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			Chapter 1

			Fate enters our lives at various times without warning and can cause our lives to change instantaneously. We rarely think about fate, even though it plays a major part in our lives, but that’s okay because fate just happens, and thinking about it does not change its outcomes. Who we meet to spend our lives with is due to fate. When that person is taken away by an accident or death, it is from fate. Death is final; no one chooses the date or time of death, with one exception: taking one’s own life.

			Jon Keys was lying in bed continuing to think about his current situation. He didn’t like his current options; he had reached rock bottom. After losing his wife eighteen months ago from cancer and losing his job six months ago, he was looking at his loaded Glock revolver in his shaking right hand. He was drenched in sweat.

			He thought, now is the time. He was raising his arm to his head when he heard a knocking at his door. Keys thought to himself, who could this be? No one ever comes to see me anymore, so Keys decided to ignore the knocking. The knocking continued with loud bangs on the door. He thought to himself, the hell with this, and slowly walked to the door.

			A constable was at the door and handed Keys a subpoena saying, “Hey buddy you look like hell. A senile lady in this complex is confused and accuses someone every month or so of crashing into her old Cadillac in the parking lot. I usually don’t tell people, but you look so bad, don’t even bother showing up in court, the judge will throw out the charge anyway.” The constable handed Keys a business card and left, saying “Have a nice day.”

			Jon Keys was dealing with the grief of losing a spouse. He had noticed that his grief came in waves; sometimes worse, sometimes better, but alway there in the background of his mind. Various memories that occurred out of the blue caused him great pain. His life as it had existed before was over. He knew he needed to accept his new life, no matter how sad, or different, to survive. Keys returned to his bedroom and slowly returned his Glock revolver to the drawer in the bedside nightstand. A thought out of nowhere entered his brain, saying, “Just get away.” He told himself to get a grip. He had never been the type of person who took the easy way out of a situation. He needed a change.

			At that moment, out of the blue, he decided to take a trip somewhere. For no particular reason, he decided to take a train ride. He had not been living anymore, just existing. He would board the Amtrak in Dallas, head west, and see what happened.

			Jon Keys had completely isolated himself for the year and one half, after the death of his spouse and the loss of his job. His mind had been in a state of suspension. He knew if he did not become more social, he would spiral down to down to a place of permanent hopelessness. He felt the idea of boarding an Amtrak train with no destination in mind could be a bad decision, but he forced himself to make the decision anyway. Starting now, he would make a conscious effort to return to the confident person he had always been. He was thinking of Dwight Yoakum’s song, A Thousand Miles From Nowhere. The song refrain repeated in his thoughts, “I’m a thousand miles from nowhere, time doesn’t matter to me. I’m a thousand miles from nowhere, and there’s no place I want to be.” He simply wanted to get away; it did not matter where he was going. After being kicked out of the medical profession for something he did not do, and his wife dying of cancer, he decided he needed a complete break, a new direction. So he thought, why not travel around the country by train to see the vast country and attempt to get his head straight? After complete isolation for the last few months, at least on a train, he would be around people. Even if they were strangers, at least he would get some socialization. He had nothing better to do.

			Sitting in the Amtrak train, a drunk guy abruptly sat down next to Keys, and while rubbing his eyes asked Keys how he could be two places at once. Keys ignored the guy, but the drunk continued.

			“Oh, I get it, your twin is in the bar car, not you. I thought I was seeing double; let’s go have a drink with your twin, one shot for you and your double, and two shots for me for two twins, get it?”

			The fellow had a Coors light can in his hand. He was wearing a Dallas Cowboys sweatshirt over his beer gut, and baseball cap which read, “Don’t Mess with Texas.” He was totally smashed and smelled like a brewery. To get rid of him, Keys said he would join the drunk in a few minutes, handing the drunk a ten spot for the beers.

			As the guy left, Keys mused that he did not have a twin, when suddenly Keys was approached by a frightened buxom blond who said, “Please help me, a guy entering the train is going to kill me.”

			Keys quickly handed the blond the key to his sleeper car and told her it was car nine, saying, “Lock the door, I will come get you when it is safe.”

			A drunk and a lady about to be murdered were not the type of socialization Jon Keys was seeking on his getaway trip; Keys then saw a big guy in a ruffled suit and a scar on his face walking quickly down the aisle. The man approached Keys, asking if he had seen a hot blond; a question Keys ignored.

			“Hey scumbag, are you deaf? I’m talking to you; answer me or I’ll throw you off the train right now.”

			Keys popped up out his seat, delivering a vicious blow to the guy’s left kidney, doubling the man over in pain. The fellow screamed loudly, bending over in pain, just as the porter arrived asking for tickets. The man snarled, leaving the train, saying to Keys, “You are a dead man.”

			After seeing the guy exit the train, Keys decided to check out the blond. Standing outside his sleeper car, he told her that the coast was clear.

			Trembling, she leaned out of the car, scanning the aisles in both directions. “Are you sure Bruno left the train?”

			“Yeah. He called me a scumbag so I gave him a little love tap to his kidney. The porter asked him for his ticket and the guy simply exited the train. Don’t worry, I saw him outside through the window as we were pulling out. Why don’t you take a few minutes to relax, you are safe now.”

			The blond exclaimed, “Listen, Bruno will kill you if he ever sees you again. I am so sorry. You really should get away from here. I should pay you something for your help.”

			“Honestly, you don’t owe me anything. I’m not worried about that thug. Why is this Bruno guy after you, anyway?”

			“He works for a guy I dated named Troy Savage. Troy’s very wealthy, and he’s a crook. He’s into extortion, threats, even murder to get what he wants. He has murdered several people. He is quite possessive. After learning what he is like, I tried to break up with him and he became enraged and kidnapped me. By the way, when I entered the train, I saw you in the bar car. How did you get to the back of the train without me seeing you?”

			“I was never in the bar car; you are the second person who said they saw me up there.”

			“Then you must have an identical twin brother traveling with you.” “No, I do not.”

			At that point, Keys felt a chill flash through his body. It was the same uneasy feeling he might have when waiting in the examination room for test results from an oncologist, telling him if he would live or die. He had a flashback of sitting in the examination room with his wife, before they’d received her cancer diagnosis, when the same chill shot through his body. He remembered author Joan Didion, after the sudden death of her husband, wrote how the death of a spouse takes away the past in that one cannot relive memories, the present because everything has changed, and the future because nothing will be the same again. One of the characteristics of grief is that it comes in unexpected waves, such as what was happening at that moment.

			Keys snapped out of his musings and said, “Let’s go to the bar car; I need to see this look-alike person.”

			“Are you sure Bruno left the train? Seriously, I am afraid of him.”

			“Quit worrying, he’s gone. I saw him outside through the window as the train was leaving the station.”

			The blond and Keys slowly made their way to the bar car and were immediately met by the drunk guy Keys had met earlier.

			“Hey, you made it. Sorry, sorry, I just chugged down the last beer in our six-pack but now it’s time to party!”

			Keys asked him, “Where is this guy who looks like me?”

			“Oh, he left a few minutes after got back up here. I thought I was seeing double! Your twin seemed nervous when a rough-looking dude walked through on his way to the exit. Your brother waited for a few minutes but exited the train right before it left the station.”

			The drunk then noticed the blond and asked, “Hey beautiful, why don’t you introduce yourself, and let me buy you a drink, it’s party time!”

			The blond replied smiling, “I’m Ella, and I appreciate the offer, but I think I’d better pass.”

			Ella looked at Keys and asked, “By the way, I didn’t catch your name.” “I am Jon Keys, but people simply call me Keys.”

			Ella and Keys left the bar and started back to their seats. Keys said, “Let’s go to the dining car, Ella, I would like to treat you to dinner.”

			“Oh, you have done enough, I don’t want to be intrusive.”

			“You’re not being intrusive. Look, I’d welcome a little company. I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t mean it. I’d also like to discuss my so-called twin and your situation in further detail. If you’re game, that is.”

			“Okay, Keys, you’re on.”

			After being seated in the diner, Ella asked, “So, what do you do for a living?”

			“Until recently, I was a general and forensic psychiatrist, but due to unfortunate circumstances I am on leave from that position.” To avoid elaborating on a bogus malpractice suit and recent cancellation of his medical license, Keys changed the subject and quickly asked Ella what she did for a living.

			“As I mentioned, it’s a complicated story and difficult for me to talk about, and I feel I should not have allowed it to happen. I was a police detective until Troy Savage managed to have me suspended. I was stationed at the downtown headquarters, researching crimes using our computer files, including unsolved cases in the field, plus interrogating suspects. I had been working on a couple of cases involving two different adult children suspected of killing their parents. Soon after we met, Troy orchestrated my dismissal, initially without my knowledge of his role. He has clout with police administration and local politicians and had me framed for something I didn’t do. I quickly discovered the guy I was dating was bad news. It didn’t take me long to determine how bad. I told him I wouldn’t see him again, and he held me captive in his mansion for several months. He is a real sociopath. I finally escaped from him yesterday, and now he is tracking me. I am pretty sure he wants to kill me.”

			When Keys heard Ella say, “kill me,” it brought a flashback to when he was a medical officer in Iraq dealing with the injured and dying. It gave him an appreciation of how short life can be that he never knew before serving in the military.

			Keys learned that the human mind is capable of blocking out tragedy; otherwise, total sadness would consume all waking hours. However, he was now realizing that he had to make an effort to avoid chronic sadness, such as staying busy and active. Since he lost his license, Keys had spiraled into the same state of mind as he had after the death of his spouse.

			Ella asked “Hey, where did you go?” jogging Keys out of his inner thoughts.

			Keys, reminding himself to focus, said, “Ella, I want to help you with your problem. Frankly, I have some time on my hands, and helping you will help me; I need a new challenge. I have experience as a forensic psychiatrist dealing with criminals. Plus, my military training may help us deal with your problem.”

			At that moment, the porter brought two complimentary copies of the local evening paper to the table. Keys glanced at a small article in the lower right column of the paper with the heading, “Two Inmates Released from Local State Prison,” and he saw a picture of a man who looked like his double. The first inmate was released for the crime of drug possession and distribution, the second man was released after a five-year sentence for insider trading. The second man looked exactly like Jon Keys.

			“Whoa, look at that! Could that be the guy you saw?” He turned the paper to show the picture to Ella.

			She looked from the picture to Keys and back again. “I think … if that is not you … it’s him.” Key’s double was named Brandon Kingsley.

			[image: ]

			In a luxury office tower, forty minutes north of the downtown Dallas train station, Troy Savage was meeting with his hired thug Bruno. Savage’s company, Axis, occupied the entire top two floors of the twelve-story office building. The office was opulent and decorated in gold with luxurious velvet and suede wall panels. Savage’s desk was an imported $200,000 executive desk composed of exotic woods and glass. He was dressed in a tailored Brooks Brothers suit with a blue Sea Island Pima fabric shirt and gold cufflinks. He wore Gucci leather loafers which had cost him over $10,000. The entire wardrobe that he was wearing cost at least $50,000.

			Savage said to Bruno, “Why didn’t you catch Ella? What’s wrong with you worthless dirtbag? We tracked her, and saw her boarding the train. She would ruin me if she could. I don’t like to take any chances or leave any loose ends. We have to locate her, and I mean immediately! I think I will contact Slash for assistance and let him do his work if you can’t do your job, and you know what I do to employees who fail in their job assignments. It is best not to kill her immediately but to torture her to find out if she has told anyone about my operation. Then, if it’s Slash, he can have some fun with her before killing her.”
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			After dinner, Keys retired to his sleeper car. Keys was still thinking about today’s events, including his look-alike, Brandon Kingsley, the insider trader who was recently released from prison, and Ella’s predicament. Before sleeping, He decided to head to the bar car for a nightcap. The bar car was empty of patrons, just the barkeeper. The barkeeper was an elderly African American male, probably close to seventy. He smiled and asked, “What will you have?”

			Keys asked for a bourbon on the rocks and took a seat. A couple of minutes later, two big guys entered the bar car, saw Keys, and said, “Hey jerk, you have our seat.”

			The bar car had plenty of empty seats, so Keys ignored them. He knew that when confronted, most guys would immediately speak when asked a question. Keys did the opposite, remaining silent when questioned to throw people off guard. He had learned early in life how to defend himself. He was quite small in grade school, and did not have a large growth spurt until he entered middle school. Keys had grown up in a tough neighborhood and had learned to box at age thirteen, to defend himself from local bullies. He found he had fast hands and began participating in golden gloves boxing; initially he fought in the middleweight division, becoming state champion in his second year of competition. He continued to improve and won two more state boxing championships in high school. Keys grew rapidly in his late teens, eventually weighing 240 pounds and reaching 6 feet 4 inches tall. After high school, Keys joined the army. Due to his past amateur boxing success, he was initially assigned to be a hand-to-hand combat instructor. A number of soldiers wanted to prove they could beat the instructor in a fight, so Keys fought some of the toughest soldiers in the army. He learned every fighting technique, legal or nonlegal, from his service experience.

			One of the guys said to Keys, “I’m talking to you, dirtbag. Get out of our seats.”

			Keys again ignored the guy’s threats. The second man walked up to Keys looking quite angry, so Keys finally responded, saying, “It’s my seat, there are plenty of other seats available; make yourselves at home, girls,” pointing to a nearby table. Both men were big guys, but looked a little soft around the middle. They were dressed all in black with identical silver stitching on their vests. Their arms were muscular, covered with tattoos. One had a teardrop tattoo under his left eye.

			Teardrop said to his associate, “It looks like it”s time to kick some ass, don’t you think?”

			Keys had never lost a fight; he knew he could easily take on these two losers. In order not to call attention to himself, he thought he should give them one more out and said, “You fellows have a chance to sit at another table, I won’t hold things against you. Otherwise, you will soon be taking a trip to the hospital, probably in a coma.”

			At that point, the first thug threw a right hook at Keys’s head, which Keys easily ducked; he responded with a vicious kick to the guy’s groin, which doubled him over in pain. Then Teardrop charged Keys to attempt to wrestle him to the ground, but Keys head-butted him. Then Keys kicked the first guy lying on the ground with such force that he fractured his right eye socket and broke his nose. Teardrop was still on his feet after the head butt and attempted to punch Keys’s face with a right hook, which Keys easily blocked with his left arm. Keys smashed his right elbow into the guy’s throat, causing him to choke and gasp for breath. Keys then mercilessly pounded the guy’s face with multiple punches till the man collapsed into an unconscious state.

			Keys asked the bartender, “How far is the next station?”

			The bartender replied, “The train is starting so slow now, probably around ten miles.”

			Keys grabbed the first guy by the belt, dragged him to the exit between cars, and proceeded to throw him off the train. He followed the same procedure with the second guy. Keys thought, “I guess I was right; they will find their way to the hospital if they don’t die.”

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Before they even reached Ft Worth, the train had an eight-hour delay due to a freight train right-of-way issue. As they sat on the tracks, Keys walked to his sleeper, passing Ella. She was reading the paper, seated in a seat toward the back of car 9, not far from Key’s sleeper. Saying nothing, she gave him a warm smile, holding eye contact long enough to make him think about her as he lay in his bunk.

			The next morning, Keys awoke and discovered they still were stopped on the tracks east of Ft Worth. Best not to take Amtrak if one was on a tight schedule! Keys cleaned up a bit, found Ella, and asked her if she would like some breakfast.

			“Absolutely.” Keys thought to himself that she was looking quite good first thing in the morning. He wore jeans, a light blue polo shirt, and a blue blazer.

			At the train diner, Keys said to Ella, “We need to make some plans and decide what to do at the next stop. We haven’t even made it to Ft Worth. Your ex-boyfriend’s thugs will probably be looking for you. I could see Bruno getting back on. Or maybe someone you don’t recognize. They’ve had plenty of time to get ready due to the delay.”

			Ella said, “I thought about this situation all night, Keys, but I don’t want to involve you. I appreciate your help, I really do, but it’s too dangerous for you.”

			“I’ll be fine; let’s get off in Ft Worth. We need to go somewhere to plan our strategy.”

			“They’ll be watching, Keys. I know Savage; his men will be waiting.”

			“They may be watching, but I don’t think they’ll do anything. It would be too risky for them; it’s a busy station. I think we can escape from them with a bit of luck. In a few minutes, we will be arriving. Let’s grab our stuff and exit the train immediately after stopping. The area will be crowded at that point with passengers waiting to enter the train as soon as exiting riders depart.”

			As soon as Ella and Keys exited the train, Keys saw Bruno in the same ruffled suit, this time with an associate. Judging by the bulge underneath their coats, they were carrying. Keys had not told Ella, but he was also carrying. He had his Glock 19, with 15 + 1 rounds, and he could easily conceal it under his blazer. Fortunately, the train exit was near the station lobby entrance.

			Keys whispered to Ella, “Go as quickly as you can to the lady’s room and lock yourself immediately in the stall. Once I have taken care of Bruno and his friend, I will knock three times on the door, signaling that everything is clear.”

			On entering the station, Ella quickly jogged to the lady’s room. Keys glanced back and noticed the thugs approaching the station, so he quickly advanced to the men’s room. Upon entering, he went directly to the urinal and observed who would join him. Bruno entered and proceeded to the urinal two to the right of Key’s urinal, leaving the middle urinal unattended. At that point, an older guy entered the restroom and approached the middle urinal.

			No one spoke at first, but the older guy was taking his time when Bruno said to Keys, “I saw you with that bitch, and I’m about to make you pay for your mistake. Right here. Right now. You are a dead man.”

			The gentleman in the middle urinal pulled out a 45, pointed it at Bruno, and said, “Not under my watch. I’m security.”

			At this point, Keys pulled out his Glock and replied, “That is good to know, officer. I’ll take this guy. My lady friend is an ex-police detective, and I am sure she would appreciate your assistance in protecting a fellow officer.”

			The security policeman replied, “Okay, I will go check in with my manager and let him know that I am escorting a couple of citizens to safety.”

			When alone, Bruno said to Keys, “Your luck is going to run out soon, buddy. We will find you and your girlfriend and make you pay.”

			Putting the end of the Glock’s barrel at the back of Bruno’s bald head, Keys said, “Since you are so hospitable, I need to borrow your car keys.”

			“Your girlfriend is a slut making you a pimp, and I don’t lend pimps anything. Instead, I take from them, so hand me your wallet so I can see your real name, pimp.”

			“Tell you what…” Keys smashed the thug in the temple with the butt of his Glock. Bruno was momentarily stunned, allowing Keys to grab his collar, bending him over and kneeing him in the face. The thug dropped to the floor, stunned. Keys searched Bruno’s pockets, took his car keys and wallet, and headed to the lady’s room.

			Keys knocked three times on the lady’s room door, and Ella peeked out. Keys told her about the security guard’s offer and said they needed to leave the station. They saw the security guy and said they were ready to go. At that point, Bruno’s associate appeared from around the corner and grabbed Ella’s left arm, attempting to pull her away. Ella karate chopped the thug’s arm, causing him to let go of her arm as he winced in pain.

			He said, “Hey, I think you broke my arm.”

			At this point, the security policeman had his gun pointed at the thug, yelling, “You are under arrest.”

			Keys thanked the officer, saying they were fine now. Ella gave the officer a big smile and said, “The blue takes care of its own; I can’t thank you enough,” and said goodbye as they headed for the doors.

			Once outside, Keys pushed the emergency button on the key fob, attempting to locate the thug’s car. Immediately, they heard the shrill beeping of a new dark Blue BMW. It was a luxury model and appeared well-equipped. Keys opened the passenger door for Ella, and he took the driver’s seat. Keys mentioned that Bruno was driving a nice set of wheels, and Ella replied that it was one of Troy Savage’s vehicles; he had about ten BMW’s. Keys drove out of the parking lot, turning left at the first intersection. They entered Interstate 30, heading west toward Abilene.

			Over the next hour, Ella sat in silence as she noticed the skyscrapers of the Ft Worth Metropolitan Area gradually gave way to shopping centers, residential areas filled with single-family homes, and apartment complexes, then finally the landscape became more barren as they continued west past Weatherford and through the low rolling plains toward Abilene.

			Finally Ella broke the silence, asking, “How did you get the car keys from Bruno?”

			Keys said he would tell her later, but now they needed to find a place to stay, at least temporarily, and decide how to deal with their current situation. Keys was an action guy who was always proactive in dealing with difficult situations. In this case, he had already decided he needed more information about Ella’s ex’s business dealings and he was also curious to learn more about his so-called look-alike twin.

			They filled up with gas in Abilene, two and a half hours out of Ft Worth, grabbed some bottles of water, and continued west. The first step would be to quiz Ella about her ex’s past illegal activities. After driving for several hours, Keys felt safe, knowing they were not being followed. By the time they approached Midland, two hours later, the land was flat, with scattered mesquite trees and cattle ranches.

			Keys realized it would be getting dark soon. He told Ella that he was getting a little hungry, and asked her if she was ready to stop and get something to eat. She said was a little tired and hungry as well, so they decided to stop at the first decent roadside motel they saw.

			A few miles further down the interstate, Keys saw a blue sign advertising three mid-price chain motels and a couple of restaurants. He pulled off the road and entered the second hotel on the left, which read “Vacancy.”

			Ella waited in the drive-through in front of the entrance and Keys entered the motel to book a couple of rooms. He was met by an alert young redhead who checked him in. Keys was handed two room cards and was directed to the elevator.

			At that point, Keys was flooded with memories of the last time he and his late wife had checked into a hotel. It was shortly before her cancer diagnosis; she hadn’t seen her doctor but Keys had started to notice she seemed fatigued. They were on a week-long getaway to the Ozarks. A wave of grief suddenly flooded Keys; he was so overwhelmed that he had to sit down in the hotel lobby for a few minutes.

			He had talked to others who had experienced deaths of loved ones, and they all mentioned episodes of overwhelming momentary grief, triggered by memories of past events that occurred spontaneously. Keys was trying to make a new start, to become active and attempt to distract himself.

			He returned to the parking lot to help Ella with her bags. Walking down the third-floor hallway, Keys asked her, “Will an hour give you enough time to freshen up?”

			“Easily. Knock on my door and I’ll be ready.”

			Keys left his bag inside the door, lay down on the bed, and felt a wave of relaxation overtake his body. He still felt the sadness, but thought about a lesson he had learned from one of the books on grief that he had read. The book urged him to not to sit and wallow, but make a concentrated effort to take action against his grief, realizing the grief does not benefit the loved one who has died but only tortures the person experiencing the grief. Keys decided that even though checking into a motel without his former spouse was painful, he needed to attend to more pressing matters. Like staying alive, and protecting this woman. It was time to get back toward normal again.

			Keys sat up in bed, grabbed his phone, and started to search the internet for information on Ella’s ex, Troy Savage. There were several pictures of Savage at lavish galas with important people including politicians and businessmen. Savage was described as a very wealthy real estate developer. The internet showed pictures of Savage’s mansion and one picture showed him sitting in an identical BMW to the one Keys was now driving. Keys realized the first order of business was to secure a different vehicle.

			After showering, Keys called Ella’s room and asked her if she was ready for dinner. She told him she would meet in the hotel lobby in five minutes.

			Ella and Keys decided to walk to a nearby local restaurant recommended by the red-headed young desk clerk. The desk clerk said the restaurant was reasonably priced, with great food; a town’s favorite. The clerk also mentioned there was a great night spot a couple of blocks from the restaurant with live music. It was a mid-spring night, and it was still light, with the sun just starting to set. A light fresh spring breeze was blowing and it was a perfect seventy degree temperature to take an evening stroll. Keys noticed Ella had changed clothes, wearing white pants with a purple top. Her shoulder-length blond hair made a beautiful contrast to her colorful top. Keys was thinking she looked like a million dollars. She smelled great, a fresh smell of someone who had just stepped out of the shower. She wore very little makeup on her flawless skin. Keys had changed into a white polo shirt with blue khaki pants. Keys was starting to feel alive for the first time in many months.

			They were seated at a table overlooking a public sidewalk; the walkway lined with various small shops, a candy store, and an ice cream parlor. It was a pleasant touristy type location with couples and families with children of all ages strolling aimlessly looking at the sights. Keys thought the evening was turning out to be quite nice. The waitress approached them and asked if they were ready to order; Ella ordered a shrimp salad and Keys ordered chicken fried steak with mashed potatoes and vegetables. Soon their entries arrived and as they started eating, Keys told Ella he had been thinking about their recent concerns. Keys said he needed Ella to tell him all she could remember about Troy Savage, including information about possible past criminal activities.

			Ella said, “My direct access to files and records was suspended when I lost my job as a homicide detective. Also, I did not have an opportunity to obtain criminal information about Troy from former colleagues since he restricted my phone. Initially, I had several casual dates with Troy and he seemed like a nice guy, and was very charming with good manners. After our fifth date he called and asked if I could come to his home and he would prepare dinner for me. On entering his home he was different. His personality had changed big-time. Even before we ate, he began groping and pawing me. I asked him to stop, and finally said I needed to leave. At that point he abruptly stopped and called me a frigid bitch. He then summoned two of his thugs and locked me in a room. He held me captive for nine days. I was a prisoner except worse. He constantly verbally insulted me.

			I think he was on a cocaine binge. Or maybe meth. His behavior would go from calm and charming to agitated. He would accuse me of saying all kinds of things that weren’t true. Then he would vanish for a day or two. I suspect he has a large personal supply of cocaine because I suspect he provides financing for drug smuggling. Finally, the night before I boarded the train, he was high on cocaine and came into my bedroom and attempted to rape me. I fought back and was able to knock him out and escaped. I hid in a park and was able to board the train the day I met you.”

			Keys decided at that moment Troy Savage was a dead man.

		


		
			Chapter 3

			In a town approximately three hundred miles from Midland, Melba Good was thinking about her son Brandon. She hadn’t seen him for five years, since he was sentenced to prison. At that moment, she received a phone call from her neighbor, who was also a friend. The neighbor asked, “Ms. Good, was Brandon released from prison?”

			Melba answered, “Yes, but I don’t think he will come back here. He’s too proud. We know he didn’t do anything wrong but people in this small town don’t forgive and have long memories. It may be unsafe for him to be back here. Please don’t tell anyone he has been released from prison.”

			“I won’t, dear, you know that. I’m here anytime if you need me.”
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			After coffee, and dessert of cheesecake, Keys asked Ella if she heard the music playing from the nearby club. Ella said she did, then Keys asked Ella, “Would you like to hear the music in person?”

			“That sounds fun.”

			On entering the club, Keys noticed multiple booths and tables, which were about two-thirds occupied. The band consisted of a lead singer accompanied by lead and rhythm guitars and a harmonica player. They were playing a selection of country music songs. The band was pretty good, and the audience appeared to be enjoying themselves. Ella and Keys ordered draft beers from the bouncy waitress, who appeared that she may have had a couple of beers herself.

			Keys said to Ella, “The first order of business tomorrow is to ditch Bruno’s car and purchase another vehicle. Bruno may soon begin tracking us again.”

			Ella replied, “Do you hear that slow song the band is playing? It is one of my favorites, which I used to dance to in high school.” Keys took the hint and asked Ella if she would like to dance. The couple walked to the dance floor and Keys felt a rush he had not felt in years. Ella was warm and he could feel her heartbeat as they danced slowly around the dance floor. He could feel her breathing as he held her close to his chest. A feeling of euphoria overtook Keys and he wished the music would never stop. When they returned to their table, Keys and Ella stared at each and they both knew something magical had happened.
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			When Brandon Kingsley was released from prison one week before, he returned to Dallas, Texas to punish the man who had betrayed him. He was wearing the same suit he wore when he was sentenced, and only had the mandatory fifty dollars in his wallet. He took the Dallas Area Rapid Transit to a shelter near downtown, then got on the westbound train the next day, hoping to find work in the west Texas oil fields. He was broke and needed time to regroup. Regroup meant destroying the man who had set him up and caused him to go to prison for five years for something he did not do. Now that he had a felony on his record, even securing the basic necessities such as a job and housing was going to be difficult.

			While incarcerated, Brandon had avoided talking about himself with fellow inmates because discussions could lead to problems later on. Problems such as receiving broken arms or skull fractures. Since Brandon was such a big guy, he didn’t have trouble regarding fights while incarcerated. Staying to himself, and keeping his mouth shut regarding personal matters, however, probably kept him safer. He did develop one friendship with another inmate, a guy in his adjoining cell named Runner. Brandon had also defended Runner, when Runner was accosted by two gang members over a conflict regarding contraband.

			Runner and Brandon naturally had hours to talk through the bars of their adjoining cells. Runner’s six-year sentence was for possessing over five pounds of marijuana and distributing within one thousand feet of a recreation center. He seemed to enjoy telling Brandon about his past, and bragged about former associates. His former boss in the drug trade was a three hundred pound African American gentleman named Slap Man. Slap Man acquired his name due to two of Slap’s characteristics. Slap Man loved to play a game called Slap Jack where each player attempted to slap a Jack card when placed on the card table before any other player. The game is also called simple Slap, or Heart Attack, or Red Hands. Slap Man’s other characteristic befitting his name was to slap someone in the face who countered or disagreed with him. Due to Slap Man’s size, a slap by Slap Man hurt for days.

			Slap Man became quite powerful in the hierarchy of drug dealers and had a collection of wealthy clients. One of Slap Man’s wealthy clients double crossed Slap Man and had caused Slap significant financial harm. Brandon trusted Runner to keep their conversations confidential. To pass the time in prison, Brandon discussed his past experiences with Runner, and told him why he was sentenced to prison. He revealed that he actually was innocent of committing any crime, but had been set up by a guy for whom he had worked. His employer had both legitimate and illegitimate businesses; Brandon worked as an accountant and financial controller for his boss’s legitimate business, a hedge fund. His employer had various illegal enterprises as well, such as laundering drug money and making illegal stock trades. When his boss was suspected by authorities of insider stock trading, he had managed to shift the blame to Brandon to avoid prosecution. During Brandon ’s trial the name Slap Man was mentioned. Brandon asked Runner the name of the wealthy man who betrayed Slap Man. Runner said the man’s name was Troy Savage, the same guy who had betrayed Brandon.

			Sitting in the train bar car prior to departure, Brandon was thinking he would need help taking on such a powerful man as Troy Savage. Brandon looked in his wallet and found the phone number of Slap Man. Brandon abruptly left the train to locate a bus to go visit Slap Man, hoping Slap Man would assist him in bringing Savage down.

			[image: ]

			When Keys awakened the next morning, he knew the first order of business was to get rid of the stolen car and obtain a different vehicle. After a quick breakfast of coffee and oatmeal in the motel breakfast buffet with Ella, they decided to travel north on back roads toward Lamesa and Lubbock. The sparsely populated countryside should help them spot Bruno or anyone else sent to follow them. It was a beautiful sunny spring day with white, puffy cumulus clouds floating in a vast, infinite blue sky. Keys briefly remembered a past drive several years ago, traveling with his wife on a country road on a day just like today. To pass the time, they would see animal shapes in the sky and ask the other person to guess the animal they were describing. Sometimes, they played the game for thirty minutes or an hour.

			Generally, his spouse would say, “It’s time to quit this game; let’s play something else,” and they both laughed. Keys felt both saddened and cheered about this particular memory. He realized that memories are all that remain about a spouse or loved one who had died. The healthy way to respond to memories such as this one was to concentrate on the good feeling about how much fun it was to play the game. Keys also realized that there is a very powerful sad aspect to memories; he knew he must make a conscious effort when the sadness began to overwhelm him to force himself to become active or to think of something else. Keys reminded himself to move on, knowing he must make an effort to concentrate on his new life, hoping it would make his grief more tolerable. He was not sure that it would.

			The highway cut through sparsely populated ranch country. Keys spotted an older white sedan with a “For Sale” sign on the windshield. Keys asked Ella, “Are you ready to go car shopping? The selection of cars seems limited, but I am ready to buy.”

			They pulled into the driveway and, exiting the BMW, noticed the temperature had climbed into the nineties. The sign read, “2009 Mercury Grand Marquis; drive to farmhouse for details.” It looked almost new.

			Keys and Ella traveled the straight dirt road till they saw a ranch-style house with a big wagon wheel mounted over the gate entrance. They saw a sunburned man with a straw hat riding a tractor. He looked to be about fifty years old, but he could have been ten years older or ten years younger. The farmer on the tractor saw their car approach and climbed off the tractor to meet them as they were parking in front of the house.

			“Howdy. I’m JD.”

			“Jon Keys, and this is Ella. We’re interested in your car for sale.”

			JD had a strong handshake. “Why don’t you two join me in my home? My wife has just made lemonade.”

			The house had a rustic look with wood beams above wood floors and simple but comfortable furniture. There were pictures on the walls when the farmer was younger with two bird dogs. Before long, the farmer’s wife entered the room carrying a tray with four large glasses of lemonade. She was a petite, beaten-down looking lady, with her hair in a bun; wearing a plaid dress with a white apron. She was not too happy and did not speak.

			“This here is my wife, Nellie. We enjoy having some visitors, but don’t git too many. Our boys both moved to Midland a while back to work in the oil fields. They make good money with that fracking business.”

			Nellie seemed nervous and was totally silent. JD related that his parents had lived in the ranch house they had purchased nearly fifty years ago when the house was new. He mentioned he had been born in the house, saying he hoped he would never have to leave it. He continued to talk about details of the ranch house and Keys began to be concerned about the time.

			“JD, tell me about that Mercury.”

			“Well, it’s my mother’s car. I mean it’s mine - ours - but we just had it for her to drive. She don’t drive no more - she never did drive it much at her age, you know? It’s like brand new. Twenty-nine thousand miles on it, can you believe that? For a 2009 model? She’s asleep upstairs, almost ninety years old. Needs money for her medicine, she’s got heart trouble. Congested heart failure.”

			“How much you want for it?”

			“I’ll let you have it for 7500. It’s worth more than that.”

			Keys and Ella took the car for a short drive out to the highway. The car did have very low mileage and drove smoothly with plenty of power. When he returned from the test drive he noticed JD staring intently at the BMW. “Why do you need an old car like my Mom’s if you have this beauty?”

			“This car belongs to someone else.”

			The two men entered the ranch house and Keys said, “I will take it.” “Where y’all headed anyways?”

			“We’re looking for a little vacation. Someplace quiet, just the two of us. We just started driving…”

			“Well, they ain’t a whole lot in this part of West Texas.” JD reached in his desk drawer and handed Keys a card saying Lake Realty - Jim Adkins realtor. “This here’s a real pretty bass fishing’ lake up north of here. My cousin Jim owns a lodge up there. He can put you up. Real nice spot.”

			Keys said he appreciated the reference and would contact Jim Adkins the next day.

			Ella followed Keys, driving the BMW while Keys drove the Mercury. Forty miles north on the small country road, Keys spotted an abandoned barn off a narrow side road that was completely overgrown with weeds. He left the Mercury running while he checked inside the barn. Satisfied it was unused, he waved Ella into the empty structure. They wiped down the BMW to remove fingerprints; then closed the barn’s door on their way out. The BMW was safely tucked out of sight.

			Back on the road, Keys cranked up the air conditioner. Grand Marquis was a comfortable ride, quiet and smooth. Keys thought to himself, “this will do just fine.”

			Keys said to Ella, “We need a base of operations to make our contingency plans and stay under the radar. What do you think of checking out the lake house JD recommended?”

			“I imagine it’s as good as anything else. Troy has lots of resources. There’s no question he’s already after us. Unfortunately, I need more proof to bring him down. I think a secluded location would be ideal, however I feel guilty that you are paying for all our expenses. Honestly, I’ll pay you back.”

			“Don’t worry about it. Really; I’ve got you covered. I needed something to liven up my life - you’ve certainly done that. What do you think about the farmer?”

			“He seemed nice enough. It makes sense, he needed the money for his mom; he can’t be making too much on that farm.”

			“I wonder if he’s a little smarter than he lets on. I suppose we can go take a look at the place…see what we think.”
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			As soon as Ella and Keys left his home, JD called his friend at the city title office to check the owner of a BMW with the BMW’s license plate number JD had memorized. His friend quickly checked the number in the state vehicle database and told JD the vehicle belonged to a man named Troy Savage. JD thanked his friend and told his maid Nellie to grab him a beer; he needed to check his computer for information on Troy Savage.

			“Mr. Adkins, why did you tell those folks I was your wife?”

			“Shut up, maid, hired help like you are not allowed to ask questions.”

			JD thought to himself:

			But since you did ask, bitch, it seemed like it made me look better to sell my sick mother’s car, rather than telling him the truth, that I received it from the Mexican drug dealers in exchange for some of my marijana crop. I don’t care if the car was stolen from some old hag, I paid fifty bucks of my hard-earned money for a fake title in my mother’s name. And she won’t know the difference since she’s been dead for ten years.

			I’m thinking this Troy Savage fellow, who has the title to the BMW, must have some money if he owns a car like that. I’m going to call Savage; maybe he’ll pay me for information on this Keys a-hole. It made no sense that Keys bought my car. Why would he need two cars to take a vacation, when he had a BMW? My guess? He stole the BMW. For the right price, I’ll tell Savage where Keys is.
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