certainly.”

			“What’s your name again?”

			“Tom Bradshaw. I’m a kidnap and ransom negotiator with California Fidelity Insurance Corporation. Your bank took out kidnap and ransom insurance on you, and I was in negotiations for six weeks to get you back.”

			Bradshaw helped Chapa down the stairs and out to his car that he hoped would still have its wheels in place. It did. He placed a call to a security company he frequently used, then called the spa to tell them they had an important guest arriving. He drove by the security company, and two bodyguards got in the back seat.

			Fifteen minutes later, they arrived at the spa. Chapa soaked in a private spa for half an hour, then had his face shaved and hair trimmed. His eyes suddenly took on a worried look. “You’re not leaving me, are you, Tom? These are rough looking security men. Please come with me. You’re the only man I trust.”

			“I intend to drive with you to your home. Let’s go.” 

			Bradshaw was anxious to report to his office and to Chapa’s bank that the transaction had been successfully completed and the victim was free. But, out of compassion, he decided to spend another half hour with Chapa, who did not show the usual sense of hopelessness, which many victims displayed. Tom vowed never to let himself be kidnapped, even if it meant risking his own life.

			Chapa quietly looked out the window of the Toyota Camry for the next ten minutes as the neighborhoods gradually became more upscale. One bodyguard drove, and the other man sat next to the driver. Bradshaw and Chapa now were in the back seat. The banker turned and looked at Bradshaw. His appearance had changed entirely. Chapa’s hair was neatly trimmed in an executive cut, his face was clean shaven, and he was wearing a silky gray sweat suit and new tennis shoes. But his face was gaunt and almost white from lack of sunlight. His eyes were red, surrounded by dark circles, and his forehead and cheeks were deeply lined. 

			“When does this sense of fear leave?”

			“Gradually. It won’t go away overnight.”

			“I’ve always been a very strong person, but I can’t think about my family without wanting to cry.”

			“That’s normal. You’re just hours away from coming out of a locked, black box. No one spends weeks in a darkened room with no one to talk with and comes out of the experience with any kind of normalcy intact. The sooner you begin therapy, the sooner you get better,” Bradshaw explained.

			“How long does the therapy last?”

			Bradshaw was quiet for a few moments while he determined how to answer. “You’re much stronger than the average man from an emotional standpoint. You’re asking questions that ninety-nine percent of the kidnap victims are unable to think about at this point. They have all they can do just to focus on their surroundings. Many are basket cases for weeks,” Bradshaw replied. “To answer your question, it will be a far shorter therapy period for you.”

			Their eyes met and held.

			“If ever you need anything in Mexico City, contact me. I feel that I owe you my life, and I’ll help you in any way I can,” Chapa said.

			“Thanks, Victor.” Inwardly, Tom’s sense of accomplishment was at its peak.

			The Camry pulled up to the master planned community. Victor Chapa talked to the guard, who immediately opened the gates. They drove to the twenty-thousand-square-foot mansion. Tears rolled down Chapa’s cheeks as he saw his eight-year-old daughter playing hopscotch on the front veranda. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Goddamn it! I told you not to get personally involved. We hire people to do these things, like wire funds,” Mark Danforth nearly shouted. “You’re too valuable to be putting yourself in the hands of these assholes.”

			Danforth was vice president of the kidnap and ransom division at California Fidelity, which was rapidly becoming the top K & R insurer in North, Central, and South America. This lucrative specialty insurance niche had exploded in size over the past twenty years as kidnappings in Central and South America spiraled out of sight. Bradshaw was seated in front of his boss’s desk in California Fidelity’s downtown Los Angeles high rise building.

			“It was a spur of the moment thing. You’d given me the wiring instructions because we were very close to making a deal. Carlos called and told me to meet him in half an hour at this run-down hotel. I did it because I knew we had a deal. I could feel it. You just have to go with your gut instincts sometimes,” Bradshaw explained.

			“Your gut instincts are going to get you kidnapped or killed one of these days unless you use your head and stop making snap decisions,” Danforth emphasized. “Tom, I don’t want you going face to face with these bastards.”

			Danforth’s blue eyes were mere slits in an oval red face. He was bald on top, with close cropped brown hair along the sides of his head. The fifty-year-old insurance executive was slightly less than six feet in height and beginning to develop a middle aged spread around his stomach.

			“Mark, I’m convinced there’s a connection, and possibly some type of organized kidnapping ring going after the bankers in Mexico City. Victor Chapa was the sixth banking victim connected to Carlos. I think specifically picked bankers are being targeted by an organized gang,” Bradshaw said.

			Danforth sat back in his chair and stared at his top negotiator. “Other than a hunch, do you have any real proof?”

			“Carlos wore a ski mask, so I couldn’t identify him. But, from the cashmere sweater he was wearing over a dress shirt and the expensive wool slacks and glove leather loafers he had on, this man is definitely a professional businessman. The other three kidnappers were dressed in dirty T-shirts and baggy pants. Each of these six kidnappings was professionally planned and executed by Carlos and his men. Where did they get their information?”

			“You tell me,” Danforth replied.

			“My guess is that all of these bankers belonged to the same banking association or club catering to bankers. Or, someone in the Mexican State Department of Banking is supplying information to the kidnappers. Carlos is getting the information somewhere,” Bradshaw said.

			“Have you told anyone else about your belief?”

			“No.”

			“Well, don’t,” Danforth said emphatically. “Unless you come up with some kind of proof, I don’t want the banking community in Mexico City to become unduly alarmed.”

			Bradshaw’s expression was one of disappointment. “Okay,” he responded.

			“Let’s change the subject. You know who Felix Ramirez is, right?”

			“Sure. He’s the richest man in Mexico,” Bradshaw responded.

			Danforth smiled. “He’s contacted us, and wants to place kidnap and ransom insurance on sixty-five of his extended family members.”

			Tom’s mouth fell open, and his eyes widened. “You’ve got to be kidding!”

			“It’s no joke. We’ve completed negotiations with him, and he’s ready to begin paying us premiums. There’s only one condition that he has, and it’s a deal breaker if we can’t meet it.”

			“What is it?”

			Danforth smirked. “He wants to approve the negotiator.”

			A pained expression spread across Bradshaw’s face. “You know we can’t do that. Once a client starts dictating terms, he thinks he’s the decision maker, and that can lead to chaos.”

			Danforth brushed aside Bradshaw’s objection. “Tom, I’ve selected you to meet with Ramirez. Your communication skills are the best in the business, and your customer relations abilities are outstanding. If anyone can convince him to come on board, it’s you.”

			Bradshaw’s eyes were wide. “You’re blowing smoke up my ass, Mark. We have a lot of very capable negotiators. What do you want me to tell him?”

			“Wing it. There’s no script. Convince him that we are experienced, successful and that you’re the man for the job. You have a lot of things going for you. You’re young, handsome, fluent in Spanish, and have developed an excellent reputation. You’ll win him over.”

			Tom stared out the office window, not really seeing anything. He took a deep breath and exhaled loudly. “What’s he like?”

			Danforth picked up Felix Ramirez’s file, opened it, and scanned it again. “He’s tough, a bottom line man who has amassed a fortune estimated at forty billion dollars. He has a civil engineering degree and a background in economics, mathematics, and linear programming. His method of operation has been to buy troubled companies, overhaul the management, then sell them for a huge profit, or sit tight and feed off the suddenly exploding income stream.”

			“How many corporations does he own?” Bradshaw asked.

			Danforth studied the file. “Too many to count. His firms manufacture or sell tobacco, soft drinks, real estate, tires, cement, mining, chemicals, financial services, and insurance. He owns an airline, hotels, and telephone landline and cell phone companies. At one time, he owned ninety percent of all landlines in Mexico and controlled eighty percent of the Mexican cell phone business.”

			Bradshaw shook his head from side to side. “Is there anything he doesn’t own?”

			“Not much. He methodically diversified into numerous industry sectors across the Mexican economy, making his empire virtually recession proof.”

			“I take it he’s got all kinds of relatives,” Bradshaw said.

			“Ramirez is one of eight children. He and his wife have five children. You can see how this multiplies with in-laws, cousins, and dozens of relatives,” Danforth pointed out.

			“There must be a hell of a lot of security around those folks who are closest to Ramirez. These guards must be tripping over each other at family gatherings,” Tom stated.

			“Very funny,” said Danforth, but he wasn’t smiling.

			“When do you want me to meet with him?”

			“Day after tomorrow.”

			“Thanks for the advance notice,” Tom stated. “I’ll do it, but he needs to know who’s in charge, and I intend to tell him.”

			Danforth’s red face turned a shade darker. “For Christ’s sake, Tom, don’t do anything to screw this up. We’re talking seven figures in premiums.”

			Tom sat back in the comfortable leather chair. “I have a method I use when first dealing with domineering, assertive business types. Believe me, it works.”

			Mark Danforth’s eyes were wide, and his mouth was slightly open. “What are you going to do?”

			Bradshaw leaned forward as if to convey a secret. Danforth also leaned forward, expectantly.

			“I tell them to shut up, or I’ll beat the crap out of them,” Tom said with a straight face.

			Danforth jerked back in his chair and began breathing hard. Bradshaw started laughing loudly, his whole body shaking with merriment. Danforth cracked a smile and shook his head from side to side.

			“You know how to pull my chain, you son-of-a-bitch.”

			“Lighten up, Mark. You have to have some fun in life,” Tom said, still laughing. “I’ll get the account for us.”

			***

			Tom took an elevator down to the lobby of the downtown Hilton Hotel in the high rise commercial center of Mexico City. California Fidelity rented suites for its negotiators there on an annual basis, and Bradshaw tried to get the same one, Suite 614, so it had a homey feeling over time. He took a cab to the Ramirez Enterprises conglomerate headquarters. 

			Three-story glass and steel buildings filled two square blocks, and the entire complex was surrounded with decorative block walls. Gated entrance points were manned by security personnel, who continually called various departments to authenticate appointments. Visitors were then escorted to the appointed locations for meetings.

			Bradshaw was third in line, and within two minutes, was on his way inside, escorted by an attractive young woman. She introduced herself as Carmen, and they chatted about the huge size of the complex as they walked. At the center of the complex was a beautifully landscaped small park with tables and chairs situated among the trees and flower beds.

			“This is beautiful. Do you have lunch here?” he asked.

			“You do if you’re one of the workers like myself,” Carmen replied and smiled. “If you’re one of the executives, you eat out, or lunch is catered.”

			“It’s an amazing complex. I’ve never seen anything quite like it,” Tom admitted.

			The headquarters was a beehive of activity with well-dressed men and women constantly emerging from buildings and disappearing into others. They reached the building housing Felix Ramirez’s private offices, and Carmen stopped.

			“This district also has wonderful nightlife. It’s filled with discos, restaurants, and bars. I’m meeting some friends at The Latino after work. If you have the opportunity, stop by,” she said and gave him a seductive smile. 

			Her light brown eyes and beautiful smile were enticing. Bradshaw said he would try and make it. He entered the outer office and told the receptionist his name and that he had a ten o’clock appointment with Ramirez. The older, thin woman picked up the phone and announced his arrival.

			Within a minute, an inner office door opened, and a handsome, middle-aged executive in a dark blue suit emerged. His eyes were not friendly, and his manner was overbearing as he walked forward and shook Tom’s hand.

			“I’m Anselmo Garcia, Mr. Ramirez’s administrative assistant, and I have some questions for you to be answered before you meet with Mr. Ramirez,” he stated in an arrogant voice. “Follow me.” Garcia turned and marched back to his office. To his surprise, Bradshaw did not follow him. The administrative assistant turned around, mouth opened slightly as he glared at Tom. “Didn’t you hear me? Come into my office.”

			“No. I don’t have an appointment with you. Tell Mr. Ramirez I’m here.”

			Garcia looked confused and unsure about what he should do. He closed his door without uttering another word. The receptionist had an astonished look on her face, eyes wide and lips puckered. Tom winked at her, then walked over and sat down in a comfortable waiting chair.

			Five minutes later, another door opened, and Felix Ramirez walked over to Tom Bradshaw and shook his hand. They exchanged pleasantries, and one of the world’s richest and most powerful men led Bradshaw through his outer office, where two secretaries were hard at work. Then they went into Ramirez’s inner office, which contained a large desk and an oval conference table with six saddle leather colored chairs. Ramirez sat down at the head of the conference table, and Bradshaw sat near him.

			The business mogul’s big, dark eyes examined every aspect of the young American sitting to one side of him. “I believe in being straightforward, so I have some questions for you,” he said in a deep gravelly voice. 

			“Ask anything you would like.”

			Ramirez’s silver and black hair hung down to his shoulders. A thick, salt and pepper moustache and closely cropped goatee of the same color framed ruddy cheeks and a large nose.

			“Why should I contract with your insurance company?”

			“We’re the largest and most successful kidnap and ransom insurance company in Mexico and Central and South America. Our negotiators are very well trained before they ever take on their first assignment.”

			“Why did they send you?”

			“I’m a very good negotiator with a successful track record.”

			“Why did you choose this type of work?” the business tycoon asked.

			Bradshaw looked at the conference table for a moment while he formulated an answer. “I was in the army in Afghanistan and killed a number of men who were trying to kill me. Towards the end of my tour of duty, I volunteered to become a negotiator. I wanted to make a difference and do something constructive. I turned out to be pretty damn good at the job. When I returned to the States, I contacted California Fidelity and told them I wanted a job. They gave me the opportunity, and here we are today.”

			Ramirez’s piercing brown eyes never left Bradshaw’s face as he continued his penetrating, probing questioning. “How successful have you been?”

			Bradshaw’s hazel green eyes were unafraid as he gazed back at the businessman. “I’ve completed dozens of successful kidnapping negotiations and have brought back alive all but two of the victims.”

			“What happened in those two instances?”

			“One died from a stroke while in captivity. The other died from anaphylactic shock after he was bitten by a scorpion and was not taken to a hospital for treatment. The bodies were returned to us at greatly reduced prices.”

			“You pride yourself upon being a top negotiator in hostage negotiations. What singular attribute makes you so successful?” Ramirez asked, as he continued to examine every aspect of the man sitting next to him.

			“There isn’t a singular attribute. My ability to analyze people, psychological skills, and gut instinct all play a part.”

			“But you never see the kidnappers.”

			“I read their voices, changes in their tone of voice, variations in pitch, and whether there is hesitation. You can learn a lot about a man just by listening closely.”

			Ramirez smiled for the first time, revealing large white teeth. But his in depth questioning continued non-stop. “If there are no hard and fast rules, what techniques are employed?”

			“There are a group of very flexible, standard, safe operating procedures that I follow. My job is to control the situation, keep everyone calm, negotiate a price, and then the handover,” Tom explained. “Involving one of your family members, the hostage scenario is financial and is definitely the easiest to handle.”

			“What do you mean?” Ramirez asked.

			“The kidnap would be a straightforward cost-benefit equation, with everyone having a vested interest in the hostage being kept alive. There’s no money to be made from a corpse.”

			Ramirez sat back in his chair and stroked his goatee with his right hand as he thought. “How long does the kidnap scenario usually play out?”

			“Kidnappers don’t want the situation to play out indefinitely. The longer it goes on, the more it’s costing them, and there’s a greater chance that something will go wrong,” Tom explained.

			Ramirez’s large dark eyes bore into Bradshaw. “Involving the ransom, how much is enough? How do you know when you’ve reached that point?”

			“It’s a matter of judgement as to how far you can push a kidnapper at any given moment. They don’t want the abduction to play out indefinitely. The longer it goes on, the greater the chance that something will upset the scenario. Conversely, you should never settle too soon,” Bradshaw stated.

			“Why?” Ramirez asked.

			“You don’t want the abductors to think you are an easy mark, and there’s ample additional money to be had. I’ve known cases where the same victims were kidnapped again a few months later, and this time the asking prices were sky high.”

			Ramirez glared at Bradshaw and exhaled sharply, not liking the answers he was receiving. “My immediate family members have bodyguards. Where do most abductions take place?”

			“Within ten miles of their homes. Most of the time, it’s when you’re on your way to work and your mind is on autopilot. You stop for a red light, and bam, they jump you. Your bodyguard will either surrender or be shot. Remember, these people are despicable, the lowest of the low, and kidnapping is a sure way to make big money,” Tom explained.

			“What happens then?” Ramirez asked.

			“Now the victim enters his most dangerous time. During the next ten minutes to half an hour, the kidnappers are volatile, unstable, and explosive. Their anxiety levels reach their peaks as they transport the victim to a safe house. The victim is usually blindfolded so he can’t identify the abductors, or a black bag or sack is pulled down over his head.”

			“Why?” Ramirez asked.

			“The leader doesn’t want his gang members to look at the victim as being a human being. He wants them to think of the victim as being a commodity rather than a person. He’s something to be acquired and sold. He’s no longer human,” Tom said.

			Bradshaw watched closely as Ramirez digested the facts presented to him. The entrepreneur stared at the table and finally looked over at Tom. “What shape are they in after the ordeal?”

			“If a person is psychologically strong when he’s kidnapped, he can come out of it in decent shape following therapy. If you’re not psychologically strong, there can be lasting damage. In extreme cases, they end up as vegetables, never wanting to venture outside again,” Tom pointed out.

			Ramirez grunted as the thought of permanent damage to his close relatives became horribly distasteful. He suddenly changed the subject. “You speak Spanish fluently, with very little accent. Why is that?”

			“My mother was Mexican, and she never wanted me to forget my heritage. I had private Spanish classes up until high school in Los Angeles. She died seven years ago from cancer.” 

			The powerful businessman’s search for answers was at an end, and his mind was made up. “If one of my children or extended members of my family are abducted, I want to be present during negotiations and make all decisions involving money.”

			“Of course you can be present during negotiations. We would set up a task force headquartered in one of your conference rooms here. But as far as making decisions during negotiations, that’s my responsibility. That’s why you have K & R insurance and a professional negotiator,” Tom pointed out.

			“I make decisions involving hundreds of millions of dollars every month. I’m good at it,” Ramirez emphasized.

			“Your decisions are based upon making money. Mine are about saving lives. There’s a big difference,” Tom stated.

			The two determined, persistent men continued to stare at one another, neither one giving in.

			Bradshaw sat back in his chair. “Let’s play a little game. You play yourself, and I’ll be the head of the kidnapping gang calling you for the first time since your son was abducted. Are you ready?”

			“Absolutely,” Ramirez responded.

			Bradshaw acted as if he had picked up a telephone with his right hand and held it to his ear. “Is this Felix Ramirez I’m talking to?” he asked loudly.

			“Yes,” the business tycoon replied.

			“I’ve got that miserable prick you call a son. I want one hundred million American dollars for his safe return,” Bradshaw yelled into the imaginary telephone.

			The powerful businessman’s eyes opened wide, and he was momentarily speechless. Finally, he muttered, “I think we can do business.”

			“Screw business! I want that money, and I want it now, you miserable son-of-a-bitch,” Tom yelled.

			“I’d like to negotiate—”

			Tom cut him off. “Listen, you rotten bastard, you have more money than all of the banks in Mexico combined. Don’t give me any shit.”

			“If you would just calm down, we could talk about this,” said Ramirez, sweat beginning to roll down his forehead.

			“You goddamned filthy asshole. I’m going to cut off your son’s right hand and mail it to you to show you I’m not kidding.”

			Bradshaw made a motion as if he was slamming the receiver down.

			Ramirez had an astonished look on his face. “He’s not really going to do that, is he?” Ramirez asked, his voice cracking.

			Tom returned to talking in a normal tone of voice. “No, he’s not. There’s a saying in this business. ‘When you’re in a china shop, don’t break the porcelain.’ Your son is worth a lot of money to the kidnappers. They’re not going to start cutting off his body parts unless the leader is a psychopath.”

			Ramirez nodded his head in understanding, took out his handkerchief, and wiped his forehead. “Tom, I think the interview is over. You got your point across, and you can handle the negotiations. I’ll finalize the paperwork with Mark Danforth immediately.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Tom was feeling jubilant after leaving Felix Ramirez and took a cab back to the Hilton Hotel. He completed some paperwork, talked with his boss in Los Angeles and gave him the good news, then stretched out on his bed and took an afternoon nap. When he woke, the image of Carmen, the slender, good-looking brunette guide at Ramirez Enterprises, flashed through his mind. He showered, dressed in a sky-blue cashmere sports shirt and dark blue slacks, and took a cab to The Latino restaurant and upscale bar.

			Budding businessmen and well-dressed young women filled the huge bar area that had a glass ceiling and plants throughout, giving it a greenhouse feel. Popular music flooded the bar, creating a sense of urgency as dozens of young business professionals turned into early evening partygoers. Tom chatted with several young women as he moved leisurely through the bar. Carmen Flores tapped him on the arm, and he turned and smiled at the vivacious brunette. She had changed clothes and was now dressed in a white top and blue mini skirt that accented her ample breasts and long legs.

			“I’m glad you joined us. Come over to the table. I want you to meet my girlfriends.” She took him by the arm and led him to a table where three lovely brunettes were chatting and drinking with several young men. Introductions were made all around. 

			Carmen ordered a house specialty drink for Tom. He downed the first drink, and his head suddenly felt as if a bomb had gone off. “What’s in this?” he asked.

			“Seven different types of tequila,” she said, and grinned. “Do you like it?”

			“It tastes great, but wow! I think I’ll have to go back to drinking beer just to stay on my feet.”

			The group of young women and Tom began bar hopping. Young men came and went as they passed from nightclub to nightclub, and Tom’s American Express card was in and out of his wallet at breakneck speed. He tried to focus but found it impossible. Tom remembered dancing at more than one location but couldn’t remember eating. At the end of the evening, he paid to send the young ladies home in cabs, saluting them as they departed.

			Carmen and Tom got into a cab. He remembered a blur of lights as they passed oncoming traffic, and then his memory began to dim.

			***

			At five the following morning, there was pounding on the front door of the apartment. A very drunken man was shouting and then began kicking the front door until it crashed inward. Tom sat up in bed, alarmed, but the room was spinning, and he had no idea where he was.

			“My God! It’s my husband!” Carmen yelled.

			“Your husband! You didn’t tell me you were married.”

			“We’re getting a divorce.” The naked brunette jumped out of bed and ran towards the bathroom.

			The drunken husband kicked the pieces of the broken door out of his way as he staggered towards the bedroom, calling Carmen’s name. He pulled a revolver from his jacket and fired twice at the bedroom door, hitting it only once.

			Tom, totally naked, jumped out of bed and ran to the window. He raised it just as Carmen’s husband began kicking at the bedroom door. Tom dived through the half open window onto the metal fire escape on the fourth floor. He scrambled to his feet as the drunken assailant entered the room and fired at the window. Glass shattered, and pieces cut into Tom’s shoulder. Bradshaw raced down the fire escape to the third floor, pushed up a partially open window, and clambered inside.

			An old couple in bed was awakened by the shouting and shots being fired. They watched in surprise as Tom grabbed the man’s pair of pants and a T-shirt off an overstuffed chair and ran into the living room. 

			***

			Upstairs, Carmen was screaming as her husband kicked the door open and entered the bathroom.

			“I love you, baby. You can’t divorce me. Say that you still love me!”

			“I love you! I love you!” Carmen responded as if on cue. “Put the gun down, Luis. We can still make it work.”

			Luis dropped the cocked revolver, and it fired a bullet into the bathtub, making a booming sound. Carmen picked up the weapon and dodged her husband, who was advancing towards her with open arms. She ran into the living room, past the shattered door and out into the hallway.

			“Come back. I love you. Come back, Carmen,” Luis yelled as he tripped and fell on his face. 

			“Call the police!” she yelled to her neighbors, whose heads were protruding from their front doors. She continued running down the hallway, then took the stairs down to the third floor. Tom and Carmen nearly collided as he entered the stairwell with the same escape route in mind. The two naked escapees, one with a gun in her hand and the other clutching pants and a shirt, quickly reached the ground floor and ran towards the front of the building. They burst out onto the street as sunrise flooded the area with light.

			“How did you get the revolver?” Tom asked.

			Carmen looked at her hand holding the weapon as if it was a foreign object from outer space. Her eyes were wide and mouth open. “I must have picked it up.” She handed it to him, and he dumped it in the bushes.

			They heard sirens, and their faces mirrored anxiety and fear. Tom began hopping around on one leg as he tried to pull up the trousers belonging to the tiny old man. He managed to pull them up to his crotch, but they wouldn’t zip up, and the legs were a full twelve inches too short. Tom began waving frantically at a passing cab. The driver took one look at the naked woman and half naked man and speeded out of sight.

			“This isn’t going to work,” she said. “I’ll go back in and get some clothes from the neighbors.”

			“Hurry! The sirens are getting closer,” he said frantically.

			Carmen re-entered the building, and Tom decided to do the same. He peered through the glass in the front door as an older women walked up to him. Her eyes moved up and down the young man. Then she brushed past him. “Pervert!” she yelled back.

			His features took on a pained expression, and he groaned. Carmen reappeared with a pair of old, paint stained pants that were too short and far too large around the waist. She also carried a paint stained T-shirt. He pulled them on as quickly as he could. Carmen took one look at him and began laughing loudly just as a squad car pulled up in front and two policemen ran towards the front door. She was wearing a shift, several sizes too large, but still managed to look sexy.

			Carmen explained to the police officers about what had occurred, and they ran up the stairs, guns drawn. She stopped one of her neighbors exiting the front door and chatted with him for a moment. He looked reluctant but finally nodded yes. She motioned for Tom to come out of the stairwell leading to the basement, and he complied.

			“Wait a minute. This guy’s a bum,” her short, rotund neighbor said.

			Tom wanted to wrap his fingers around the fat man’s throat but controlled his impulses. “I’ll pay you one hundred dollars American if you drive me to the Hilton Hotel.”

			His eyes shined as he realized Tom would be easy pickings. “Make that two hundred, and you’ve got a deal.”

			Bradshaw’s facial expression was twisted, almost wrenched out of shape as a gurgling sound came from deep within his throat. “Okay,” he managed to say.

			“Follow me, but don’t get too close. I don’t want people thinking we know each other.”

			Tom trudged down the street behind Carmen’s friend. His raggedy paint-stained T-shirt and oversized pants caught everyone’s attention who drove by. They reached a twenty-year-old Honda Accord that had most of its paint missing, and Tom climbed in the back seat. The upholstery was torn and spotted and smelled of decay.

			“Don’t get any paint on the seats,” the plump man warned as he belched loudly. They rode for five minutes before the fat driver turned his head. “Open the windows. It’s beginning to stink in here.”

			Another five minutes of travel brought them to the front of the beautiful steel and glass Hilton Hotel. 

			“Drive up to the valet parking,” Tom ordered.

			“Are you kidding me? The security officers won’t let you in the front door. I’ll drive around to the service entrance at the rear of the hotel.”

			Tom was at his destination and no longer had to appease or pacify the driver. “Listen. You want to get paid, don’t you? I don’t have any money on me. I’ll have to get the front desk manager to give me two hundred dollars and add it to my account.”

			“You don’t have any money! They’ll never give you money. You look like a homeless person,” the sweating fat man blurted out.

			Tom got out of the Accord and slammed the door, causing the window to fall halfway down. He marched past the parking valet, who buzzed for security. Tom reached the front desk and was second in line behind two fat matronly women who were arguing with the day manager about the location of their rooms. Bradshaw was almost two heads taller than the ladies. The manager, Vicente Cantu, looked at the bedraggled tall man and couldn’t believe his eyes. “Is that you, Tom?” 

			Bradshaw moved in front of the women. “Vicente, I was caught in a compromising position by an angry husband. He began firing at me, and I escaped with no clothes on. I don’t have my clothes, my wallet, or my keys. See that guy peering through the planter over there? Give him two hundred dollars, and add it to my account. And for God’s sake, give me a key to my suite!”

			“Oh, he smells terrible,” one of the women said.

			“I hope this isn’t the type of clientele we’ll be subjected to,” the other lady noted.

			Cantu pulled a key from the back wall and handed it to Tom. “I’ll see that the guy gets paid. Do me a favor, Tom, and take the service elevator.”

			Bradshaw thought he was joking, but when he looked in his eyes, he could see that Cantu was serious. Feeling humiliated, he marched through the nearly deserted lobby past the bank of elevators to the service elevator and waited for what seemed like an eternity before it arrived.

			The ride to the sixth floor was quick. The elevator door opened, and he stood face to face with a young, thin maid, whose eyes were wide as she viewed the disheveled man wearing clothing covered in various paint colors. Tom held up his key. “Follow me,” he told her. 

			When they reached Room 614, he unlocked the door and told her to wait. Seconds later, the door opened about four inches, and his hand holding the dirty clothing popped through the opening. “Burn these. I’ll tip you later.” 

			Bradshaw, naked again, walked into the bathroom and turned on the shower. He spent the next fifteen minutes lounging in hot water. Then Tom shaved, dressed in a light grey striped sports shirt and dark grey slacks, and put on black, glove leather loafers. Just as he was about to leave and go down to the lobby, there was a soft knock at the door. He yanked it open, not knowing what to expect but now ready to re-establish his everyday dominance.

			Carmen Flores stood there holding his clothing and shoes. “I wanted to apologize. That whole mess was my fault.” She was dressed in a white blouse and beige mini skirt. Her dark hair hung to her shoulders in ringlets. The aroma from her perfume flooded the doorway.

			“Come in.” He opened the door wide.

			“My husband’s in jail, so he’s no longer a threat. I’ll understand if you no longer want to see me. I just wanted to—”

			Tom reached out, grabbed her by the arm, and pulled her into the room. “I may not remember last night, but I’m sure as hell going to remember this.” 

			As the door shut, he began kissing her and running his hands over her body. She gasped and returned his passion. He picked her up, carried her into the bedroom, and they were between the sheets a few seconds later. His intense, emotional excitement was returned in kind, and they spent the morning in bed. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			A tall, handsome young Mexican man exited the nightclub shortly after midnight, one arm encircling a beautiful brunette. They staggered and laughed as they made their way down the block to where Alejandro Ramos had parked his convertible Mustang. Just as they reached the car, two men jumped from the shadows, grabbed Alejandro, and pulled him out into the street. An old Nissan Altima drove up, and the driver got out to help the two kidnappers. 

			Alejandro fought hard, knocked one of the men down, and began punching the second attacker. The third assailant came up behind him and smashed him over the head with a tire iron. The university student fell down, unconscious. The girl had been struck in the face and was lying in the street, crying out. One of the grabbers kicked her in the head, knocking her out. They drove off with their prize, leaving the girl lying in the gutter.

			Alejandro’s arms and legs were bound with duct tape, and a black blindfold was tied behind his head and pulled down over his eyes. Twenty minutes later, he awoke to a splitting headache and the realization that he’d been kidnapped.

			“What do you want?” Alejandro asked.

			“Shut up, kid,” one of the kidnappers growled.

			“My family has money. Do you want my father’s cell phone number?”

			“We already have it. Now shut up.”

			Fifteen minutes later, the Altima entered Netzahualcoyotl, or Nez as it is commonly called. The slums to the east of the Mexico City airport had densely packed housing for as far as the eye could see from a helicopter. It was originally started by shady developers, who never owned the land, in the 1950s. They sold hundreds of thousands of lots for a few dollars down and a few dollars a month for ten to twenty years. People began building houses out of planks, cardboard, and reeds. Roofs were made from asbestos, scraps of tarpaulin, and sheets of corrugated metal.

			In the early days, the shanty towns were without paved streets, water supplies, drainage, and electricity. Today most of the small homes were patched together with concrete and tin and had electricity and water. Many of the streets were so narrow that only small motorbikes could negotiate them.

			The kidnappers drove up a steep, rutted road to a nondescript grey block building that had the windows boarded up. It clung to the hillside like a child clinging to its mother. The area smelled of sewage and burning diesel fuel mixed with sizzling carne asada. The duct tape around his feet was cut off, and Alejandro was half dragged into the small building and thrown on a bed. Tape around his hands was replaced by handcuffs. His right hand was cuffed to the steel headboard, and only his left hand was free.

			“There’s a pot to piss and crap in next to the bed. If you make any noise, you’ll be tied up, and your mouth taped over. We’ll tell you when we are coming into the bedroom. Make sure your blindfold is in place, or we’ll permanently put duct tape around your eyes. Do you understand me, asshole?” the kidnapper growled.

			***

			Wealthy shopping center owner Sebastian Ramos received a call in his downtown Mexico City headquarters. The caller growled out the sentence that terrified businessmen throughout the capitol city. “We’ve kidnapped your son.” The overweight, bald corporate owner froze in his chair as the phone went dead. The short, fat man cried out in anguish as he dialed his son’s cell phone. There was no answer. He jumped up from behind his desk, sending the chair sliding into the rear wall of his office.

			Next, he called his home, and his wife informed him that his twenty-one-year-old son, Alejandro, apparently never came home from partying the night before. Sebastian felt sick to his stomach, and his face suddenly became slick with sweat popping out, running down and dripping on the front of his white shirt. Like a crazed animal, he walked in circles, not knowing what to do, where to go for help, or who to contact.

			He knew better than to call the police, having just read the newspaper article about the arrest of the entire police force in Madera, Chihuahua, in northern Mexico. Madera’s police commander and all fourteen of his men were arrested for providing protection to drug traffickers and obstructing the work of state security agencies operating in the region.

			Sebastian began pacing like a caged animal. He stopped a few seconds later and grabbed the telephone. Ramos dialed his banker, Leonardo Pena, and started breathing heavily into the telephone. Pena answered, and Ramos blurted out what had just occurred.

			“What can I do?” he pleaded.

			“Do you have kidnap and ransom insurance?” Pena asked.

			“No. It’s expensive. I never thought I’d have to use it.”

			The tall, thin, impeccably dressed banker thought for a moment. “A friend of mine in the banking business was kidnapped. His bank had K & R insurance with a California firm. The negotiator provided by the insurance company was very smooth, professional, and finalized his release in three weeks.”

			“What are you telling me? I don’t have K & R insurance.”

			“You need someone to negotiate on your behalf. Don’t try to do it yourself, or you’ll end up paying ten times more than what a negotiator will arrive at with the kidnappers.”

			“Well, what should I do now?” Ramos asked, his voice cracking as he talked. “They’ve got my only son,” he blubbered and began crying.

			“The negotiator was Tom Bradshaw. He lives at the downtown Hilton Hotel when he’s in town. Try him first to see if he’s in town. Meanwhile, I’ll find out what company he works for and pass that information on to you,” the banker stated.

			***

			Tom walked into one of three Hilton restaurants and moved past a table
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