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   This Author has a way with describing scenes that is vivid and brings it all to life. She educates subtly in that she gives you the imagery from many parts of the world, the cultures, the habits, the different ways and more. I believe this is a new and particularly fresh way to educate. I compare her writing to the book Eat, Pray, Love. I hope this book becomes a movie too some day. Good luck and please write more!
 
   Nasrin Safai,
 
   Professor of Esoteric Spirituality, Author
 
    
 
   What an intriguing journey into Denise Kahn's metaphysical world! Her vivid tale of star-crossed lovers and love of life, music, and international adventure brings home a very important message ...love to the fullest with an open heart and never forget.
 
   You'll want to keep on reading after the last page...did not want it to end. This soul-searching story should be captured on the big screen with a sequel!
 
    
 
   Susan Zamora Gorman
 
   Producer/Director
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   What a thrill this novel is, especially for me, since I am Greek and a singer and have lived in many of the places in the book. It portrays beautifully the history of my country, some of which I lived through. Most of all, I truly love the way music is intertwined in the story.
 
   Musicians will not be able to put this book down, nor anyone else who appreciates a good novel. Please write more! 
 
   Nana Mouskouri
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   This is an exquisite book. A beautifully woven tale covering several generations of one family whose paths are intertwined with an amazing Chinese vase. Although the story begins in China, the plot covers a range of countries and continents as well as several centuries as the magic of the vase touches the lives of the family to whom it belongs. The writing is beautiful, the characters are rich and varied and the pace changes from the smooth to the rough of World War. Be prepared to lose yourself in an amazing world of music, laughter and intrigue as you follow the vase from thirteenth century China to modern day Europe. 
 
   This novel will not fail to capture the imagination of the reader.
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   This tale is centred around a singing diva called Davina. From the first page the story whisks the reader along, from one crisis to another as we meet many other colourful characters along the way. This is very much an adventure story with love, deception and loyalty thrown into the mixture.
 
   The pace is quick as the action travels from country to country in a world of super stardom, yet very real human emotions. Hold onto your seats in this roller coaster of a journey!
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   I just finished Denise Kahn's Obsession of the Heart...and was so sad that it was over as I turned the last page. I didn't want it to end and now with Warrior Music, I can continue reading this amazing story of the characters I have grown to love! I just ordered the soft cover edition...several for me, family and friends and started to read the e-book preview immediately because I cannot wait! It is such a beautiful gift...Kahn's talent. Written with heart and insight, she continues to weave this amazing tale of an incredible family. Her story lines are so well done...they hook you! So excited to finish Warrior Music and can definitely see this trilogy on the big screen!
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   Not just a book, but a journey.
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   BOOK ONE
 
    
 
   PEACE OF MUSIC
 
   ____________
 
    
 
   DENISE KAHN
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   To all who fought for peace and freedom,
 
   Who sacrificed everything,
 
   Sometimes including their lives,
 
   Who continuously inspire us
 
   And make our hearts smile.
 
    
 
   And to my family
 
   Who kept this history and tradition alive.
 
    
 
   This is for you.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Life resembles a novel more often 
 
   than novels resemble life.
 
    
 
    
 
   George Sand
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13TH CENTURY 
 
   SONG DYNASTY
 
   SOUTHERN CHINA
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   The blind man looked up. He saw her. Oh, how vividly he saw her. The woman slowly extended her arm to him and smiled. A white aura enveloped her entire form and emanated from her heart like a bright sun. Her long white gown seemed translucent. She was surely the most beautiful of women, he marveled. Elegant and refined, sweet and delicate, her features chiseled as only the Great God could master. Yet her greatest assets were her compassion, mercy, and wisdom and of course, her power—more powerful than any other woman, man, or even Emperor. See-Fu was devoted to her. She guided him, and he followed her guidance. She was Quan Yin, his beloved Goddess.
 
   See-Fu was a short, thin man. His round face, adorned with a pencil-thin mustache drooping down the sides of his mouth, surrounded an easy smile. His eyes were an opaque blue, as if void of light, the areas around them pockmarked with tiny holes—the result of an explosion from his pottery oven that not only took the color from his eyes, but also left him blind and scarred. He was not badly disfigured, but had a rather haunting gaze. 
 
   See-Fu sat cross-legged in front of his little altar in a small room surrounded by meticulously organized shelves lining the walls. Each shelf held glistening porcelain pots of different designs and colors, displayed by size. He knew exactly where each piece rested, each one lined up like a regiment of soldiers in perfect formation—from tiniest salt and pepper holders to large water urns. This was See-Fu’s porcelain shop. His fingers searched for an incense stick. He lit it, placed it in a holder in front of the sculpture of his goddess, touched her feet delicately, bowed in reverence and said a prayer.
 
   “Your heart is heavy today, See-Fu,” Quan Yin said.
 
   “Yes, very,” he sighed.
 
   “It is because of Lían Huá, Lotus Blossom, is it not?”
 
   He nodded. “I want her to be happy, and as a father it is my duty to do the best I can. I am just a poor potter making a modest living. She is such a wonderful daughter and deserves the joy she so yearns for, but I fear I will never be able to provide enough.”
 
   “Lotus Blossom indeed deserves happiness, and you can help provide this for her.”
 
   “I can?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   “I will help you.”
 
   “Oh, Lady Quan Yin, you always come through for me. You always shower me with your abundant gifts of wisdom and love. I am truly grateful and honored. I am your humble servant,” See-Fu said, and bowed reverently.
 
   “See-Fu, you are a special person, with great Light, and I am always by your side. Now, Lotus Blossom, she is in love with a young man, is she not?”
 
   “Yes. But I cannot provide a dowry large enough for her to marry him. Oh, what am I to do?”
 
   “You are to make a vase, as only you can, and you will paint it with brushes and colors which you will make from nature’s bounty. I will guide you to the materials.”
 
   “I am grateful, Quan Yin, I can of course create the vase, but I cannot see to paint it.”
 
   “When the music plays, your heart will be your eyes.”
 
   See-Fu reverently bowed again. He would do as she asked, even though he wasn’t really sure what she meant, but he trusted her implicitly. When he looked up Quan Yin was gone.
 
   “Father, Father, where are you?” A voice from outside called.
 
   See-Fu’s hands were close to his chest in prayer; his head bent forward almost touching the tips of his fingers. He had a smile on his face.
 
   Lotus Blossom walked in and saw her father sitting in front of the altar. She knelt next to him, hugged him and played with the ends of his mustache, almost tying them together, just as she had always done since she was child. He gently caressed her face, seeing her with his fingers. Lotus Blossom had her father’s jet-black hair. Her eyes were brown and soft, like a young doe’s. Her natural rose cheeks and lips, along with her very white complexion and flawless skin, made her the epitome of a china doll.
 
   “You have become a very beautiful young lady. You look very much like your mother did at your age. It is time for you to marry.”
 
   “Oh, Father…” She sighed.
 
   “You do not sound too happy. All young women are happy when they are of the marrying age.”
 
   “Yes, that is true, but they would be happier if they married the man they love.”
 
   “So, then it is settled. You will marry the man you love—that would be Zhou.”
 
   “Of course that would be Zhou, but we both know that this kind of marriage would never be possible. He is a nobleman…”
 
   “And because of a dowry, right?”
 
   “Well, yes…”
 
   “Ah, I can hear the disappointment in your voice. Well, let me tell you a father’s secret.”
 
   “A secret?”
 
   “Yes, little beautiful one. When a daughter is happy, a father is happy. I will provide this dowry for your marriage.”
 
   “Oh, Father, you have the biggest heart in China, but only an Emperor would have that kind of power.”
 
   “Not only an Emperor, but a father who loves his daughter as much as I do,” See-Fu said with authority. “Besides, I have an ally.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Of course. Now, don’t you worry. Together, we will make our dreams come true.”
 
   “Oh, Father, I wish I could believe that…”
 
   “Believe, believe!” 
 
   Out of the corner of his eye he saw Quan Yin nodding.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   See-Fu sat on his doorstep as the sun came up over the horizon. He felt the warmth and smiled, partly because it would be a lovely sunny day, which he hoped would bring joy, and partly because he heard his beloved daughter.
 
   “How are you this morning, Father?”
 
   “I am well, my Lotus Blossom. The tea smells wonderful. Thank you for bringing it to me.” He sipped a little and then said: “Today is an important day.”
 
   “Why is that, Father?”
 
   “Because you and I have a rendezvous with nature.”
 
   “We do?”
 
   “Yes. We are going to get ingredients and materials for my secret.”
 
   “Your secret?”
 
   “The one that will make you a happy bride.”
 
   “Oh, Father, you know that would only be possible if I married Zhou.”
 
   “I told you before—believe! Believe!” See-Fu said with happiness in his voice as he got up. “Now, let’s not waste any time. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   See-Fu gently held Lotus Blossom’s arm as she guided him into the fields.
 
   “Now, tell me what flowers you see,” See-Fu said.
 
   “Well, I don’t know all their names.”
 
   “That’s alright. Just take me to them. Which one do you see first?”
 
   “Pretty red ones.”
 
   “Lovely. Pick some for me.” Lotus Blossom came back with several flowers. She handed them to her father. He smelled them. “Ah, these must be poppies, a beautiful red color. Good. Let’s continue.” See-Fu said, as he put them in a small leather pouch.
 
   They continued throughout the day. By dusk See-Fu’s collection included eleven different kinds of flowers, all meticulously kept in their individual little pouches.
 
    
 
   Back at the shop See-Fu selected thirteen tiny pots and lined them up on a work table. He removed the pouches from his belt and took out the flowers from the first one. He smelled them, tore off the petals, and placed them in the first little container. They were white daisies. He continued in the same fashion with all the flowers, sometimes rearranging the order of the pots after he had felt their texture or smelled them. One by one they filled up and See-Fu inhaled the rainbow of smells. The containers were arranged from light to dark: white, yellow, an empty one, pink, orange, light green, mauve, another empty one, blue, red, purple, and two more on each end without anything in them. They were there so that See-Fee would remember that the blank holders would be for the gold, silver, clear and black.  He was finished and happy with the day’s work. In the background he heard Lotus Blossom playing her qin (pronounced chin), the seven string traditional zither. See-Fu went to his cot in the back of the shop and quickly fell asleep listening to his daughter’s music, the always-dangling mustache positioned straight across the smile on his lips.
 
    
 
   See-Fu and Lotus Blossom sat side by side on one of the steps in front of the door of their little house. The village was busy with the daily routine of merchants haggling, men and women buying supplies, little boys chasing little girls’ pigtails and dogs barking at the wheels of the carts rolling down the street. 
 
   See-Fu exclaimed: “Ah, the stone merchant has arrived from the provinces.”
 
   “How do you know that, Father?”
 
   “Listen… the wheels are groaning, the cart is carrying a heavy load.”
 
   Lotus Blossom shook her head. “How can you tell among all the carts in the street?”
 
   “Each one has its own individual sound. Take a look. The one passing us now is filled with sacks of rice.”
 
   “You’re right! But how do you know?” She exclaimed.
 
   “Listen carefully. You can hear the grains shaking in the sacks. And the next one is filled with fruit.”
 
   “Now, Father, fruit doesn’t make any kind of sound!”
 
   “No, but they smell. Ah, here is the stone cart, I need supplies.”
 
   The stone merchant stopped the ox pulling the cart in front of the potter’s house. “Good day to you See-Fu, and to you Lían Huá.”
 
   “Good day to you,” they answered.
 
   “See-Fu, I bring you only treasures today!” The merchant beamed proudly.
 
   “Excellent. I am in need of special materials. What do you have?”
 
   “Come, I will tell you.” 
 
   See-Fu went closer to the cart. The stone merchant took See-Fu’s arm and guided him up and into the wagon. He felt around and touched several baskets filled with different colored stones and rocks. 
 
   “First of all I need pai-tun,” See-Fu said.
 
   “Yes, I have that. The white bricks’ texture is perfectly fine, just what you need to make your porcelain, See-Fu.”
 
   Lotus Blossom, having climbed in behind her father, picked up one of the bricks. “How are they made?” She asked.
 
   “Ah, it is a long process,” the stone merchant said. “First the stone must be mined, pounded, washed and mixed together in large urns. It is stirred and turned until all the paste stays floating on the top. Then it is passed through a fine sieve and strained through two layers of silk. The water is removed and the paste solidifies in wooden boxes layered with cotton so that no water is left at all.”
 
   “That is a lot of hard work,” Lotus Blossom said.
 
   “Yes, but it is worth it. It makes the most beautiful porcelain.”
 
   “So, tell me of your treasures, my friend,” See-Fu said to the merchant.
 
   “Ah, yes, I have come from the north-western province where I met a Mongolian merchant. He in turn had just returned from a long journey. He sold many stones that I have never seen before. I bought them for a good price and I will sell you whatever you wish at a very fair price as well.”
 
   “Of that I have no doubt.” See-Fu reached over into one the baskets and pulled out a rough rock. “What is this?”
 
   “This Mongolian told me that many of these are from the same family. I think he called them ‘quartz’. Here is one that is pink, and also a clear one,” he answered, turning around in his cart and picking up several more stones. “I also have a smoky colored one, a milky one, a yellow one, and a purple one.” 
 
   “Lotus Blossom, take these stones from this good man.”
 
   “All of them?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” he answered. He turned to the merchant and said: “Now, I need something blue.
 
   “Ah, I have something special from far away mountains. Here,” he said, putting the stones in See-Fu’s hand. “This one is called turquoise and this other one is lapis lazuli, a darker shade of blue.” 
 
   See-Fu touched them. “Is there one that is blue like the sky of the night?”
 
   “Yes, the lapis. Just like the blue before it gets very dark, with streaks of golden sunset.”
 
   “Perfect. Yes, these too. Give them to my daughter.” The merchant did as he was asked. “Now, I need some gold, silver, and jadeite. Also something orange and something red.”
 
   “Father! We can’t afford all this,” Lotus blossom exclaimed. Her father was acting like an addicted gambler, she thought.
 
   “Never you mind. I actually know what I am doing.” 
 
   “Just what are you up to, See-Fu?” The stone merchant asked. 
 
   See-Fu whispered in the merchant’s ear: “I’m preparing something for my daughter’s dowry. It is time for her to marry.”
 
   “Ah, I understand. Very good, very good. In that case, I will give you an even better price.”
 
   “You are a good man!” See-Fu said. 
 
   Lotus Blossom stared at the two men, not daring to even speak. She trusted her father and hoped that he really did know what he was doing. She took all the stones that See-Fu had chosen, brought them into the house and put them on an empty table in her father’s pottery room.
 
   See-Fu was still in the cart. “What is that smell from the sea? You are not carrying fish.”
 
   “No, but you are right. I have some black coral from the ocean. It comes from the waters near a big island, somewhere south of us. They say it is very far.”
 
   “I’ll take some of that too.” The two men settled their accounts and the merchant helped See-Fu off the cart.
 
   “I wish you and your daughter all the best, See-Fu. May she be as happy as she is beautiful,” the merchant said, waving. He was delighted with the day’s sales. He had made a handsome profit. 
 
    
 
   As Lotus Blossom prepared lunch See-Fu carefully picked up each stone. They cost him almost all the money he had saved from when his daughter was born, in preparation for her dowry. Instead of money he now had minerals and his great faith in Quan Yin. See-Fu felt the stones one by one; the rough gold and silver nuggets, the one pockmarked with small rubies, the black coral from Australia, jade from Japan, carnelian from Ceylon, turquoise and lapis lazuli from the mountains of Afghanistan, and the different quartzes from the Urals: citrine, amethyst, clear, rose colored, milky and smoky. He had all the colors to match the petals in his little pots. That was how he would know the colors of the stones. He became acquainted with each piece. He closed his hand over them, one at a time, and realized that each one slightly vibrated and each one had its own rhythm. Some had slow pulses, others a little faster. He marveled at the beautiful secrets nature always lovingly divulged, delighted that these rhythms and vibrations would show him the colors of the stones. He no longer needed the petals. He didn’t mind the extra work that it had involved for he and Lotus Blossom had spent wonderful times together accumulating them. 
 
    
 
   See-Fu immediately started his project. He took each stone and carefully hammered away until only the crystal remained. This took him days. Then one by one he placed each gem in a mortar and systematically crushed them until they became very fine powder. This backbreaking process took him months. Each time he finished he carefully put the powder in a small pot, similar to the ones that held the now dried flower petals. He lined the powders in the same way he lined up the colors. They stood in pairs; the petals in back, powders in front, and from light to dark. With each blow and turn of the pestle he saw his daughter’s happy face.
 
    
 
   See-Fu sat in front of the white porcelain vase. This process had been the easy part, having made many such vases with the pai-tun bricks. The challenge lay ahead. He washed his new creation with a large goat-hair brush until it was perfectly clean. He passed his fingers delicately over every inch. It was perfectly smooth, standing seven hands tall with a simple yet elegant design similar to an urn.
 
   See-Fu stretched out his arms and found both edges of the table. The vase was centered and now ready to be painted. In one corner towards the back, the little sculpture of Quan Yin seemed to stare at him. In the other back corner, an incense stick burned and the sweet smell enveloped him. His brushes, made by hand from horse, goat, and wolf’s hair, lay on one side of the vase. On another little table, by his side, were his small pots where the paints were ready and perfectly smooth. The colors were vibrant, each from a crystal or a precious stone, a gift from deep within Mother Earth. They waited, as if they had their own souls, for the paintbrushes to discover them. They, too, were on See-Fu’s quest. 
 
   The village was dark and quiet, the majority of the inhabitants asleep. See-Fu sat motionless in front of his forum, his tools in precise formation, as only his mind could understand. He was meditating, analyzing how he should start. He just didn’t know how to proceed with his task—the one that would enable his daughter to become a happy bride. He just sat there, waiting, waiting. Nothing came to him. 
 
   From the back of See-Fu’s house a soft melody rang out. It came from Lotus Blossom’s room. Her long delicate fingers plucked her qin. Her performance was ethereal See-Fu thought, a combination of earth’s gentleness and mysteries of the night. Every once in a while Lotus Blossom accompanied the harmonics with a song, an ancient love poem. See-Fu felt his entire body mellow as his daughter’s voice reminded him of birds and the melody painted the portrait of nature’s beauty where they had collected his ingredients. He smiled triumphantly and delicately touched the statue of his Goddess. He now knew. He remembered Quan Yin’s guidance: “When the music is played, your heart will be your eyes.”
 
   See-Fu said a grateful prayer. Quan Yin answered him: “The love of your soul will be displayed in your creation.”
 
    
 
   See-Fu focused his mind over each little pot. Even though he knew exactly where everything was he double-checked by passing his hand over each of the paints and felt each one’s distinct vibration. He took one of the goat-hair brushes and gently dipped the tip into one of the paints. He delicately held the vase with one hand and with the other he lifted the paintbrush, very much like a maestro waiting for his musicians. Then he applied the first brush stroke onto the white porcelain. Suddenly the baton with the goat-hair nib seemed to take on a life of its own, as if guided, and at the same time as if leading a great orchestra. See-Fu could hardly keep up, the pace was furious. As meticulously as he had prepared and arranged his paints, now he didn’t even have time to think as to where they were even placed. His hand dipped the different brushes into one paint, then the other and then another and another. He worked so fast that some of the paint stayed crusted on the vase, instead of being smooth and precise. This crusted paint would eventually turn into a novelty, and this enamel would become See-Fu’s trademark.  He could feel his heart beating just like when he was a boy running through the woods, trying to get back home before the dark of night. He felt himself perspiring, and breathing hard. He tried to think of his next brush stroke, but it was futile. His hand worked faster than his brain, and he just let it happen. He was not one to interfere with divine intervention.
 
    
 
   The preparations had been painstakingly slow and difficult, but the painting of the vase was of lighting speed and finished by morning. See-Fu knew exactly when it was over, for the fury of the pace suddenly stopped, as did the music that played throughout the night (even though Lotus Blossom had long fallen asleep). He combed his hands over and above the vase leaving only a millimeter or air between his skin and the wet paint. His heart expanded with joy and pride. He lifted his head and saw Quan Yin smiling at him and then passed out at the foot of the table, his mustache making its own design on his face.
 
    
 
   When See-Fu woke up it was dusk. He had slept through the day and he almost jumped when he remembered the previous night’s furious events. He went to the vase and touched it with trembling hands. How did it turn out? Was it is a mess or was it superb? How could a blind man paint without seeing? And then he reprimanded himself and apologized to Quan Yin. He knew she had been with him all along. He ran his fingers over the finished vase and studied the design. From his touch he knew exactly what it looked like, and from the vibration of the minerals he understood what color the paint was. He lovingly, and with great delight, let his hands discover every millimeter of the vase. Fifteen months of work, an eternity of love, and one night went into his creation. He put his cheek on the vase and felt the tingling. He smiled. Yes, it was a success and he was indeed proud of his work. He mouthed a silent prayer to his Goddess. 
 
   Quan Yin appeared from deep within the vase extending her hands toward him. “See-Fu, this is more than a work of art, this is a work of love from the very depths of your soul. I congratulate you. This vase will be around for a very long time. It will always, always be surrounded by love and music for it is embedded in its creation. Wherever this vase will stand, those around it will be blessed. It is time to start its life. It is time to see the Emperor.” 
 
   See-Fu held his hands together in prayer close to his chest and bowed reverently. Quan Yin melted back into the vase.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   See-Fu stood before the temple of the Emperor of the Song Dynasty. He took a deep breath, knowing full well how much this audience would dictate the rest of his beloved daughter’s life. He walked up the steps of the palace, gently tapping the stone with his cane. He cradled the vase in its velvet sack very close to his heart, as if it were a baby. One of the Emperor’s guards escorted him to the main audience room, which was lavishly furnished with silk screens, cushions of all colors, and altars burning incense. He was guided to the middle of the gleaming polished wooden floor in front of a gilded throne. He thanked the guard and sat down, cross-legged. He carefully stood the vase next to him and waited. He was alone in the large room, his shallow breathing the only faint sound.See-Fu heard the shuffle of feet in the background. He knew it was the Emperor, followed by his entourage. He quickly knelt and bowed his head to the floor as the government representatives took their respective places behind their leader seated on a golden throne with great ceremony. The Emperor wore a robe made of pure gold silk and embroidered with exquisite colored designs. His head was covered with a round hat, very much like a crown, and his long thin mustache dangled down to his chest. His delegates hovered around him like bees. One of them whispered in his ear. The Emperor looked down at See-Fu.
 
   “So, it is See-Fu, the blind potter. What is it you wish?” The Emperor said, his voice booming throughout the large hall.
 
   “Oh, great Emperor, I come bearing a gift for you.”
 
   “Ah, that is nice. And I presume you want something in return.” See-Fu was still on his knees, his head hovering just above the floor. “Look up, See-Fu… I mean, rise, rise.” See-Fu sat back onto his feet, his back very straight. He crossed his hands in prayer in front of his chest.
 
   “Whatever the outcome, my Emperor, I wish to present you with this gift, for you are a great man and we have come to respect and love you, indeed adore you. May you live many springs filled with health, wealth, happiness and wisdom.”
 
   “Thank you, See-Fu, that means a great deal to me. But now, show me what you have in the sack.”
 
   See-Fu slowly and lovingly opened the sack. He removed the vase and then quickly held it over his head. The light coming in from the windows hit the vase. The effect was blinding. Everyone in the room gasped. Never had they seen anything so brilliant and divinely designed. They looked at it closely. The vase seemed wet, as if the paint hadn’t dried, or perhaps it was alive. On it, painted in brilliant green from the emeralds, were the fields of China with its people and myths, seemingly ready to jump out and speak. The Emperor was depicted, as well as the city and its inhabitants. In the background the countryside was filled with flowers, magnificent birds, and animals that seemed to sway, fly and run. Other people, in the fields and in the city, were talking, working, laughing and enjoying life in general. Above it all, in the dramatic blue of the lapis lazuli sky, an enormous majestic ruby-red and gold dragon enveloped the entire top part of the vase and seemed to come out of it. The Emperor and his officials were hypnotized and duly impressed. The piece was magnificent and unique.
 
   “I am known as a powerful Emperor, See-Fu,” the leader said, “but you have made history with your creation. Long after we are both gone from this world people will remember me, perhaps somewhat for what my peaceful government has offered, such as education, industry, trade and maritime commerce; but more importantly for the long-lasting art, wisdom, and writings of my people. I congratulate you, See-Fu. The vase is exquisite and it shines like nothing I have ever seen. But how did you ever paint this? You are blind!”
 
   With love and music, my Lord.” 
 
   The Emperor stared at him. “I don’t understand. Explain this to me.”
 
   “It was quite simple really. I could see in my heart what I wanted to create and I thought of my daughter that I love so dearly. When I heard her play her qin my fingers became my eyes.” See-Fu could feel Quan Yin close by as he repeated some of her words.
 
   “See-Fu, I commend you and I thank you for such a unique gift. Tell me, what it is you want and I will grant you your wish.”
 
   “You honor me as a God would, my Emperor, I thank you. My wish is not so much for myself, but for my daughter, Lotus Blossom.”
 
   “Ah, yes, I have heard of her beauty and also of her talent as a musician. Tell me, what is it you wish for her?”
 
   “She is young, and very much in love. My wish is that she may partake in the union of marriage with this wonderful man. My love for her is how this creation came about. I firmly believe that with love everything can be achieved.”
 
   “Not only are you a brilliant artist, but quite the diplomat. I should have you in my court.” He looked at his delegates and grunted. “No, that would only be a waste of your talent. In any case, you are already an Ambassador to my court.”
 
   “How do you mean, my Emperor?”
 
   “With your talent, See-Fu, with your creations. As I said, you represent the best my people have to offer.”
 
   “I am but your humble servant.”
 
    “But now, tell me, who is it Lotus Blossom wants to marry?”
 
   See-Fu paused for a moment, feeling the rise of his body’s temperature, unsure of the Emperor’s reaction. “It is Zhou… your nephew.” There, he had said it.
 
   The delegates gasped. Zhou was a noble, part of the Royal family, and a warrior. How could the Emperor grant such a wish? It was impossible. It was just not done.
 
   “My nephew?” The Emperor raised an eyebrow, perturbed and sensing his entourage’s reaction. “What you ask, as you know, is… difficult.”
 
   “I know this, my Emperor, I know. But you cannot fault a father for trying to make his daughter happy. She is a wonderful person, deserving of a happy life. I would go to any length to be worthy of being a good father to her.”
 
   “And that you are, See-Fu, that you are. And I do not fault you for this. On the contrary, you are a brave man. But you must know that I cannot allow a marriage such as this. You are not of a royal family.”
 
   See-Fu was losing hope. The Emperor stood from his throne and walked around the large gold chair. He stopped and looked at the father begging for his daughter’s happiness. See-Fu raised his head a little.
 
   “They are in love? Zhou and Lotus Blossom?” The Emperor said, almost whispering. See-Fu nodded. “They wish to marry?”
 
   “Yes, my Lord.”
 
   The delegates stared at the Emperor. He was pacing. They were worried. He was up to something.
 
   “Zhou has responsibilities. He is one of my military attachés. He does need a wife, but she must be of royal bearing.” He continued to pace.
 
   See-Fu said a quick prayer to Quan Yin. Something had to happen, it was now or never.
 
   “Bring me Zhou!” The Emperor shouted, making everyone present jump. One of the guards ran out of the hall. The Emperor sat back on his throne. The delegates whispered among themselves. Just what was the Emperor up to?
 
   A little while later the guard ran up to the Emperor, knelt in front of him reverently and whispered something. The Emperor nodded. The guard quickly rushed to the door. He returned with a handsome young man in full military regalia who immediately bowed in front of the Emperor. Zhou saw See-Fu and felt his mouth go dry. Why was he here, kneeling in front of his uncle, the Emperor?
 
   “My Lord…” Zhou said.
 
   “So, Zhou, tell me about Lían Huá.”
 
   “Lotus Blossom?”
 
   “Yes, See-Fu’s daughter!”
 
   Zhou felt his stomach tighten, and the perspiration creeping up under his collar. The Emperor must surely know about them. Zhou took a deep breath. “She is named very appropriately. She is as lovely and delicate as a flower and her heart is even sweeter than the magical music she plays. Everyone respects her and loves her…”
 
   “As you do, my nephew?”
 
   Zhou lowered his eyes and nodded. “I do.”
 
   “Do you not realize this is a problem?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Do you not realize that she is not of a royal family?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Do you not realize that you have put yourself in a very difficult situation?” The Emperor’s voice seemed to grow an octave louder with every question.
 
   “I do.” Zhou still did not dare raise his eyes.
 
   “Do you not realize that you have no control over love, over your heart?”
 
   “I do.” Zhou suddenly looked up. The Emperor had tricked him. “My Lord?”
 
   “Do you not realize that you have spoken as only a man in love can?” The Emperor said, now just barely a whisper. Zhou nodded.
 
   “Do you not realize that I have but one alternative?” Zhou didn’t answer. He just looked pleadingly at his uncle.
 
   “He is going to execute him,” one of the delegates whispered to another.
 
   “No, he is a pacifist and a romantic,” another whispered back.
 
   The Emperor suddenly stood up and shouted: “There is only one solution then, and it must be for the good of all my people!” Everyone in the room seemed to shrink. “See-Fu!”
 
   “Yes, my Lord.”
 
   “Stand!” See-Fu did, with a little help from Zhou. The Emperor walked down the stairs from his throne to the potter. He stood in front of the blind man. All eyes were focused on the ruler. “I, absolute Emperor, decree that you, See-Fu, are now Ambassador of the Arts of this province.  You are to oversee…uh, to guide the talent of our people into brilliant works of art that shall be recognized forever as some of the world’s greatest treasures. Furthermore, you shall move your home and workshop here to the palace.”
 
   “So he can keep an eye on him, like he does everybody else,” one of the delegates whispered.
 
   “Furthermore,” the Emperor continued, “my Nephew, Zhou, and Lotus Blossom, the daughter of See-Fu, Royal Ambassador to this court, shall be united in marriage upon the next full moon here in the palace. Furthermore, are there any objections so far?” He asked, looking around. All shook their heads. One did not disagree with the Emperor. “Furthermore,” he continued, “for the good of my people, Zhou and Lotus Blossom shall produce offspring worthy of their ancestors—warriors and artists!” The Emperor turned and looked at his entourage. He saw no objections. He went back to his throne and sat down with great pomp. “I have spoken!”
 
   “Your wisdom is greater than even that of Confucius, my Lord,” Zhou said.
 
   “Thank you, Zhou. Now go take your future father-in-law to your future bride. She must prepare for the wedding. Women are very peculiar about these things.” The Emperor winked at his nephew. Zhou smiled at his uncle—a smile of gratitude and respect, and only the way a man in love could. He gently put See-Fu’s arm over his and the two men regally walked out of the room.
 
   See-Fu and Zhou arrived at the shop very quickly. “Lotus Blossom! Lotus Blossom!” They shouted. 
 
   Lotus Blossom came running out, worried, yet excited to see them. “Father, Zhou! What is it?” 
 
   The men just beamed.
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   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   Zhou, Lotus Blossom and their two grown sons were eating dinner.
 
   “I have news,” Zhou said to his family.
 
   “What is it, father?” The oldest son asked.
 
    “The Emperor has appointed me Admiral and given me my own ship.”
 
   “That is wonderful!” Lotus Blossom exclaimed.
 
   “Yes, it is a great honor and I must soon leave on a voyage.”
 
   “Where will you be going?”
 
   “To the west, very far to the west, where no one has ever been before.”
 
   “That sounds exciting!” The youngest son said.
 
   “And dangerous,” Lotus Blossom said worriedly.
 
   “I don’t mind that. It’s just that I’ll be away for a long time. I am also to take the vase with me, to show other people of the world the great craftsmanship of China.”
 
   “My father would have been very proud.”
 
   “Yes, I’m sorry he isn’t around anymore. Between him and the Emperor they elevated our culture. No one will ever forget what the Song Dynasty has been able to achieve: Great art and peace.”
 
    
 
   Zhou stood on the bridge of his ship. She was in good shape and he was very pleased with his crew. They were good hard working men, devoted to their country, their Emperor and their Admiral. They kept the vessel in top shape and Zhou watched them from his perch as they went about their duties. He was fiercely proud of them, having sailed a long way together, from the southern tip of China, around Africa, and now into once again unknown waters intent on going still farther west. They had shown great bravery. They were heading toward what would eventually be known as the Americas. Even though in the pit of his stomach Zhou was excited about new discoveries and honored that he would be the one to introduce the great Chinese culture to the world, he missed his family terribly. He thought of lovely Lotus Blossom, now in her forties, still fresh and lovely—the love of his life. And his two sons, the youngest a great warrior like his father, the other, an amazing artist like his mother and grandfather. He was the one who had prepared the vase for the voyage. Zhou remembered how his oldest son lovingly covered the vase with several layers of thick wax and an extra coat of clay so that the vase would not break on the voyage. He also built a crate and laid it inside. As he did the young man held it close to his chest, as his grandfather once had, kissed it, and said a prayer to his beloved Quan Yin. Zhou had tears in his eyes. He could feel the love in his son’s heart and the closeness he had had with his grandfather. The older man had been the one who had taught his grandson about their Goddess and steered him toward his own superb artistic creativity.
 
   One year later it would still bring a tear to Zhou’s eyes. He looked into the horizon. They had just left what is known today as the Cape Verde islands and were headed toward the west and the sunset. Almost three centuries later Columbus would sail the same route.
 
   “Admiral! Admiral!” His pilot yelled, bringing him out of his reverie.
 
   “What is it?” Zhou asked.
 
   “There! Look!”
 
   Zhou looked toward where the man was pointing. An ominously black sky loomed just ahead and was coming toward them horribly fast. Zhou swallowed hard. “Change course! North by northeast! Now! Typhoon heading straight towards us!” He shouted to his men. He thought that maybe they could outrun the worst of it and make it to the back of the islands where they had more protection. He knew the damage these storms could cause, and the tidal waves that were every sailor’s nightmare. 
 
   The sailors fought frantically. The pilot grabbed one of the spokes and spun the wheel with blinding speed; the men ran to their posts faster than they had ever run before, for they knew this one would be one of the worse storms yet. They lowered the sails, tied everything down that was loose, but it was no use—the hurricane was upon them faster than they anticipated and Zhou’s ship tossed around as if it were a small wooden chip instead of a graceful vessel. One by one the masts snapped like miniature chopsticks and fell into the sea dragging sailors with them. The waves towered over the ship, pounded it and washed most of the other men into the depths of the ocean. Zhou and a few of the crew that were left were thrown around mercilessly until the hurricane finally passed them by. 
 
   The men had been slapped by giant hands of water and wind, and the once proud ship was just as badly battered. Most of the crew was lost to the sea and the wreck had but one small sail to limp them along.
 
    
 
   They drifted uncontrollably eastward for days, their navigational systems inoperable and their provisions of food and water completely depleted. One by one the few remaining sailors lost their will and their lives. Only Zhou and three of his top officers survived and they too were close to giving up. They had no idea where they were and the intense sun bore down on them, killing the last of their energy. Later that night the wind picked up a little, and the now unconscious men were hardly even aware of it. They drifted silently, floating between two great masses of land they never even saw, and entered an almost enclosed sea.  
 
    
 
   Zhou was dreaming, or at least he thought he was, of his family, his homeland and the life he had been honored to enjoy. He had no regrets, other than not being able to say a last farewell to his beloved wife and sons, and that he had not accomplished the mission he had set out on. He was also dreaming that another storm had come upon them, and was driving them below the sea. He saw himself drifting painlessly downward into the depths of the cold dark waters. He must be dying, he thought. Beloved Quan Yin, he prayed, take care of my family, and tell them how much I loved them and that I had a noble life. He watched himself drift even farther downward. This isn’t so bad, he mused. I really don’t want to die, but this isn’t so bad. Then he saw himself as a dolphin playing with other dolphins. He recognized them: his fellow officers and the sailors who had drowned. He frolicked and swam around, enjoying himself, happy to once again be among his men. And then he saw three other dolphins directly in front of him. Oh, he recognized them too!—Lotus Blossom and his two sons. Zhou smiled and thanked Quan Yin as he was able to say his last farewell to his family.
 
    
 
   The vessel went down into the depths of the Mediterranean. The last of the ship broke and splintered away, almost delicately, as if in slow motion, victim to a meltemi, an Aegean storm. 
 
   See-Fu’s vase, in its crate, stored in the hold, broke away from the rest of the wrecked ship and landed on the bottom of the sea floor.
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   19TH CENTURY 
 
   ALEXANDRIA, EGYPT
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
   The felucca quietly sailed the calm waters in the early hours of the Mediterranean sun. The little boat needed a paint job and her sail no longer was its original white, but she was sturdy and dutifully carried the two local fishermen to their favorite fishing spots. One of them, Ibrahim, marveled at his city as the soft pinks and peaches opened up the dawn. 
 
   “’Alexandria the Beautiful’, they call her. She is. Isn’t she, Jamil?” Ibrahim said with pride. He turned to his friend and partner who was playing his flute. Jamil didn’t answer. “Ah, you’re not paying attention. You just play and play. Why is that, anyway?”
 
   “I am playing for the fish,” Jamil answered.
 
   “For the fish?”
 
   “Yes, so that many will come to our boat. That way we will bring in a good haul.”
 
   “That’s nonsense. The fish can’t hear you. And if they did they would swim away in a hurry!”
 
   “Are you saying that I don’t play well?”
 
   “I’m just joking. You know, I’m just trying to get your mind off of… things.”
 
   “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Jamil said with a lump in his throat. He tried to hold back his tears, but he actually didn’t care. He let them flow down his cheeks. “They say that whatever this illness is, it can’t be cured,” he sobbed. “They say he will die.”
 
   “Who says that? That’s nonsense! You can’t give up; he’s your only son!”
 
   “Don’t you think I know that?” Jamil said heatedly, his sorrow turning to anger.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Ibrahim said, “I didn’t mean that you haven’t been trying. Have you gone to the Greek doctor?”
 
   “Ah, doctors, what do they know? No one can save my Ali, my little Ali.”
 
   “Well, there’s nothing to lose. Go see the Greek, maybe he can help, perhaps he has medicine.”
 
   Jamil shook his head. All he knew was that his son was dying. There was no hope. 
 
   Late that evening they pulled in their nets. Their catch was decent, not great, but adequate. It would keep their families in food and clothing for a little while. They returned to Alexandria and docked the felucca.
 
   “You know, Ibrahim, you’re right, I’m going to take Ali to the Greek doctor. I’m losing him, so why not?”
 
   “Excellent, Jamil, excellent. You never know, Allah works in mysterious ways.
 
    
 
   The next day Jamil took his son to the doctor’s office. It was located at the port where at one time one of the great wonders of the world stood, the Great Lighthouse. Now it was the Ministry of Health and the city’s hospital. He carried the boy in his arms. Ali’s young face was ashen and wet with perspiration, his black wavy hair pasted to his scalp. The boy was very brave through the unbearable pain, and he fought not to make a sound. Jamil walked in and looked around. He saw signs written in Arabic, French, English and Italian, but could not read them. He stopped a nurse, desperate to find the doctor.
 
   “Please, I am looking for the Greek doctor,” Jamil asked.
 
   “Go down the hall. Dr. Simeon Vidalis is the last office,” she answered.
 
   Jamil followed the hallway. He saw another nurse. “Please, I am looking for the Greek doctor,” he repeated.
 
   “Doctor Simeon is very busy. He cannot see anyone right now.”
 
   “Please, this is an emergency, my son is dying,” Jamil pleaded, holding out his child so that she could see him.
 
   “What is wrong with him?”
 
   “I don’t know. They say that whatever he has cannot be cured, and that he is going to die.”
 
   A tall, very large man with a trimmed beard, wearing a white medical smock came out of another room. He was an imposing figure. One would think twice about crossing him. He looked at Jamil with deep, dark, yet soft eyes. “What do we have here?” He asked the nurse, seeing the child in the man’s arms.
 
   “This man does not have an appointment, Doctor.”
 
   “That is not what I asked,” he said, rubbing his beard.
 
   “He says his son is dying.” The nurse said. 
 
   Jamil nodded in confirmation and held out his young son for the doctor to see. Simeon looked at the boy. He was about his daughter’s age, maybe a year or two older.
 
   “Mm, he’s very pale. Come into my office.” 
 
   Jamil quickly followed him. “Thank you, Doctor, thank you. He has been in terrible pain.”
 
   “How long?
 
   “Two days.”
 
   Doctor Simeon took the child in his arms as if he were a mere feather. Jamil stared in amazement at the raw strength. The nurse came in behind them. The doctor placed the child on an examining table. He pulled out a monophonic wooden stethoscope out of his smock pocket and listened to the boy’s chest. He then gently pushed certain areas of the child’s body. Up until now the boy hadn’t uttered a sound, but suddenly he howled.
 
   “What is your name, little man?” The doctor asked, putting his hand on the boy’s forehead.
 
   “Ali,” the boy whispered, trying vehemently not to scream or cry.
 
   “He has a fever,” the big man said to the air around him. “Have you eaten anything?”
 
   “No, Doctor,” Jamil said, “he has no appetite and he keeps vomiting.”
 
   “And his tummy is swollen even though he hasn’t eaten.”
 
   “Yes, Doctor,” Jamil answered, getting more and more worried.
 
   The doctor gently pushed Ali’s stomach. Ali grit his teeth, frantically holding back the urge to scream, but when Simeon pushed a little lower the tears uncontrollably cascaded out of his young eyes.
 
   Ah!” The doctor said and smiled. Jamil wondered why the doctor seemed so pleased. “Prepare the operating room immediately,” he said to the nurse. “Skolikoiditis!” Simeon shouted, almost gleefully.
 
   “Doctor, what is happening? Please tell me.”  The doctor looked so pleased that Jamil thought that the big man had at least discovered the treasures of Babylon. This, too, now worried him.
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “Jamil.” Why, in the name of Allah, would this be important right now? He thought.
 
   “Listen, Jamil, we must operate on your son immediately.” The doctor looked at the father who now appeared completely panic stricken. “There are no guarantees in medicine, but I assure you that if we do not operate he will die in the next few days, or less. With the operation he has a chance to live a long and healthy life.” 
 
   “You will do this right now?”
 
   “Yes. We cannot wait any longer.”
 
   “But, Doctor, there is a problem.”
 
   “What kind of problem?”
 
   “I am but a poor fisherman; I do not have much money to pay you.”
 
   “We’ll take care of that later. Now, let us through, we must get to the operating room. Your son’s appendix has burst.” The doctor picked up the boy and headed out. The father held the doctor’s arm long enough to kiss his son. 
 
   As they were leaving Jamil started shaking, fearing perhaps this would be the last time he would see his Ali. There were tears in his eyes as he whispered: “Allah be with you.”
 
   “I’m sure he is,” Simeon said overhearing Jamil, “as well as Mohammed, Jesus and even Quan Yin.” 
 
   And then they were gone. Jamil just stared after them. Could the Yunani, the Greek, really save Ali? What had he said exploded in little Ali’s body? And how would he pay the doctor? He sighed. No matter what the outcome the Egyptian would pay, even if it took him the rest of his life. And who was this Quan Yin?
 
    
 
   The doctor walked out of the operating room rubbing his beard. His face was expressionless. Jamil ran up to the big man shaking, prepared to hear the worst. “My… my son? Is he…”
 
   “Ali is going to be just fine. He …”
 
   Jamil fell to his knees, took the doctor’s hand and kissed it. “Allah be praised!”
 
   “Now, Jamil, get up and listen.” Simeon said, easily lifting him up. Jamil couldn’t stop thinking about his strength—those arms!—they reminded him of palm tree trunks.
 
   “Yes, Doctor.”
 
   “Ali will be in the hospital for several days. We will give him medicine and then he will be fine. I don’t want him doing any kind of work, especially any lifting. He needs time to heal from the operation. Is that understood?”
 
   “Yes, Doctor, anything you say. Now, please, I must pay you.”
 
   “You said you were a fisherman.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “A noble profession.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Of course. You feed people. You feed me. If you did not bring this food how could I operate?” Jamil smiled, nodding. “So, you are worried about your payment.” Jamil nodded again. “This is what we’ll do: During the next month you will go fishing, right?” Again Jamil nodded. He figured it was best to let the doctor do the talking. “You will bring me what you think is the best fish you see, enough for myself and my family, once a week for a month. Is that alright? Do we have a deal?” Jamil could not believe his ears. He had been worried the entire time about how he would pay this man, this man who had now saved his son’s life. 
 
   “Oh, yes, Doctor. Whatever you say, whatever you say!” Jamil beamed, showing off yellowing teeth. He hugged the doctor, although this was difficult—the man was really big. Perhaps he should have been a wrestler, Jamil thought, and then shook his head. No, the big man with the delicate fingers saved lives—much better.
 
    
 
   The next day Jamil was already in the felucca waiting for Ibrahim. 
 
   “Jamil, what are you doing here so early?” Ibrahim asked, suppressing a yawn.
 
   Jamil jumped out of the boat and hugged his friend. “He saved his life, he saved his life!”
 
   “Who? Who saved whose life?”
 
   “The Greek, Doctor Simeon, Ali is going to be alright!” Jamil shouted gleefully. 
 
   Ibrahim shouted for joy as well and grabbed his friend. They embraced, jumped up and down on the pier, laughed, danced, and even cried. They headed to the felucca an arm on each other’s shoulder, went into the boat and pushed back from the pier. They headed out to sea and Jamil immediately picked up his flute and began playing like never before. He didn’t stop for a moment. It was the happiest day of his life. 
 
   “I have never heard you play so well, my friend,” Ibrahim said. “The fish will be hypnotized right into our nets!”
 
   That evening, after fishing and throwing their nets overboard throughout the day, they pulled in their last catch before the rays of sun faded over the horizon. It was one of their best hauls ever. 
 
   “Hey, maybe your playing attracted the fish after all!” Ibrahim laughed. 
 
   “And you had doubts about my playing! Look at them all!” Jamil exclaimed. “They are big and beautiful. We will have a feast tonight at my house, in honor of my son’s life!” He pulled out and selected what he thought were the biggest and the best. “These I will take to Doctor Simeon; for him and his family. That is the payment: Once a week for the next month.”  
 
   “This Doctor Simeon is a good man,” Ibrahim said.
 
   “Yes, he is,” Jamil said groaning, “Ibrahim, help me, there is something heavy in here!”
 
   “What did that music of yours pull in this time?” He said, rushing to his friend’s side. 
 
   Both men had all they could do to lift the net out of the water. When they finally did they realized a terra cotta vase, as long as one of their arms and covered with algae, was among their last catch.
 
   “Well, it’s an urn, and not very pretty either,” Ibrahim grunted.
 
   “And slimy with plants from the ocean.”
 
   “What should we do with it? We surely can’t get any money for it. Nobody would want such an ugly old thing.”
 
   “I know,” Jamil exclaimed,” I’ll clean it up nicely and put the Doctor’s fish in it, sort of a packaging. What do you think?”
 
   “Good idea. Now, let’s get back before dark.”
 
    
 
   Jamil walked into the hospital, accompanied by his wife. He carried the cleaned up ceramic vase and she held a small box. They went in to see their son. Ali was sitting up in bed, resting peacefully. His parents showered him with kisses and hugs. Doctor Simeon walked in to check on his patient.
 
   “So, Jamil! What do you think of Ali?”
 
   “Oh, Doctor, he looks wonderful! May Allah always grant you all your wishes!”
 
   “Thank you, that would be wonderful. This is Ali’s mother?”
 
   “Yes. My wife, Leila.” 
 
   She timidly offered him the small box. Her husband had mentioned that he was as big as the Colossus of Rhodes, but she thought he was exaggerating. “These are some sweets I made for you, Doctor,” she said humbly, amazed at the size of this giant. She would believe her husband from now on. 
 
   Simeon’s eyes lit up like a child’s. “Ah, I’m sure they are delicious. I love desserts. Thank you very much.”
 
   “And this is from me, Doctor, and from the sea.” Jamil handed him the ceramic vase. The doctor looked at it, not sure what to make of it. “It is what’s inside that counts!” Jamil said quickly, a little embarrassed by its ugliness.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes. The best fish in the sea, for you and your family!”
 
   The doctor looked inside the vase. Wrapped in palm leaves were the fish that Jamil chose for him. “Thank you very much, Jamil. And the packaging is quite unique.”
 
   “Yes, we found it in the sea, along with the fish. I cleaned it up before I gave it to you.”
 
   “That’s a wonderful thought. I thank you. But now, if you will excuse me, I must check on my other patients. Ali should be fine to leave in two days.”
 
   “Doctor Simeon,” a little voice called from the bed.
 
   “Yes, Ali?”
 
   “Doctor, you saved my life and took the pain away. When I grow up I want to be just like you.”
 
   “I’m flattered, Ali, but doesn’t your father want you to be a fisherman like him?”
 
   “Oh, Doctor,” Jamil said, “being a fisherman is good, and important, like you say, but my son can become a doctor if he wants. It is the noblest of professions and I wish him anything he wants to do with his life—now that he has one again. It would be an honor if he could help people like you do. With the help of Allah, maybe one day he will succeed.”
 
   “You are a very wise and good man, Jamil. I wish you all the very best.” He rubbed his beard and headed out of the room. Before leaving he turned to Leila and grinned. They both knew the good doctor would enjoy the pastries. He exited the room with the vase and the box of sweet desserts.
 
    
 
   Simeon walked through the manicured gardens of his mansion on the outskirts of Alexandria. He carried the ugly urn containing the fish and the box of sweets from the fisherman’s wife. The house stood elegantly in front of him. He was a wealthy and generous man and gave not only of his skills but of his wealth to his community, both the Greek and the Egyptian. Even though he was a foreigner, the locals regarded him as one of their own and revered this doctor. He entered the house and put the vase on the floor and the package on top of it. He looked around for the love of his life, his young daughter, Sela.
 
   “Where is she?” Simeon singsonged, entering the house. “Where is the most beautiful little girl in the world?” 
 
   “I’m right here, Daddy,” his daughter said, running to greet him. She jumped up so that her father could catch her.
 
   “Hello, my darling,” he said, throwing her up in the air as if she weighed no more than an apple. He caught her just as easily. 
 
   Sela squealed with joy. “Again, Daddy, again!” He obliged her and threw her up again and again. Sela seemed to float, her long black hair making waves through the air.
 
   “Oh, Daddy, what did you bring?” Sela said, her dark eyes filled with delightful anticipation as she saw the box and the ceramic vase.
 
   “Dessert and dinner.” 
 
   “Mm, sweets!” Sela had acquired her father’s sweet tooth. “But what’s that big vase?” She asked.
 
   “Ah, one of my patient’s parents gave it to me as a gift. Dinner is inside,” he grinned.
 
   “It is? What could it be?” She asked, her eyes growing big in wonderment.
 
   “It’s from the sea…” He said, playing with her, trying to make her guess.
 
   “Fish!”
 
   “Yes, my darling, you figured it out! Good for you!”
 
   “But why are the fish inside the vase?”
 
   “The kind fisherman found the vase in the sea too, and he thought it would be a nice idea for a package. He cleaned it up and put the fish inside.”
 
   “Oh, yes, that was a good idea, Daddy—but it’s really ugly,” Sela said with the typical honesty of a child. 
 
   Her father roared with laughter. He so enjoyed his little girl’s innocence. “We’ll put it in the kitchen. The cooks will figure out what they can put in it—maybe flour, or grain.”
 
   “Good idea,” Sela said, thinking how smart her daddy was.
 
   “You take the box, my darling, and I’ll take the vase in.”
 
   Sela took the box from her father and peeked inside. “Oh, these look so good! Can I have one now, Daddy, pleeease…?” She begged her father.
 
   “Dinner first.”
 
   “Oh, Daddy, please, please, please…” Her father looked at her. He knew he was not far from giving in, but he had to keep up appearances. Sela slid her little hand in the box, pretending to hide it from the big man.
 
   “I see you…” Simeon singsonged. 
 
   Sela ran through the house carrying the box of sweets. She dodged the furniture and hid behind a large sofa. It was a game they always played, and the goal was not to get caught (even though Sela loved when her father did).
 
   “Now where did that little rabbit disappear to?” He said in mock bewilderment, his hands on his hips, looking around the living room. Sela giggled behind the sofa.
 
   “If I find that little rabbit I am going to take that box and eat ALL the sweets, ALL by myself!” Sela groaned, knowing how much her father loved desserts and could very well do what he threatened. “Ah-ha!” A booming voice above the little girl roared, “I found the little rabbit!” He quickly grabbed her by the waist and lifted her high above his head. Sela’s little hands held the box tightly for fear of losing any of its contents. Simeon held her motionless up in the air.
 
   “Daddy, let me down!” She cried, delighted with their game.
 
   “Can’t.”
 
   “Why not?” The little voice said.
 
   “You haven’t given me my reward—I won!”
 
   “No fair! You’re bigger and stronger than I am, Daddy.”
 
   “But you’re smaller and quicker, and you can hide in little spaces—but I caught you,” he said, his eyes gleaming.
 
   “Oh, alright, I’ll give one very tiny, little, little, piece,” Sela said. Her father kept her in the air with one hand. Sela sighed. She knew far too well that that wasn’t going to be enough for her big Daddy. “Alright, you can have a whole piece of the baklava.” He slowly lowered her, but didn’t put her down completely. “Daddy, put me down,” she giggled. 
 
   Simeon shook his head. “I don’t trust you. Give me the piece now.” Sela made a face and then grinned. Her Daddy was too smart, besides, he knew her so well. She put her little hand in the box and pulled out the smallest piece she could find. He looked at it, making his eyes fiercely big and waited for her next move. Sela brought it close to his beard, tempting him. Suddenly he put the entire piece in his mouth and managed to gently bite down on one of her fingers.
 
   “Daddy, you’ve got one of my fingers,” Sela complained, “you’re not supposed to eat my fingers!”
 
   “Oh, is that your finger? No wonder it tastes so good,” he said, licking his lips. He put her down and Sela ran off to the kitchen with her box. He heard a crash from behind the wall and immediately ran. No! Nothing could happen to his little girl. He saw her sprawled out on the kitchen floor, still clutching the sweets. She had run into the big ugly vase, and it now lay on its side, a piece of the clay broken off the top. Simeon lifted Sela up. “Are you alright, my darling?” He asked, worried.
 
   “I’m fine Daddy, but I broke the vase. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said picking her up, “it was terribly ugly anyway.”
 
   “Daddy, look, there’s some red color under the mud.” 
 
   Simeon stared at where his daughter pointed her finger. “Let’s take a look.” He tried to break off more of the ceramic but it was too hard. He put her down. “You go wash up for dinner. I’ll see you in a bit.”
 
   “Alright, Daddy.”
 
   Simeon took the vase outside to a work shed. He put it on a table and looked for a hammer. He found one and then gently tapped the encrusted mud until it started to flake off. He continued until all the ceramic was chipped away. He looked at it. There was another cocoon around it. He could not tell what lay under this next layer. He rubbed his beard. This is a wonderful mystery, he thought. He was having a good time. 
 
   “Doctor?” A voice called out to him from the house. It was one of the cooks. “Dinner is ready.”
 
   “Thank you. I’ll be right there,” he shouted back. 
 
    
 
   Simeon watched his daughter as she ate the succulent fish the cook had prepared. She is so lovely and delicate, very much like her mother was, he thought. Simeon stared at the young girl. He loved watching her; the way she put little pieces of food into her mouth, the way her eyes danced when he came home—and most of all, the gentleness of her heart. 
 
    Simeon had lost his wife at childbirth, something that always enraged him. He never could imagine that the medical field—and especially him, since he was a doctor—could not have saved the person he adored most in the universe. Now, little Sela was twice as important to him. His wife lived on in his little girl and Simeon devoted his life to the child, to the progress of medicine, and to saving lives. He had always been well off. Money and wealth were definitely not his priority in life—on the contrary the welfare of the human race was, and the Greek community as well as the local government had rewarded him. They made him a Bey, a noble of Egypt.
 
    
 
   When everyone was asleep Simeon went to the shed. It was dark and he found a gas lamp. He lit it, and studied the vase in front of him. What was that coating? He wondered. He rubbed his beard. “Of course! Rosin!” He exclaimed. He looked around. He didn’t see anything delicate enough to cut with. He went back into the house and grabbed his medical bag, took it out to the shed and opened it. He pulled out a scalpel, and made a precise incision in the wax as if he were performing the most delicate of operations. He went over the cut time and time again, until he was satisfied that he was all the way through, without harming whatever lay underneath. Simeon was humming continuously. He gave the vase a tap and the rosin shell fell off in two pieces.  He gasped at the glow of the colors, never expecting such magnificence. Even through the dull coat from the wax could he see the brilliance emanating around the small room. He quickly took a rag and very delicately cleaned it, now singing at the top of his voice. He stopped and realized he never sang; as a matter of fact Sela always scolded him and said that his voice was just not really the best in the world. How odd, but wonderful, he thought. He smiled and rubbed his beard. He continued cleaning until the vase was completely clear of rosin, clay, or dirt. Then he took some oil and polished it, giving it its original glow, and then wiped it dry. Simeon had been at it for hours. When he finished he stared at its beauty. He carefully turned it over and saw a Chinese signature and markings. “Whoever you were, my friend, you were a masterful artist. I will try to find someone who can translate what you wrote and what piece of history was brought into my life.” Simeon took the vase into the house. He quietly walked into the dark living room and, as if guided, placed the vase on the piano. Exhausted, he went to bed and immediately fell asleep.
 
    
 
   Simeon was awakened by a scream. He threw his robe over his pajamas and rushed downstairs. 
 
   “What is it? What’s wrong?” He asked, as Sela ran up to him. He lifted her effortlessly and hugged her tightly.
 
   “You remembered! You remembered!” She squealed with delight.
 
   Simeon was still half asleep. “Remembered what?”
 
   “Oh, Daddy, you know, my birthday.” 
 
   Simeon reacted quickly. “You thought I forgot, didn’t you?” 
 
   “No, I knew you wouldn’t forget. And I love my gift!”
 
   “You do?” At this Simeon was puzzled. What gift had he given her? “Uh, where is it?”
 
   “Oh, Daddy, you are so silly,” she said giggling. She pointed to the piano. The sun had just come up and was shining into the house. It seemed that all the rays focused on the vase, making rainbows everywhere in the room. He gasped. The vase was almost blinding.
 
   “It’s very beautiful,” Sela said, almost timidly.
 
   “But nothing as beautiful as you, my darling.”
 
   “Oh, Daddy, you’re the best Daddy in the whole world.” She hugged her father as best she could with her little arms. “But are we still going to have the party?” She asked worriedly.
 
   The party? Oh, he had almost forgotten. “Of course, little lady. You will have the grown-up party, just as you requested,” he answered. 
 
    
 
   The crème de la crème of Alexandria’s elite gathered at the Vidalis mansion. The ladies came in their most elegant gowns and showed off their exquisite jewelry. The single women vied for his attention—Simeon was one of the most eligible bachelors in town. The men, in dinner jackets and bowties, would never have turned down this invitation. They knew that anyone who was anyone was present, and that the best business deals could be made at these parties. Tonight was special—it was Sela’s sixth birthday and they were happy to celebrate with her. She was adored by everyone. At her tender age, she was already a splendid hostess. She greeted each guest and showed them into the large living room. She was not a typical child; rather she was more like a very young teenager. She preferred the company of people older than she was, much older. She liked adults best and found them more entertaining and interesting. She knew they were smarter, but considered that nothing but a challenge. They dined and laughed and always remembered to include her in their conversations. Children her age were boring and immature, she thought, and she really didn’t have any friends from her own age group.
 
    “You’re Excellency,” Simeon said to the Chinese Ambassador, “I have a favor to ask of you.”
 
   “Of course, Doctor, what can I help you with?”
 
   “I would like to show you something. Come with me.” The two men headed towards the piano. The Ambassador caught his breath when he saw the vase.
 
   “This is Chinese! Where did you get it?”
 
   “It was a gift from one of my patients.”
 
   “You must have at least saved their life!”
 
   Simeon roared with laughter. “Something like that. Exquisite, don’t you think?”
 
   “Yes, magnificent and unique. But tell me, what is this favor you ask?”
 
   “Let me show you.” Simeon lifted the vase and showed him the inscription written on the bottom. “Can you translate this for me?” 
 
   “Of course, it will be my pleasure.” The Chinese man looked at it and smiled. “It is a dedication, and very appropriate for this evening.” Simeon waited, puzzled. The Ambassador continued. “It says: For my beautiful daughter, may your life be filled with joy and surrounded by music. This vase was made from my heart and with the help of Quan Yin.” The Chinese man looked up. “It is signed during the Song Dynasty by a man called See-Fu, which means Master.” Simeon nodded. “It is from the 13th century and the piece is priceless, Doctor.”
 
   “I know, your Excellency,” he said, and thought the very same thing about his little girl. He put the vase back and thought of what an appropriate birthday gift this truly was, and signed to his beautiful daughter no less. 
 
    
 
   “I have a birthday gift for you, young lady,” a man said to Sela. He pulled her over to the piano.
 
   “Oh, Uncle Fitzy, you do?” 
 
   Gerald Fitzgerald bent down and looked at her with a sly grin on his face. “I do!”
 
   “Where is it?” She asked excitedly. 
 
   He extended his hands out to her and wiggled his fingers. “Right here!”
 
   “Where? I don’t see anything.”
 
   “My fingers.”
 
   “Your fingers? What kind of gift is that? I already have fingers. Besides I wouldn’t want you to be without—you need your fingers!”
 
   Gerald laughed. “You are right. Now go tell your Daddy I need a glass with some medicine and I’ll tell you about these fingers.”
 
   “What kind of medicine do you need? You look alright to me.”
 
   “Oh, tell him Irish or Scottish. He’ll know. Now, go on and hurry back,” the Irishman said.
 
   Sela ran up to her father and told him about Uncle Fitzi’s request. Simeon laughed and poured him a glass of Scotch whisky. “Here you are, birthday girl, Fitzi’s medicine.” Sela was always amazed that her father knew exactly what medicine to give his patients. She ran over to the piano with the medicine and sat on the bench next to Gerald.
 
   “Here you are, Uncle Fitzi, now where’s the gift?” Sela said, all in one breath.
 
   “Ah, lovely, just what the doctor ordered.” Sela looked at him, puzzled. He took a large swig and put the glass down on a coaster on the piano. “As I said, right here in my fingers. I’m going to play as many songs as you are old tonight. That is my gift to you.”
 
   “Really? Oh, that’s wonderful. Six whole songs! Thank you Uncle Fitzi.”
 
   “You’re very welcome, Luv.”
 
   Sela ran to her father and told him about Gerald’s gift.
 
   “Alright, everybody,” Simeon said, getting everyone’s attention. “Fitzi here is going to play for us. Let’s give him our undivided attention.” The guests clapped and stopped chatting. Sela ran back to the piano and sat next to the Irishman.
 
   “Are you ready, young lady?” He asked.
 
   “Ready!” She answered, smiling delightfully.
 
   Gerald started out with a lovely Irish ballad. Sela watched very closely.  She sat transfixed, mesmerized by the agility of his fingers. But what she loved the most was that every time he pushed down on the ivory teeth they made beautiful sounds that became complete melodies.
 
   Gerald had played five of the six songs. He realized that he had never played so well and hadn’t even wanted another drink! He turned to little Sela sitting next to him. “Alright, birthday girl, last song. What will it be?”
 
   “Anything I want?” Gerald nodded. “The first one you played,” she answered.
 
   “As you wish.” He once again played the Irish ballad. The guests were all smiling, loving the little tête-à-tête between the Irishman and Sela. He finished with one finger on a solitary key. They clapped and wished Sela a happy birthday. “Now it’s your turn,” Gerald said, “can you play?”
 
   Sela shrugged. “I don’t know, I never tried.”
 
   “Alright. Put your fingers like this,” he said, taking the little hands and stretched them across an octave. “If you want to play a note over here you cross this middle finger over and push it down. Same with the other hand. Got it?”
 
   “I think so.” To everyone’s amazement her little fingers played the ballad perfectly, as if she had practiced it for years. She finished the piece as Gerald had, with one solitary finger on the key. Sela had a photographic memory. She remembered every hand movement, every finger placement and she had an ear and a talent for music. She would turn it into a lifelong passion. 
 
   The guests stood speechless. Not for a moment did they believe she had never played before, and thought she was an amazing pianist.
 
   “Hey, little Mozart,” someone from the crowd cried out, “play us another one!” Sela looked at her father. He nodded at her, beaming. He never knew his daughter could play the piano. When had she learned? Sela played the second song that Gerald had played and then the third. Gerald hugged her. “You little Leprechaun, why didn’t you tell me you could play? And when did you learn those songs? They’re not really played here, but rather in Europe and America.”
 
   “I can’t. I’m just doing what you did.” The entire time Sela had also been glancing at the vase.
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   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Dr. Simeon was doing his rounds at the hospital. He entered Ali’s room. His parents were by his side. 
 
   “Good evening, Doctor,” Jamil said.
 
   “Good evening to you. I must tell you the fish dinner the other night was delicious and the desserts absolutely delightful. They were made with great care and much love, I could tell,” he said turning to Leila. 
 
   “I’m very glad you enjoyed them, Doctor,” Leila said modestly, appreciating his compliment. 
 
   “Also the vase was quite interesting.”
 
   “Oh, Doctor, that was just a packaging,” Jamil answered embarrassed, “something we brought up from the ocean floor. I’m sorry it was not very pretty.”
 
   “Ah, but I think the vase is very beautiful and I would like to pay you for it.”
 
   “No, no, Doctor, absolutely out of the question. What you have done for my family is more than enough—you have given us Ali back!”
 
   “Very well, then, if you insist. Oh, and one more thing. 
 
   “Yes, Doctor, anything.”
 
   “Before you leave stop by my office. No need to rush.”
 
   “Of course, Doctor.”
 
    
 
   Simeon walked into his office and talked to his secretary. “Right away, Doctor,” she answered. She turned and hurried off to do the errand requested. A little while later she returned with an envelope. “Here you are, Doctor.”
 
   “Thank you.” Simeon opened the envelope, looked inside, rubbed his beard and smiled. He took out a piece of paper, dipped his plume into the ink jar and wrote a letter. Once finished, Simeon sealed the envelope. There was a knock on the door. “Enter!” His voice boomed. Jamil, Leila and young Ali walked in. “So, you are leaving us today, Ali.”
 
   “Yes, Doctor,” he said respectfully. “Thank you for saving my life.” Leila beamed, proud of her son’s manners.
 
   “You are most welcome, my young friend.” He turned to Jamil and handed him the envelope he just finished sealing. “This is for Ali. It is to be opened only when he finishes school.” Looking at Ali he said: “You will finish school, right?”
 
   “Oh, yes Doctor, whatever you say,” the boy answered.
 
   “Good. It is settled then, Jamil?”
 
   “As you request, Doctor. It will not be opened until Ali finishes school, and I will make sure of that. The envelope will stay in a safe place until then. I promise in the name of Allah.”
 
   “And Mohammed, Jesus and even Quan Yin.”
 
   Just who is this Quan Yin? Jamil remembered the doctor referring to this before. 
 
   Simeon rubbed his beard and stepped away from his desk. He held out his hand and Jamil shook it. He is such a big man, he thought, but gentle, like a dolphin.
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   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   At seventeen Sela finished school, as well as her studies at the prestigious London Conservatory and now performed in most of the great cities of Europe and the Middle East, from Beirut to Marrakech and Dublin to St. Petersburg. She was a distinguished world-class pianist and a very elegant young woman. Her taste for fine couture never wavered and she always looked as if she just walked out of a Paris fashion show. And her jewelry! Her jewelry was the talk of every city. Ever since she started playing the piano Sela also acquired a passion for gems. She commissioned the best jewelers from Athens, Beirut, Rome, Cairo, Paris, and even Tehran, to create unique and exquisite pieces. She paid handsomely, got what she wanted, and at a correct price. The jewelers were aware of her famous taste, but also of her business acumen, and were always very careful. They knew that their reputation would be on the line and otherwise they stood to lose everything. On the other hand, Sela was their best advertisement and she never missed an occasion to praise their work. They not only worshipped her, they respected her and were devoted to her art, taste and wealth. Since starting to perform professionally at the tender age of fourteen, Sela had become a very wealthy woman and lived to let her fingers run up and down the ivory and ebony keys of the pianos on her tours. 
 
    
 
   The Mariinsky Theater in St. Petersburg was filled to capacity and Sela dazzled her Russian audience while honoring Tchaikovsky, Rachmaninov and Prokofiev. She was on top of the world and the world in turn was at her feet. After several encores Sela adjourned to her dressing room, which, as always, was filled with flowers. Sela’s assistant, Tatiana, a stocky middle aged Russian woman, walked in with yet another bouquet, bigger and more beautiful than the others. 
 
   “Miss Sela, there is a note attached,” she cried.
 
   “Mm, yes, I’m sure. There always is. Do you have a light?” She asked, looking at herself in mirror.
 
   “Of course.” Tatiana handed her a box of matches. Sela put a cigarette in the long ivory holder and lit it. She tousled her hair a bit and applied some powder to her cheeks.
 
   “Do we have any champagne?”
 
   “I’ll get some.”
 
   “Thank you.” The assistant left the room. Sela saw the card out of the corner of her eye. Curious, she picked it out of the bouquet and read it: It has been an honor to be at your performance. May your hands feel only silk and your beauty stay irresistible like the colors of an everlasting butterfly. Your devoted admirer, Grand Duke Ivan Vladimirov.  Sela giggled. Tatiana was back with a cold bottle of champagne. 
 
   “Is there something funny, Miss Sela?” She asked, as she poured some champagne into a glass.
 
   “Here,” Sela said, “you can read it.” Tatiana did and gasped. “What is it?” Sela asked.
 
   “Why, this is from the Grand Duke himself!”
 
   “Yes, and?”
 
   “Miss Sela, he is the grand nephew of our late Tsarina, Catherine the Great!”
 
   “Mm, lovely,” Sela said, quite unimpressed.
 
   “And these lovely words… Oh, Miss Sela, and he is so handsome!”
 
   “Mm, is that so…” Sela was completely indifferent. “Alright, I’m ready for the reception. Off to indulge in the caviar and blinis. How do I look?” Sela wore an elegant peach-colored silk dress with a large bow at the back and a décolleté that was cut exactly where men hated it—just enough to hide everything, hint at secret curves and be sensually mysterious. The simple elegance of the dress was enhanced with exquisite jewelry that made her glow.
 
   “Absolutely divine!” Tatiana replied. “The Grand Duke will surely fall in love with you on the spot—if he hasn’t already!” 
 
   Sela laughed as she exited her dressing room. She was always very sure of herself, fiercely independent and had been that way since she was a child. She knew exactly what she wanted, how to get it, and no one ever seemed to be able to say no to her. Her secret was simply the art of diplomacy, the art of making others say yes—and with pleasure—even though they had been prepared to say no. Of course her kind heart and her beauty enhanced this art, and she was always polite, respectful and fair with everyone she encountered. For a woman so young she had great class and maturity.
 
    
 
   The reception at the palace was focused around Sela. The opulence and grandeur of the hall, gilded in gold and red velvet added to the splendor and majesty of the evening. She wasn’t alone for a single moment and out of the corner of her eye she spotted a dashing young man with an Imperial uniform. He had been watching her for quite a while but hadn’t approached her. Then the orchestra, housed in one of the palace’s golden upper balconies, played a waltz. The man came up to her from behind and lightly touched her shoulder. “May I have this dance, Miss Vidalis,” he asked. She turned and without thinking said: “Certainly.” She realized it was the man that had been staring at her all evening. She was momentarily paralyzed. He was even more dashing up close. He graciously offered her his arm and they walked out to the dance floor. The crowd grew quiet.
 
   “Alright,” she said, “you know who I am, but who are you?”
 
   “Ivan,” he said simply. He didn’t say anything else, although he would have told her that he wanted to be with her, get to know her and then become lovers.
 
   “Ivan? Just Ivan?”
 
   “For you, yes. I would like you to call me Ivan. For others I am Captain Ivan Vladimirov, Grand Duke of all Russia.”
 
   “I see. Well, that’s lovely,” she said nonchalantly. Ivan slightly raised an eyebrow. ’That’s lovely?’ He almost laughed. Women practically threw themselves at him, but this one was different. She was enchanting and would be a wonderful challenge, he mused. “Oh, yes, I should thank you for the lovely bouquet.”
 
   “You are most welcome. It is but a small thing of beauty compared to your own and of course your amazing talent is incomparable.”
 
   “Thank you, you’re very kind.” And [bookmark: Describe]gorgeous, she thought. She liked his style. He wasn’t snobby as she expected, and figured that he was the most sought after bachelor in all Russia, and understood why. He was intriguing, not the usual pompous pushy male, and charming. Very charming! All she really wanted to do was look at this man and listen to what he had to say. Perhaps for the first time in her life Sela found herself searching for things to say. But she had to say something. “You have quite a few medals there. What did you do? Fight all the wars single-handedly?” 
 
   He laughed. And she had a wonderful sense of humor too, he thought. “Hardly,” he answered.
 
    
 
   They continued dancing through the night. If someone tried to cut in Ivan gave them a simple, yet sharp look. They immediately backed off. The orchestra finished their last melody and Ivan gallantly escorted her off the dance floor.
 
   “May I drive you home?” He asked.
 
   “That would be wonderful. I’ve had a long day.”
 
   “You certainly have and your performance was absolutely sublime.” He meant it. He had never seen such a concert and he noted that she hardly ever looked at her hands.
 
   “Thank you. That’s very kind of you to say.”
 
   “It’s the truth.”
 
   It was cold and snowing. Sela shivered involuntarily. Ivan put his arm around her shoulders and led her to the sleigh. He easily helped her up and sat next to her. He covered her up to her neck in a sable blanket.
 
   “Warmer?” 
 
   “Yes, much, thank you.”
 
   “Idti! Go! And keep your eyes in front of you,” Ivan said to the driver in Russian.
 
   Ivan and Sela had been speaking French all night. “You know, your accent is flawless. That must be why they say ‘you speak French like a Russian.’” Sela said. 
 
   He laughed. “I believe that we Russians owe that to my great aunt, Catherine. She insisted we be as educated as the Europeans—especially the French, maybe even better.”
 
   “I hear she was quite a woman.”
 
   “Yes, she was. We could have used her in this day and age. Our Tsar is a wonderful man, but I am afraid he is not as powerful. Nor does he have the insight or intuition that the old Tsarina had. Of course that is my opinion and I hope I am wrong. I don’t suggest you repeat any of this. My life has been threatened for less.”
 
   “Someone wants to kill you?”              
 
   “There are many who would like to see all the nobles dead. If the Tsar isn’t careful a lot of blood will be spilled in our country. Of course the aristocracy doesn’t listen to me either. So I guess you could say that I’m getting it from all sides. But let’s not talk politics. It has been such a remarkable evening.”
 
   “Yes, it has, you are right. You know, there have been wars for just about everything and anything, but there has never been a war because of music.” 
 
   “How do you mean?” Ivan asked, intrigued.
 
   “Well, nobody ever invaded a country or a people because they want, like, or even dislike their music. As a matter of fact they respect it. Each one has a tradition, a unique sound or dance. The Austrians have waltzes, the Italians tarantellas, the Polish polkas, the French can-can, the Russians ziganka, the Greeks syrtaki, the Arabs belly dances, and so on. They accompany the dances with folk music or great compositions. And operas! Why they have no borders whatsoever. You can have a Spanish soprano singing in a German opera house, led by a French maestro with a Polish first violin and composed by an Italian.” 
 
   Ivan looked at her. She’s on a roll, he mused. “You love music, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course, but its more than that—it is sacred. And used for all occasions and by everyone. For celebrations, funerals, weddings and in every religion. For announcements, important political rallies, leading soldiers into battle and singing children to sleep. It is the most important weapon we have and nobody realizes it. People should take music as an example!” 
 
   “Absolutely!”
 
   “If people loved and respected peace as they do music no one would ever hate each other,” she continued, “everyone would have peace and happiness. Wouldn’t that make sense? And wouldn’t that be magnificent?” Ivan nodded. Sela looked at Ivan. “I’m sorry, I got carried away.”
 
   “If you ever decide to change careers you might want to go into politics—you’ve definitely convinced me.” Ivan had wanted other women before, and he was grateful for the bounties they had generously given him, but never had anyone made him feel like she did at this very moment.
 
   Sela looked deep into his eyes. Ivan leaned closer. Their faces were almost touching. He looked over every inch of her lovely face, the deep dark eyes, the shiny black hair that reflected the moon, the perfectly white straight teeth and the lips that were hypnotizing him deeper with every movement of her mouth. Were they as sweet and soft as they looked? “May I?” He asked. She smiled and nodded slightly. Ivan kissed her delicately and Sela returned his kiss with more passion than either of them expected. The sleigh slowed down as they arrived at Sela’s hotel. The driver turned around and was ready to say something. He saw them kissing and Ivan simply pointed in the air and made a circle with his finger. The driver smiled and made a circle around the neighborhood—a very large one.
 
    
 
   Sela and Ivan spent the next few days together. They toured the city and took sleigh rides. They were inseparable and knew they had both fallen in love in a very short time.
 
   “I’m leaving for Paris tomorrow. Oh, Ivan,” she said hugging him under the sable blanket which seemed to be a permanent fixture of the sleigh, “when am I going to see you again?”
 
   “Very soon, I promise.”
 
   “But when? You yourself told me about the political unrest. How could you leave? When and where could we meet?”
 
   “I always keep my promises.”
 
   I’m sure you do, but you have no control over your superiors. Promise me you’ll come soon, and that you’ll stay safe,” she said, sighing.
 
   “Leave it to me. I have something in mind.” He kissed her passionately and held her for a very long time.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   Sela was finishing breakfast in her suite at the hôtel de Crillon, Paris’ most luxurious hotel, and was reading a newspaper in the lavishly decorated apartment. She wore a lovely simple lace negligee under a silk overcoat. Although her surroundings were elegant and comfortable she shuddered. There were riots in Russia, the commoners were getting stronger, the Tsar was getting weaker, and Ivan was in the middle. 
 
   There was a knock on the door. Odd, she thought, she wasn’t expecting anyone, and she had already eaten breakfast. 
 
   “Enter!” She said, looking up.
 
   The door opened and before her stood the commanding figure of Ivan. 
 
   Sela screamed: “Ivan, oh, Ivan, you made it to Paris and you’re safe. Oh, thank God!” She threw the newspaper on the floor, ran, and jumped on him. They almost fell over. They kissed passionately, hungry for one another. Ivan whisked her up in his arms, closed the door with his foot and carried her into the room. They kissed some more and held on to each other. After a few moments Ivan put her down.
 
   “What a fantastic surprise! How long will you be in Paris?” Sela asked.
 
   “I am here to stay.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “I am the new Ambassador of Russia to Paris.”
 
   “That’s wonderful!” She exclaimed, jumping on him again like a teenager. Ivan reeled and held her, keeping his balance.
 
   “Wait, wait, there’s more,” he laughed.
 
   “More? How could there be more than that?”
 
   “I have a mission.”
 
   “Oh, no, does that mean you will leave very soon and do something dangerous?”
 
   “Well, it could be dangerous,” he laughed again.
 
   “What is so funny?”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about this mission for quite a while now,” he said. She stared at him blankly. Ivan got down on one knee, took her hand, kissed it, and said: “Mademoiselle Sela Vidalis, would you do me the great honor of marrying me?” Sela stared, expecting everything and anything, but not a proposal, at least not at that instant. She held her breath and looked into his deep blue eyes. She saw how full of love they were. There was no question in his mind, or in hers.
 
   “Ivan Vladimirov, Grand Duke of all Russia, Ambassador to France, and love of my life, YES! Oh, yes.” Ivan smiled the most radiant of smiles, as only a man very much in love can. He took a ring out of his pocket, an enormous ruby cut into the shape of a heart, surrounded by baguette diamonds. “It is stunning, Ivan! And believe me, I know something about jewelry.”
 
   “It was my great aunt’s, Catherine. It was given to her by the only man she ever really loved. Now, it is yours, my sweet. Every time you look at it, may you know that my heart is as radiant as the ruby, for you are the only one who can give me such joy, and I in turn promise to love you forever.” Ivan slid it on her finger, stood up, and kissed her deeply. Sela led him to the bed.
 
   “My love, we are not married yet,” Ivan said. He desperately wanted to make love to her, he would be a fool if he didn’t, but for her sake he wanted everything to be right.
 
   “I know, Ivan. You are the man of my life and I plan to spend the rest of my days with you. In my heart we are married, and I am sure that in the eyes of God we are already man and wife. We can do the official and religious formalities later,” she said, smiling seductively.
 
   “Are you sure you’re not in politics?” He said, grinning. He pinned her down lightly on the bed and caressed her face lovingly. Sela shuddered. She shook her head. 
 
   “No, music is my profession and my passion; you are my husband and the music of my soul.”
 
   Ivan and Sela spent several months in Paris and then went to Egypt to get married.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   Ali and his parents were sitting in their little home, although cozy and warm, no more than a shack. Ali was now a young man, distinguished and tall with an air of accomplishment he could hardly contain. Leila, his mother, hugged him, tears streaming down her face.
 
   “Why are you crying, Mama?”
 
   “I am so proud of you, my son,” she said.
 
   “But that is no reason to cry,” Ali said, holding her even tighter.
 
   “Ah, that is what women do when they are happy. I’ll never understand them,” Jamil sighed. “But she is right, we are very proud of you,” he continued, holding a piece of paper in his hand. “You have accomplished something none of us have ever done. You are the first one in our family to ever graduate from a school. You have made a tired old fisherman very happy.” Jamil was holding Ali’s diploma and beaming.
 
   “It is time, Bába,” Ali said.
 
   “Yes, Ali.” Jamil went to the tiny kitchen and pulled out one of the floorboards. He took out the envelope. “We have kept our word to Dr. Simeon. It has never been opened. That is the promise we made and the least we could do for having saved your life.” They looked at the envelope. It had accumulated dust over the years. He handed it to his son. “You open it, Mr. Educated man, besides, neither your mother nor I can read.” Ali blew on it and gently wiped it off. He opened it carefully and held the letter the doctor had written so many years ago and read it out loud. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Ali, 
 
    
 
   Today you graduated from school. Congratulations! You may not remember me (at this point it has been quite a few years), but after the operation for your appendicitis you mentioned you wanted to be a doctor. I looked into your eyes and you reminded me of myself when I had been your age. It was that same look, that same yearning for something you want so badly, something you believe in so strongly that will make you succeed. It becomes almost physically painful. I believe in you too, Ali. I saw it in your soul that afternoon. 
 
   If it is still your desire to enter the medical field take this bankbook that I started the day you left the hospital. It is in your name. It will be more than enough for a good medical education, and I know that you will become an important man of medicine. But if you have perhaps changed your mind over the past few years and decide to embark in a different field, you may of course do so and use the money that is waiting for you. My only request is that you donate a third of it to medical research. I leave that choice to you. Also, your father gave me a wonderful gift for which he did not want payment. So, for that reason as well and for the reasons I have just stated, use the funds wisely. 
 
    I wish you great success in your career and in your life. My very best to your parents. I pray you are all well. 
 
    Sincerely, 
 
   Simeon Vidalis, Doctor of Medicine
 
   June 1, 1905 
 
    
 
   Ali looked at the bankbook. The doctor had put in a fair amount and Ali knew that over the years it had accumulated more than enough to pay for a fine medical education. “There is enough money here to put me through very expensive medical school!” He exclaimed, “and I’m sure that you can retire too, Bába.”
 
   “Allah be praised. He has sent us an angel,” Leila said, her tears now really streaming down her face.
 
   “You are very right, my dear wife, Allah be praised indeed. Our son will become a physician like Dr. Simeon. As far as retirement I am not that old, and I still enjoy what I do. When you become a doctor, maybe then,” he said, smiling with great pride and joy.
 
   “I will go see Doctor Simeon. I will tell him that the time has come to enroll in medical school. I must thank him,” Ali said. Since meeting Dr. Simeon being a doctor had become a delicious obsession.
 
   “That is a good idea. I will make him the most succulent desserts.” Leila said, still remembering his compliment.
 
   Jamil nodded. “That is a good idea indeed.”
 
   Ali carefully carried the package of sweets his mother had prepared as he walked toward the hospital. On his way, he passed the Greek Orthodox Church of St. Catherine. The street was quiet and carriages decorated with a myriad of fresh flowers were parked along the edges. The horses’ manes were even braided and intertwined with little blossoms. There seemed to be a wedding in progress. Ali looked up and stared at the Greek cross. He stopped and said a prayer: “I know that you are not my God and that there is only one God, but I thank you for sending me your messenger—Dr. Simeon. I have thanked Allah and the good doctor for years for my life and good fortune, and so I ask you as well, God of the Yunani, of the Greeks, to please protect him and his family, today and every day. I thank you with all my heart and soul.” At that very moment the church bells rang. Ali almost jumped. Could that have been an answer? He wondered. Suddenly the church doors opened and people flowed out, lining the steps in front. Ali noticed they were expensively dressed, with lovely silk dresses and perfectly tailored suits. It must be someone rich or important, he thought. He recognized several politicians and local and international entertainers. They waited for the bride and groom to come out. Curious, Ali waited as well. A few minutes later a very handsome couple emerged arm in arm from the church. Ali’s heart skipped a beat when he saw the bride. He had never seen such a pretty woman and such a happy bride. Her wedding dress of white silk was simple, elegant and perfect for the sash that was tied around one shoulder, then crossed her chest and went down to her waist. Ali gasped. It was not made of material; instead it was a belt of diamonds interspersed with precious gems of all colors. It was blinding and magnificent. The groom, in an elegant white Imperial Russian uniform, was dashing and beaming proudly next to his new bride. He had a great number of medals pinned to his chest and he too was wearing a sash, one of silk with yet more medals. He must at the very least be a prince, Ali thought. They looked so happy, so very happy. The newlyweds were showered by rainbows of rice and flower petals, but Ali could not keep his eyes off the bride. One day he would love to have a wife as exquisite as this woman. From the expression on her face he longed to be loved as much as she loved this man. He could see their happiness in their little hand movements and their body language. Ali smiled. He was happy for them and his heart glowed. It was a wonderful day. An older man stood behind them, a big man. Of course! It was Doctor Simeon—just as big as Ali remembered him, bigger than life itself. He hadn’t expected to see him there and Ali was absolutely delighted. The doctor’s hair was a little thinner, sporting elegant streaks of gray and his beard looked as if someone has painted little silver lines in it. He looked radiant and blissful. Ali remembered he had a daughter, this must be her wedding, he thought. 
 
   The married couple climbed into the flower laden carriage. The guests shouted, clapped and waved. Ali went toward Simeon. He had waited a long time for this day, to see his idol again, to shake his hand, his big hand, yet delicate enough to perform life saving operations. He stood in front of the doctor and extended his arm to him, a little apprehensive. He still felt like a boy in front of this giant. Simeon looked at the young man and shook his hand. 
 
   “Doctor Simeon, I came to thank you,” Ali said, “but I should add congratulations. The beautiful woman getting married is your daughter, yes?” Simeon nodded, beaming. He looked at the young man and tried to place him—he seemed familiar, but from where? He was plainly dressed and his clothes were clean and well pressed. Was he here for the wedding? Was he a friend of Sela’s? Why did he want to thank him? Was he a patient? Surely he would remember, wouldn’t he? He still could not place him. “I have brought you a gift,” Ali continued. “My mother, Leila, made them just for you—she remembered how much you enjoyed them, but I will have to tell her to make some more for your daughter. May her marriage be as sweet as my mother’s desserts.”
 
    Simeon looked at the box, with the ever-present childlike gleam in his eyes. He rubbed his beard and suddenly exclaimed: “Ali! You are little Ali! My, you have become a fine young man. I am delighted to see you. This is a wonderful surprise.” Simeon embraced him and Ali grinned as he disappeared in the big man’s arms. 
 
   “It is a joy to see you as well, Doctor. I came to tell you that I graduated, like I promised, and that I am going to enroll in medical school. I thank you once again for everything you have done.”
 
   “This is definitely a pleasure, young man, and I insist you stay for the festivities. Come, let me introduce you to my daughter and her husband.”
 
   “The pleasure is all mine.”
 
   They headed toward the carriage where Sela and Ivan had just settled in. Behind them Ali saw a man in a dark suit walking toward the couple. His clothes were not of the same caliber as the other guests. On the contrary, they looked cheap and they were wrinkled. He did not look like an Arab, nor did he look Greek. Ali shuddered. His eyes were dark and menacing. His nose was distorted as if it had been broken several times, and he had a scar from his cheek to his chin. He was short and stocky; his pace quick and purposeful. Ali felt a chill run down his spine and dropped the box of desserts when the man suddenly pulled out a pistol from under his jacket. Ivan and Sela were kissing. They didn’t see the man until he jumped on the carriage step and aimed his weapon at the groom.
 
   “Oomerit! Die! All Royals must die!” The assassin shouted at Ivan in Russian. Ali ran toward the man. Simeon stared, not quite understanding or believing the scene in front of him. A woman, from among the guests, screamed. Ali lunged for the man but the bullet had already left the gun. It hit Ivan in the chest. The assassin turned the gun toward Sela and was ready to pull the trigger but Ali made contact and he and the man fell off the carriage and rolled to the ground. They struggled for the weapon as another shot went off. Ali flew off the man and landed like a discarded rag, blood covering his upper torso. 
 
   It was pandemonium. Women screamed. Men shouted. Many scurried in all directions. Several of the men, now understanding the scene they just witnessed, grabbed the scarred assassin and his gun and subdued him. 
 
    Ivan’s white uniform had turned an ugly crimson. His blood was splattered on Sela’s wedding dress. She held him, crying, screaming: “Ivan, Ivan, don’t leave me, please don’t leave me!” She wailed.
 
   “You will always be the music of my soul,” he whispered. “Kiss me, my love,” he said, struggling to speak.
 
   Sela gently kissed his mouth, cradling and rocking him in her arms, until she felt his last breath leave his body and her lips.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   “I’m leaving Egypt,” Sela announced.
 
   “You know this could have happened anywhere, in any city of the world,” Simeon said, trying to reason with her.
 
   “Yes, I know, but I need to do this and right now. I have to get away.”
 
   “I understand, but where will you go? You were born here; you’ve spent most of your life here.”
 
   “Yes, and I have loved it,” she said, with a finality that Simeon knew wouldn’t budge.
 
   “Yes, my darling,” he sighed. He knew he could not change her mind and he feared for her. “Just be sure you are doing the right thing, for the right reasons, and please be careful.” Simeon knew she was a strong and fiercely independent woman. She had been that way since she was a child, but how strong could she be now? “I only want your happiness.” He hugged her. He had tears in his eyes and looked exhausted. Simeon seemed to have aged ten years in the last few horrific days.
 
   “Yes, Father, thank you. I will come visit as often as I can, and you will come visit me as well.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Sela looked at her father. To her, he was the epitome of strength and gentleness. He had always been a superb role model and she was grateful for all the love and the wonderful life he had given her. She had never known her mother but Simeon talked about her often. It was the closest she would ever get to the woman who brought her into the world, and Sela had come to love her too in her own way. Simeon had adored and worshipped his wife, but Sela also knew that he would never love another woman as he had her mother. She knew that it would be the same for her. She would never be able to love another man as she had Ivan. She looked at her father. The man was devastated. She was sure the tragedy had brought back many painful memories.
 
   “Does it get any better, Daddy?”
 
   Simeon looked at the young woman he adored. His eyes welled up with tears but he held them back. He swore at himself, furious that he could not have prevented the catastrophic events. Furious that he had promised his wife on her death bed that he would always protect their little girl, that she would only have the best of everything and never suffer. He had not kept that promise. Now she was asking him how he could take her pain away. He felt the ache in his chest and wondered if his heart was tearing bit by bit. 
 
   “It gets better with time.” He said softly, pretending to be his typical strong, confident self. “Life is full of beauty, an adventure that brings new joys every day. You are young. There will be happiness in your life, my darling. I promise.”
 
   Sela nodded, not really believing him. She went to her father and hugged him. “Thank you, Daddy. I hope you’re right.” As strong as the man was, he had no power over the tears that finally ran down his face.
 
   Sela went to the piano and started to play. She looked at the vase and took comfort in its presence. Next to it stood a picture of her and Ivan in Paris, in front of the Place de la Concorde, across from the hotel where he had proposed, on the happiest day of her life. Now he was gone, only a photograph remained, and a great void engulfed her soul. All she had left was her lifelong love and her passion—her music. Sela felt the vibration from the piano fill her body as she silently let her tears cascade down her embittered face.
 
    
 
   Sela leaned on the railing of the ship that took her out of the port of Alexandria. Such a beautiful city, will I ever come back here? She wondered. She looked down at the cerulean sea beneath her, debating on whether she should just disappear beneath the waves. Why not? What have I to live for? What joy can my life have without Ivan? She looked at her heart shaped ruby, the ring Ivan had given her in Paris for their engagement. Was I too lucky? Did I have too much? Did I not deserve you? Was my life too easy, too full? Was I not experienced in pain enough? 
 
   Sela wrestled with herself the entire voyage to Monte Carlo, debating whether the depths of the sea would be a better world than the one she believed had abandoned her. Every day she locked herself in her stateroom, dined alone in her cabin, and passed the time by crying and ranting. On the night the ship docked in Monaco, Sela went to the Hôtel de Paris, called room service for a bottle of Vodka and proceeded to drink until she passed out. 
 
   The next evening she went to the casino next door, dressed as always in an elegant designer gown and her dazzling jewelry. She sat at the tables and gambled for hours, and lost a great amount of money.
 
   “May I play your piano?” She asked the manager, taking a break from the games.
 
   “Of course, Madame Vidalis, for you anything.” 
 
   I have no doubt, she thought. With what I lost here tonight I could buy a hundred pianos. Sela sat down at the grand, opened her purse and took out the frame with the picture from Paris and put it in front of her on the piano. She also took out a pack of cigarettes and put one in her mouth. The manager immediately lit it for her.
 
   “Thank you. Could I also have a Vodka?”
 
   “Right away, Madame.”
 
   Sela played for the rest of the night, a cigarette dangling constantly from her mouth and downed shot after shot of Vodka. She enchanted all the men in the great casino hall and they vied for her attention, but Sela didn’t want anything to do with them. She drowned herself in her sorrow. As an interlude she went to the tables and gambled some more.
 
   Sela continued this routine for a month—gambling, smoking, drinking and playing the piano. One night she was at the baccarat table and was losing heavily. She asked the manager for more chips. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Madame, that is no longer possible.” 
 
   Sela looked up, surprised. Could she be penniless? She started to laugh. “Don’t be ridiculous. My credit is good.”
 
   “Yes, Madame, is has been very good,” he said, dreading this part of his job. It was always so disconcerting when his guests lost their fortunes.
 
   “Oh, very well,” she said nonchalantly. She unhooked a magnificent necklace of south sea pearls from her neck and put it in front of her on the table. “Will this do?“
 
   Of course, Madame.” He picked up the pearls and nodded to the croupier who immediately put a stack of chips in front of her.
 
   Sela was able to gamble, play the piano, smoke cigarettes, drink Vodka and lose all of her unique jewelry, including the sash made of gems from her wedding. She remembered Ivan telling her that it had been in the Russian Royal family and was a gift from the Russian people. All she had left was the heart shaped ruby ring on her finger. Her fortune and her jewels were gone. When she lost the rest of the chips she went back to the hotel, nauseous and depressed. She fell on her bed and passed out.
 
   The next morning she woke up with the usual splitting headache and vomited until she couldn’t breathe anymore. She managed to ring for the concierge. A doctor was immediately dispatched to her room. He examined her and felt sorry for her. Sela saw the pity in his eyes. If she hadn’t been so weak she would have thrown him out of her room. “What is it?” She growled at him.
 
   “It is nothing serious, Madame, but…”
 
   “But what?” 
 
   “If you stop drinking you will feel much better. You will no longer have these headaches.” He paused for a moment. Sela glared at him, but before she had a chance to curse him out he continued. “Actually, you must stop drinking.” Sela threw him an evil look. “It is not good for the… the baby,” he finished quickly.
 
   “The what?”
 
   “You are pregnant, Madame.”
 
   “Leave me!”
 
   “Very well, Madame, and may I say it has been a pleasure making your acquaintance. I wish you, and your baby, all the best,” the doctor said graciously. He turned around to leave.
 
   “Doctor?”
 
   “Madame?”
 
   “I apologize for my rudeness and I thank you for your kindness,” Sela said, suddenly feeling better for the first time in weeks and regretting her foul comportment. The doctor nodded and left with a smile on his face.
 
    
 
   The news jolted Sela back to reality, and she was happier than she had been in a long time. She was carrying a piece of Ivan! She sailed back to Egypt.  
 
   Simeon waited for his little girl at the pier. She was finally coming back home. He had been worried about her, and he of course did not know that she had lost her entire fortune, or of the depression she had been through. He had received her telegram with the news and was overjoyed. He spotted her disembarking and waived frantically. Sela ran into his arms and they held each other for a very long time.
 
   “He gave us a wonderful gift, Daddy,” she said, crying.
 
   “Yes, my darling, Ivan was a special man, and in a beautiful way he lives on.” He looked at Sela’s face and gently wiped the tears from her face. “Come, the servants have been preparing all your favorite foods since very early this morning.” 
 
   Sela laughed. “You know I am supposed to watch my diet, Doctor.”
 
   “Of course, of course,” he grinned, “tomorrow is another day. Today, we feast!”
 
    
 
   As mentioned, the servants had outdone themselves. They were so happy Sela was back. To them she was not only the lady of the house, but also someone who had always respected them and treated them like family. Now, it was their turn to show her how much they cared about her. They fussed around her when she arrived and showered her with good wishes for the baby. Sela hugged and kissed every one of the servants. She had missed them too.
 
   Simeon and Sela took their places at the ends of the long table and the servants promptly brought out succulent specialties, Greek as well as Egyptian, in platters filled with cheeses, olives, dips, meat and fish dishes, vegetables of all colors, pita breads, and of course desserts.
 
   Sela beamed and laughed like a young girl. The servants clapped in appreciation. “I don’t know how to thank you. You have been with me all my life, through the good and,” she hesitated, “the bad times.” She looked at each one of them. “You are very special to me, you are like my family. Tonight I would like all of us to eat together. Please sit down. Let us all enjoy this food that you prepared with all the love that you put into it.” The servants gasped. This was just not done. They could not eat at the same table as their master and his daughter. They felt awkward and looked at each other.
 
   “Well, don’t just stand there,” Simeon roared, “sit and enjoy! Besides, there is enough food here to feed a regiment!” They slowly ventured toward the table and sat down slowly and very quietly. They didn’t say a word. 
 
   Sela stood up. She knew they felt uneasy. “Tonight I will serve you!” They gasped again. “Now, relax and enjoy.” 
 
   Simeon was grinning. Sela was almost her old self again—independent, very modern, loving and delightful. She filled everyone’s plate and sat down and ate all her favorite foods, along with the servants and her father. As they finished Sela went to the piano and played local folk music. Her father grabbed the heavyset older cook. The two big people did a majestic belly dance together, their respective bulk adding extra movements to the already gyrating dance. They all clapped, laughed, danced, and sang for hours. Sela looked at them. She knew that as long as there is music, there is happiness and life.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   “I feel like a heavy balloon,” Sela groaned. 
 
   Simeon had just returned from the hospital. “Soon, my darling. Very soon, I promise.”
 
   “You better be right. Why, I can hardly play the piano. My belling is practically sitting on the keys!”
 
   Simeon laughed. “Well, the baby is sure to be musical. Look, I brought a young friend with me. He asked me how you were and I insisted he come home to see for himself.”
 
   Sela hadn’t noticed the young man. He was practically hidden behind her father. He extended his hand to her. She shook it and looked at him. “We’ve met, haven’t we?”
 
   “Yes, we have, but I didn’t think you would remember me. It… it was the day of your wedding.”
 
   “Oh, you’re Ali! Of course. I never properly thanked you for saving my life.”
 
   “There is no need. It was a terrible day, I am very sorry.” 
 
   Sela nodded. “Yes, it was. Are you alright now? I remember you had been shot—in the shoulder, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, that’s correct. It’s all better now. Your father once again came to my rescue.”
 
   “I had to remove the bullet from his shoulder. You should have seen it!” Simeon said, delighted at discussing anything medical, “the muscle was torn, and the ligaments…”
 
   “Daddy, please! Oh, Ali, I’m sorry. He just loves talking about medicine,” she said exasperated.
 
   Ali laughed. “No, no, it’s alright. As a matter of fact I’m studying to be a doctor, I could listen to him for hours! Your father is truly remarkable.”
 
   “And Ali is one tough guy. He wanted just enough anesthetic so he could watch the operation. He actually insisted.”
 
   “Your father is a brilliant surgeon and a wonderful teacher. He was telling me exactly what he was doing during the…”
 
   “You’re on the same team!” She said, in mock annoyance, but pleased that the men had such a good rapport. The men laughed. 
 
   Sela suddenly screamed as a pain shot through her abdomen. She doubled over as she felt the liquid running down the inside of her thigh. 
 
   “Quickly, it is time,” Simeon shouted, springing into action, “her water has broken. Bring the carriage!” He shouted to one of the servants. “We’re going to the hospital. Help her outside,” he said to Ali, “I’m going to get my bag.” Simeon noticed blood on her leg. It was not her water, and that certainly wasn’t painful as to warrant Sela’s piercing scream. He did not want to worry her, but deep inside he was horrified.
 
   “Yes, Doctor,” Ali answered. He gently held Sela’s arm as she tried to walk, but the pains were making her stop. Ali effortlessly picked her up in his arms and took her outside. He lifted her delicately into the carriage and sat next to her. The driver was waiting. 
 
   Simeon jumped in. “Go!” He shouted.
 
   The ride to the hospital was not long and Ali continued to hold Sela. She was perspiring and Ali carefully wiped her face with his handkerchief. She is so beautiful, he marveled, even with all the pain. He wanted to continuously hold her, wipe her striking face, take care of her, console her, and make all her worries disappear. He wondered who was speaking, the doctor to be or the man. Maybe both.
 
   Simeon watched and smiled, and rubbed his beard. “You will be a fine doctor, my young friend. Thank you for coming with us.”
 
   “It is my honor, Doctor.” They arrived at the hospital. Sela was writhing in pain. As brave as she tried to be she couldn’t stop screaming.  “Take her to the operating room,” Simeon yelled at the nurses. Ali’s eyes grew wide.
 
   “Daddy, what’s wrong?” Sela murmured, trying to catch her breath.
 
   “Everything is going to be alright. Relax and breathe as normally as you can.”
 
   Simeon and Ali walked very fast. “Doctor, is something wrong?” Ali whispered.
 
   He nodded. “She shouldn’t be in so much pain, not this fast. And her water didn’t break, it’s blood.”
 
   Ali felt his heart stop. Surely Doctor Simeon would make sure that nothing happened to his daughter. “Is she going to be alright?” He asked.
 
   Simeon glanced sideways at Ali, not answering him. “Do you want to join me?”
 
   “In the operating room?” Simeon nodded. “Oh, yes, Doctor.” Ali did not want to leave Sela’s side, and he was ecstatic that perhaps in a small way he could help. 
 
   “Right. Now hurry up. Wash up and put a gown on.”
 
   “Yes, Doctor.”
 
   Simeon knew that Ali had just started his medical studies. Of course, exposure was always excellent, but that was not the main reason he had asked the younger man to join him. Simeon was scared, scared of what could happen—this was his daughter, and he only remembered too well that her own mother died giving her life. Yes, he would need Ali, for himself, not Sela, because if anything went wrong he knew that he would surely go insane. Ali was smart, quick and level headed. He had proved that the day of the wedding. He would be strong once again, Simeon knew, if he needed to be.
 
    
 
   The birth was a difficult one. The umbilical cord was wrapped around the baby’s head and the medical team, including Ali, guided by Simeon, fought furiously to save the lives of both mother and child. Ali was a natural. One day he truly would be a fine doctor. He was attentive, sharp and instinctively knew what their next step would be. When the baby arrived safe and sound Ali thought his heart would burst with happiness. He had never witnessed such an incredible phenomenon. Sela had given life. She had produced a little miracle of light; a glow he knew would always be in his heart. This woman was special to him and had been since the first day he had seen her. They had been through a lot together, they had a special connection—through her father saving his life as a child, the assassination, the bullet meant for her and now with the birth of the precious child. He had been at her side during her most difficult moments and no matter what life had in store for them, they would always have an unbreakable bond. He also thought that he might specialize in obstetrics and gynecology. How better to help humanity than by helping women who give life, he thought. It was a day he would never forget. 
 
    
 
   Ali and Simeon were at the new mother’s bedside. Ali marveled at Sela’s beauty. Even in her exhausted state she was stunning, he thought. How he would love to stay forever by her side. Sela held the baby. “I will call her Valentina, after St. Valentine, the patron saint of love, in honor of Ivan. For she was conceived in love and born today surrounded by your love. Thank you Ali, thank you father.”
 
   “That is a beautiful name, worthy of the most beautiful granddaughter in the whole world!” Simeon said, already the proud grandfather. He went to Sela and lovingly kissed her and the baby. Little Valentina seemed to already have a penchant for her grandfather—she pulled his beard with her little hand and gurgled. 
 
   Ali laughed. “She is going to be quite a handful that one, uh, all puns intended!” .
 
   “Ah, I can handle it. I can see she will be just as feisty as her mother. It’s all in the family,” Simeon said.
 
   Sela, still weak from her ordeal, spoke up: “Speaking of family, thank you both so very much. I could not have done it without you, either of you.” The men beamed with pride. “Ali?” She said reaching out to him. He took her hand.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Would you do us the honor of being Valentina’s godfather?
 
   Simeon smiled. He was pleased. 
 
   Ali gasped, overwhelmed. “Me?”
 
   “Do you see any other Ali in this room?”
 
   “Uh, no… oh, Sela, it would be my honor. May I hold her?”
 
   “Of course.” She handed him the baby. Ali gently lifted her into his arms.
 
   “Hello, little Valentina,” he said gently, “it’s me, your God-daddy.” He rocked her gently in his arms. The baby cooed. “See, she likes me already!” They all laughed. 
 
   “I am very happy with your choice, Sela. Ali is a fine man; I couldn’t think of a better person myself to be part of our family.
 
   “I am a… Muslim… would that be a problem?” Ali asked carefully.
 
   “There is but one God, Ali, and it doesn’t matter if His name is Allah or Quan Yin or whatever. Besides, Sela is not the most religious person I know. We’ll handle the technicalities when we have to,” Simeon said.
 
   “God is in your heart and part of everyone’s soul. That’s the only important thing, knowing that you are part of His soul and that everyone is connected to the One,” Sela said.
 
   “You are right, Sela. I will always be there for little Valentina, I promise.” Who is Quan Yin? Ali wondered, asking himself the same question his own father had the first time he heard it from Simeon so many years ago. 
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   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Ali graduated at the top of his class. His parents, Simeon, Sela, and Valentina, now six years old, were present at the ceremony. 
 
   “I’m very proud of you, Doctor Ali,” Simeon said.
 
   “It is thanks to you that this is possible. I can never repay you,” Ali said.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous! There is nothing to repay. You have repaid me through your success. Not to mention saving my daughter’s life and giving me the opportunity to have a grandchild. If it hadn’t been for you they wouldn’t be here today. I regard you as my own, like a part of my family, like a son.” Simeon hugged the younger man, engulfing him in his big embrace. “Congratulations, my boy.” 
 
   “I’m proud of you too, Uncle Doctor Ali,” Valentina chirped. 
 
   Ali lifted her up in the air and hugged her. “And I’m very happy you came today! You look very beautiful, young lady.” Valentina beamed. She loved Ali so very much.
 
   “Have they given you your first assignment?” Sela asked, hugging and congratulating her friend. Ali hugged her back, more in love with her than ever. When would she let him into her heart? Why couldn’t she see how much she meant to him, how much he loved her.
 
   “Yes. I had several choices…”
 
   “Of course he did,” Simeon interrupted, rubbing his beard, “he was the best in his class, and do you know what he chose?” They all looked at him questioningly. “He is going to be my assistant at the hospital!” Simeon beamed.
 
   “That is fantastic, Ali!” Sela said.
 
   “Yes, it is,” Jamil said. “You always said you wanted to be just like the good doctor, and now you stand beside him.” Ali’s father stopped himself from saying anything else. He was overcome with emotion, and he knew that if he uttered another word the tears would fall down his face. He now understood why women cried.
 
   Simeon picked up on it. “You know, Jamil, I couldn’t be more proud if he were my own son. You and Leila have done a wonderful job.”
 
   “It is thanks to you, Doctor, that Ali is where he is today.”
 
   “Nonsense, Ali did it all, including his appendicitis. Why, if it hadn’t been for that I would never have met any of you. And I am especially fond and grateful to Leila who has over the years spoiled me mercilessly with her wonderful desserts.”
 
   “It has been a pleasure, and the least I could do for such a great man such as yourself,” Leila said.
 
   “Oh, dearest Leila, the pleasure has been deliciously mine,” Simeon said.
 
   “Doctor Simeon, there is something that I have wondered about for years. I have been meaning to ask you about it.”
 
   “And what is that, Jamil?”
 
   “Who is Quan Yin?”
 
   Simeon roared with laughter. He put his big arm around Jamil’s shoulder and took him to the side. “She is a very special lady…” He whispered. Jamil was almost sorry he asked. Was the good doctor having an affair? “Let me tell you about her,” Simeon continued, “I met her through a mutual friend, a Chinese doctor that came here for a convention many, many years ago. He was a brilliant scientist who showed me many great things about Chinese medicine, including acupuncture.”
 
   “What kind of puncture?” 
 
   Simeon’s big body shook with laughter. “Come, I will tell you all about this lovely lady over a coffee and some dessert, and how very sweet she is too. She is a Goddess.” Jamil swallowed hard. What dark secrets was the good doctor going to divulge?
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   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   Ali proved himself worthy of his studies and his profession. He was conscientious, meticulous, a quick learner, and an asset to the hospital and to Simeon. He thrived in his environment and extended loving medical care to the patients at the hospital and whenever he was sent out to the field. But Sela was always on his mind, and his love for her pained his heart.
 
    
 
   Ali was at a Bedouin camp administering vaccinations to the desert dwellers deep in the Sahara. They formed a line in front of his tent. He injected them and gave candy to the children. He showed them, as much as they wanted to follow, proper hygiene and preventative measures. That night, Ali was lying on his cot in his tent dreaming, as always of Sela, when three men silently barged in. One of them grabbed Ali’s medical bag. The other two covered his mouth and his eyes, tied his arms and dragged him to the horses waiting outside. They flung him onto one of them and galloped off into the black of night. 
 
   A little while later they arrived at another camp. It was very dark, save for a glow from one of the goat-hair tents. The kidnappers dismounted and pulled Ali off his horse. They guided him inside and removed the bandanas from his eyes and mouth and the rope from his wrists. Ali squinted, trying to adjust his eyes to see his surroundings. A man sat cross-legged on a cushion in front of a fire. He wore a dirty white headdress and a faded dark blue jellabah. His beard was thick and unkempt and his very dark eyes seemed to bore right into Ali.
 
   “Please sit down.” The man said. 
 
    “I want to know why I was brought here, and in such a fashion!” Ali said, furious. 
 
   “Sit down!” The man ordered. One of the men who had come with Ali pushed him down onto a cushion. Ali went down hard. He sat in front of the man who seemed to be in command. 
 
   “What do you want from me? Why was I brought here?”
 
   “My name is Badr and I am the chief of this tribe. You are the doctor?”
 
   “I am a doctor, yes,” Ali answered. “But you haven’t answered my question.”
 
   “They say you have special powers and you heal people.”
 
   “I am a doctor, with no particular powers. I do whatever is possible to help people with their illnesses.”
 
   “But it is said you perform miracles.”
 
   “I already told you, I am just a doctor. Only Allah performs miracles. What is it you want from me?” Ali asked, now more worried than aggravated.
 
   “They say you are good with women.” What did he mean by that? Ali thought. “I brought you here because my wife is dying and I want you to save her.”
 
   “It is true that my specialty is women’s illnesses, but like I told you, only Allah performs miracles, and I don’t like the way I was brought here. You could have simply asked me to come.”
 
   Badr looked at him with piercing eyes. “You lie! You would not have come here.” He shouted. “Now, it is time for you to save my wife! Enough talk.” He gestured to one of the men. 
 
   Ali was roughly lifted to his feet and his medical bag shoved into his stomach. He gasped from the unexpected blow. Badr stood up and headed toward the back of the tent. The men pushed Ali forward. He didn’t have much choice in the matter, he followed the chief. The area was dimly lit by a single oil lamp. Ali saw an older woman lying on a bed of carpets, gasping for air. Other women stood over her, moaning and praying. As soon as they saw the men they quickly covered their faces, including the woman lying down. Ali tried to get closer but the men held him back.
 
   “What? Let go of me!” Ali shouted. The men released him, not expecting such a reaction. Ali looked at Badr menacingly. “This is your wife?” Badr nodded. “She can hardly breathe. I need to examine her.” 
 
   “You will examine her?” The chief asked surprised and apprehensive.
 
   “Otherwise I cannot tell what is wrong with her!” Ali said through clenched teeth, holding back his temper. He knew what was happening. He was a Muslim and he knew the rules, but out in the desert they made their own, and some of them were stricter than others. “Now, listen to me! I am a doctor and this is what I do. I try to heal as best I can, but before I do I must understand what is wrong.” The two men looked at each other, neither backing down. “This is what I suggest,” Ali continued, trying to control his irritation, “your men leave, the women stay and help me, and you go as well. As soon as I have any news I will let you know. Trust me, I will do my best.” Badr stared. No man can stay alone with his wife, or any other woman, unless they are married. As if reading his mind Ali continued: “Do not regard me as man, but as a messenger from Allah. If His will is that I help heal her then it shall be done. My intentions are purely noble and professional.” Ali put his hand on Badr’s shoulder and looked deep into his eyes. Badr nodded, made a quick gesture, and the men left the area. The women stared at the young doctor, quite amazed. He had been allowed to stay!
 
   The chief’s wife’s raspy, badly cadenced breaths pushed out of her mouth with difficulty, and the wrinkles around her eyes relayed more than just age and hardship, but pain. Ali quickly went to work. He took his stethoscope out of his bag and put it against the woman’s heart. He couldn’t hear very well as he had to listen through her robe. Her breathing was labored. He turned to her. “Where does it hurt?” He asked. She put her hand on her chest and her side. “How long have you had this pain?”
 
   “Several days,” she whimpered hoarsely. 
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “Hanna.”
 
   “Alright, Hanna, I am a doctor and this is my job. I am going to try to take the pain away but I need you to help me. Will you do that?” He asked gently. She nodded. “I cannot see what is wrong with all your clothes on. I have to look underneath your robe.” Hanna’s eyes grew very wide. She shook her head vividly—that was out of the question. The other women wailed. This could not be done. Ali motioned for them to come closer. They did. “When you prepare a chicken you must first pluck the feathers, right?” They nodded. “It is the same way with doctors. We must first prepare the patients so that we can fix them, just like the chickens. We have no relation with the chickens; we are just doing our job.” Ali looked at them. “You agree?” They nodded slowly, unsure of where the doctor was taking this. What was he going to do with Hanna? He wanted to pluck her like a chicken? “We also have assistants which we call nurses, and you look like you could be fine nurses.” The women beamed. “Would you be willing to be my assistants?”  They nodded, albeit apprehensively. How hard could it be? They knew how to pluck chickens. “You see how she cannot breathe very well? We must take her robe off to see where the problem is. Can you do that for me?” The women were unsure. They didn’t move. “Alright, listen to me,” Ali said, “if you cannot be my assistants and help me, Hanna will die. Now, please, help me. Take her robe off. You can cover her breasts. I only need to see under them and her side. Cover up the rest of the body. Do it now, we are wasting precious time. I will turn around. Tell me when Hanna is ready.” Ali turned and the women apprehensively, but quickly, did as he asked.
 
   “She is ready,” the oldest woman said. 
 
   Ali turned around and almost laughed. Hanna’s robe hid the lower portion of her body. Another robe covered her chest, including her face and head, and her midsection was covered by yet a third. Ali pulled the robe down from her face. “She needs to breath and I need to talk to her,” he said, before any of them could complain. He looked at his patient. She was in pain. “Hanna, I’m going to push on your stomach area. I need you to tell me how bad the pain is, if it’s less or more. I will try not to hurt you. Alright?” She nodded. Ali lifted the robe from her side. Her skin was very smooth and looked like a younger woman’s. It had never been uncovered, had never seen the light of the sun, and had always been a prisoner of the robe. He gently pushed on her side and Hanna moaned, trying very hard not to scream. He took his stethoscope and very carefully worked around the breasts listening some more. The women moved in closer, also trying to listen. “Right, cover her up please,” Ali asked his ‘nurses’. He walked out to Badr. 
 
   The husband turned around questioningly. “What is wrong with her, Doctor?”
 
   “She has pneumothorax.” 
 
   The chief stared at him blankly. “Is she going to die?” He asked, absolutely not knowing what Ali was talking about.
 
   “She needs an operation.”
 
   “If she has this operation, she will be alright?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “So perform the operation and save her!”
 
   “It has to be done in a hospital, with a professional medical team…”
 
   “No! You will do the operation, right here, right now.”
 
   “I cannot do it alone. I need…”
 
   “The women will help you. Now, no more talk, or she will not be the only one who dies.” Badr shoved him back toward the other room, his hand on his curved knife. Ali cursed to himself. He was in a bad predicament. His only way out was to perform the operation—and successfully! He knew his chances were not very good. Either way, he thought, I’m a dead man. He stopped, took a deep breath and headed into the area where the women were waiting.
 
   “Nurses!” He bellowed. They practically jumped at attention. “Listen carefully! We are going to perform an operation. I need you to get me the largest glass jug you can find that has a cork, and then fill it a third of the way up with water. I also need several cloths, the cleanest ones you can find.” That might be a tall order, he muttered to himself. He looked at the women. “Can you do that?”
 
   “Aïwa, Tabib, yes Doctor, I shall do it,” one of the women said, and scurried out. She came back in moments with the requested items.
 
   Ali pulled out a catheter, a scalpel, a pair of scissors, and a small bottle containing clear liquid from his medical bag. He picked up a candle and asked one of the women to light it and hold it. He made two holes through the cork belonging to the large glass jug, and then inserted one end of the catheter through it, took the candle from the woman holding it and made a seal around the rubber tube in the cork by dripping wax around it. He held the other end of the catheter up in the air. “Nurse, hold this,” he instructed one of the women. It was done immediately. Ali took the scissors and cut a small piece of the catheter the ‘nurse’ was holding and inserted it into the other hole. He made a tight seal around that tube as well. He put the jug on the floor. “Cloth!” He ordered. Another woman handed one to him. Ali doused it with liquid from the bottle, turning his head slightly. He then put it close to Hanna’s face. “Hanna, I am going to put this on your nose and you will fall asleep. This will not hurt at all. When you wake up it will be all over. You will have just a little pain and you will be able to breath. Alright?” Hanna nodded. He gently put the anesthetic over her nose and mouth and the chief’s wife immediately fell asleep. The other women’s eyes grew wider. Was she already dead? They wondered. Ali took another bottle out of his bag, this one containing alcohol and poured some over the scalpel and the end of the catheter the woman was holding. He handed the bottle to another woman and instructed her to pour the alcohol over his hands. “Now, I want you to move the robe down from her neck and pull it to just above her breast.” The woman looked at him. “Don’t look at me, just do it! Time is running out.” The woman did as he asked. He looked at the women. They were a tough bunch but he figured he should ask anyway. “Does blood bother anybody?” They shook their heads. “Good. Let’s start. I want you to soak the cloths with the liquid from the bottle you poured over my hands.” They poured the alcohol as he asked. “Now, there is going to be some blood. When I tell you, I want you to wipe it off. Understood?” They nodded. Ali leaned over the unconscious woman with the scalpel hovering between her ribs and her breast. The women’s eyes became as wide and round as their sockets would allow. They held their breath as Ali carefully made an incision just above her breast and into the pleural space. Blood slowly oozed out, and the young doctor quickly inserted the catheter. “Wipe! Make sure it’s away from the cut,” he commanded. One of the women followed his instructions meticulously. Ali was perspiring. It was getting in his eyes. He wiped his forehead on his shoulder. As Hanna breathed out and the pleural volume started to decrease, the air squeezed out into the tube going down into the jug. The underwater drain worked and ensured that the air traveled only one way. Ali and his nurses continued their procedures for a little while longer. They wiped the blood off diligently, away from the incision.  When he was satisfied he pulled the catheter out of her and put in a couple of stitches. He poured a little more alcohol over the now closed incision for good measure and added gauze over it. The conditions were definitely not the most hygienic. “The bandage and the stitches will need to come out in about five days,” Ali said, holding up his hand to make them understand when they had to be removed. “Can one of you do that?” He asked. They nodded. “Good, now cover her up,” he said. The women did, and then looked at him. “Ladies, we are finished. You did a wonderful job. You are great nurses and she is going to be fine.” The women smiled, proud of themselves, happy for Hanna and grateful for the doctor’s praises. They would have great stories to tell for many years about this night. “Now, please clean everything up and burn the cloths.” Ali went to see Badr. The chief looked at him apprehensively. “She is going to make it,” Ali said.
 
   “Allah be praised!”
 
   “Yes, indeed. But now, listen very carefully. I have left instructions for the women. They know exactly what to do.”
 
   “We will follow your instructions.”
 
   “Good. Hanna must stay in bed for five days. She must move very little. After that she will need time to heal and she must rest. Also, I am going to give you some pills to prevent any infection.”
 
   “We will do as you say. I am in your debt,” Badr said.  “I owe you, Doctor.”
 
   “I am glad I could help. Remember, your wife must stay in bed and then rest for seven more days.” Ali thought she could use a little vacation time as well. “Do not let her do any heavy work. Now I must go back, I have other patients waiting for me.”
 
   “Of course, messenger of Allah the Merciful, my men will escort you. May you ride with the wind at your back and the stars in your heart.” The men shook hands and Ali mounted the Arabian stallion.
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   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   When Ali arrived back in Alexandria he went straight to the hospital and headed for Dr. Simeon’s office.
 
   “Ah, Ali, so nice to have you back. I trust the desert was eventful,” Simeon said.
 
   “Always interesting, sometimes more than others,” Ali said, thinking of Hanna.
 
   “We are having some people over for dinner tonight, important people from the community. Please join us, it would be good exposure for you.”
 
   “It will be a pleasure, as always, Doctor.”
 
   “Good. It is settled then, we will see you this evening.”
 
    
 
   A dozen people were gathered around the dining room table. Among them, Sela, Valentina, Simeon, Ali and other prominent guests.
 
   “Uncle Ali, what did you do in the desert?” Valentina asked.
 
   “I went to help. Doctor work, you know.”
 
   “Just like Granddaddy!” She exclaimed.
 
   “Yes, beautiful one, like your Granddaddy.”
 
   “Was it exciting?”
 
   “Well, it’s always exciting when you help people, especially when they feel better. But there was something even more exciting!”
 
   “Really? What?” She asked, her eyes growing bigger.
 
   “I rode a beautiful Arabian stallion.”
 
   “Oh! I want to do that too!” 
 
   “Well, maybe one day we will.”
 
   “Oh, yes, please. Will it be soon?”
 
   “As soon as possible. Of course we will have to ask your Mommy’s permission,” Ali said, looking at Sela. 
 
   Sela was sitting next to a distinguished man, English, Ali presumed. He also noticed that the man was holding her hand in his and looking at her with an air of proprietorship. Ali lowered his eyes, disgusted. It took all of his willpower not to go up to the man and punch him in the face. Why can’t she see his feelings for her? “I think that would be lovely,” Sela said. “It sounds like a lot of fun. You two will have a great time.”
 
   Valentina clapped, overjoyed at the upcoming outing with her Godfather.
 
   Why can’t we two have a great time, Ali thought. “Could I speak to you for a moment, Sela?” He asked her.
 
   “Of course. Come, let’s go outside.” 
 
   Sela whispered something in the Englishman’s ear. He squeezed her hand and Sela headed outside. Ali followed her and she led him to the shed outside the villa. He closed the door behind her, giving them complete privacy. Ali stood directly in front of her. He suddenly grabbed her and kissed her hard on the lips. She roughly pushed him back.
 
   “Ali! What the hell has gotten into you?”
 
   “Am I not as good as that bastard?” He flared. “You prefer him to me? How could you do this to me? Don’t you know how much I have longed for you? How much I have loved you?” Ali screamed, furious, with all the pent up emotions suppressed through the years, his fury rising more and more with each moment. He shoved her across the little room. She landed hard on the wall and slumped to the floor. He stared at her and then fell to his knees, holding his head in his hands. He cried like never before, not even as a child. “How could you? How could you break my heart like that? How could you have slept with that man when all I want is to give you everything—my love, my heart, everything!” He whimpered. He raised his head and looked at her, the tears flowing down his face. “How could I have reacted like that and hurt you, you who I adore? Why are you doing this?” He sobbed and couldn’t seem to stop. The joy had gone out of his life. Sela picked herself up and knelt next to him. She put her arm around his shoulder. She of course knew what he was talking about, always had. She gently lifted his face toward her. He twisted away.
 
   “Listen to me, Ali. I love you, very, very much, but the not the way you want me to. I can’t. Please understand. The Englishman is just a lover. I don’t love him, not him or any of the others, and I’ve had my share of lovers over the years.  They are just a pastime, a decoration on my arm, a passing fling. Ivan was the only man I ever truly loved, with all my heart and soul. I could never love anyone like that ever again.” Ali looked at her. She took his hands. “You and I could make love, and I’m sure you would be a marvelous lover and I have no doubt that it would be phantasmagorical. But then we would be different, we would have different feelings for each other and I would lose you and I couldn’t bear that. And it would be most unfair to you, because I do know how much you love me, and I would hurt you because I cannot love you back in the same way. We would lose each other, we would lose our friendship and that is not an option, it is too important to me.” She looked into his eyes. “Do you understand me?” Ali nodded, deflated, yet comprehending. She was right. What they had was too precious. Sela hugged him and they wept together, feeling their losses and appreciating the special relationship they would always have. 
 
    
 
   Sela went on tour but never went back to St. Petersburg. She doted on her daughter, played the piano, smoked, didn’t gamble anymore other than the occasional game of poker for fun and only with men. The years passed. Valentina grew up, Ali married a local girl, Fatma, and they had two sons. He did love her and she was a good wife and mother to their children, but he knew in his heart that he would never love a woman as much as he had loved Sela.  
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   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Simeon looked at the people gathered around the dining room. He stood. He had their attention. Sela and Valentina, Ali and his family and the servants that had been with the household for years were all present. It was time for his announcement. “The years here have been good to me, and to my family as well, but it is time to leave. In our hearts we are Egyptians, but in our souls we are Greek. We must leave this wonderful country we have called home for so long. Some of the best years of my life were spent right here in glorious Alexandria. I am thankful and grateful. I am announcing tonight that I am retiring and going back to my homeland of Greece.” The servants gasped, some covered their mouths and others started to cry. They had served the family for years. They had known Simeon’s wife, mourned her, watched Sela grow and blossom, loved Valentina and considered them part of their own lives. They were in shock. They were losing them and probably their jobs as well. “Maybe I will paint, or just drink ouzo and eat mezedes on an island,” Simeon continued. He turned to Ali. “You have been like a son to me, a bright light in our lives.” He looked at the others around the table and rubbed his beard. “I am proud to announce that Doctor Ali will be taking over my duties as director of the hospital. I know that I am leaving the responsibility in very capable hands.”
 
   “That is wonderful, Ali!” Sela exclaimed. “Congratulations! You deserve it.”
 
   “Every ending is a new beginning,” Simeon continued, “this villa we have called home will continue its life. You, who have been so faithful and loving to all of us here, who are only what I can call family, will continue on if you so wish. I am leaving it to Ali and his family. I know he loves this house and all of you as much as I do.” Simeon looked at the people around him. He made sure their lives were secure. He went to each one of his faithful servants and hugged them. He winked at Valentina and she hurried to another room and came back with a bag which she gave to her grandfather. He took out several envelopes and presented them to the servants. They contained money, a year’s wages for each of them. “I thank you for all you have done for me and for my ladies, through the good times and through the rough ones. You were always there and I will never forget your support and most of all your love. Thank you.” Simeon raised his glass to all of them and drank. “And now, time for celebration. Sela, would you play for us?”
 
   “Of course, Daddy, I’d love to.” Sela went to the piano and started the festivity. Valentina, now eleven years old, followed her mother and caressed the vase. She started to sing, accompanied by the great pianist.
 
   “Hey, you have a great voice!” Sela exclaimed, delightfully surprised.
 
   “Oh, you’re just saying that.”
 
   “I never joke about music. Do you like singing?”
 
   “More than anything else in the world.”
 
   “Well, then its time to get serious. What do you think? Are you interested?”
 
   “Oh, yes! I want to be the best singer in the world.”
 
   “It’s settled then. As soon as we get to Athens you will start lessons, but it will be a lot of work and great dedication. Are you up to it?” Valentina nodded, very sure of herself. Sela knew her daughter’s voice could be developed. The young girl had a magnificent voice—it was a gift, but would she have the will and the drive for this most demanding of careers? Sela wondered and knew that only time would tell.
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   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   The boy stood at the tallest point of his native island of Oniraki, on the western side of mainland Greece. Young Nico marveled at how he could see all around the island. It was surrounded by the cerulean sea where the waves were the stage for the dolphins dancing in their natural habitat. He loved watching them frolic about, and as he followed them with his eyes he saw the ships in the harbor far below. His parents were there, inaugurating their latest acquisition, the newest of the many vessels his family owned. The entire fleet was present, tied side-by-side, as they launched the new schooner. Nico was a happy child. He knew how much his parents loved him. He enjoyed school and his friends, and was proud of his family’s achievements and heritage.  
 
   He stared at the beauty surrounding him:  the island, the sea, the harbor, the fleet confirming his family’s wealth and grandeur, and the people celebrating. But wait, something wasn’t quite right. At first Nico didn’t understand. Was it a fire? And then there was an explosion, and to his horror he realized it was right in the middle of the celebration. He held his breath and felt his heart stop.
 
   “No!” Nico screamed. “Mother, Father!” He took off running and didn’t stop until he was close to the port. He was out of breath, his sides hurt, his heart pounded faster than it ever had, and he was sure his lungs were on fire. His heartbeat throbbed at his temples; the sweat beaded on his face and trickled down his back. The muscles in his legs burned, and he pushed the pain in his side with his hand in order to keep going. He had to find his parents. 
 
   Because the ships in the port were tied side by side they were now all aflame, and not only his father’s. There were more explosions, entire pieces of vessels hurtled in the air and then came crashing down. People were killed, dozens floated grotesquely in the water. It was complete chaos. He tried to find his mother and father, he asked everyone he encountered if they had seen them, but no one knew or hardly even listened. They were dealing with the devastation and trying to save their own lives from the wrath of the fires and explosions. He saw people burning alive, running in frenzied zigzags like crazy marionettes and then collapsing in charred heaps. Nico felt the bile rise in his throat and his chest constricted as the ghastly events unfolded in front of him. He searched through the dense smoke for a way to board one of the ships so that he could find his parents, but he was too late. It was too late for any of the people that had been in that area of the port. The inferno ravaged the harbor where the once proud and sleek vessels were no more that a large mass of burning wood. Nico saw more floating bodies and then his heart and breath suddenly stopped as he realized that his parents were among the corpses. 
 
   “Look! It’s the Malandros boy!” A man in the panicked crowd screamed. “This is your father’s fault!” Another raged. A cold sheet of fear spread itself inside the boy’s body and Nico shrank into himself, feeling lost and very frightened. What did they mean? Why was it his father’s fault? Others came toward him. He saw the hatred in their eyes and immediately understood their intentions. He stepped back cautiously, knew he had to get away, when suddenly his head exploded as he was hit from behind. Nico blacked out.
 
    
 
   The forceful throbbing inside Nico’s skull woke him up. He held his head in his hands and slowly opened his eyes. He squinted from the light and the pain, and tried to understand where he was. The smell assaulted him. He looked around and then screamed and vomited uncontrollably. He was squeezed in between dead and burned bodies, while rats and innumerable insects, all vying for a piece of this feast, scampered and crawled over and through the cadavers. He pushed the still hot pieces of bodies he was pinned under as he tried to stand up, but he kept slipping on his vomit. With what seemed the last ounce of energy remaining in his horrified soul, Nico made his way out of the labyrinth of monstrous forms, scrambled out of the mass grave, and ran to the sea. He washed off the stench, blood and charred skin, but the sickly-sweet odor wouldn’t leave. Nico fell on the beach and scoured himself with sand as if it was soap. He did this several times until his own skin glowed red and stung like a thousand insect bites. He went back into the sea and washed himself over and over again. The water cooled the rawness and cleared his mind. The pain moved to his heart as Nico remembered the events of the last few hours. He had nowhere to go, no one to turn to. If they knew he was still alive he was sure the maddened crowds would try to kill him again. He had to get away; he had to leave his beloved island. He came out of the water and sat on the beach with his legs between his arms and his chin on his knees. He stared at the island he grew up on, the circular land surrounded by water slowly darkening by the fading sun. He remembered his distinguished father, his charming mother, a countess from Italy, the lovely mansion they lived in, and his beloved French nanny. Sylvie! Surely she wouldn’t want him dead. Nico jumped up with the first ray of hope entering his body since the horrific events had taken place. He headed toward his home, being very careful that no one should see him. He stayed off any roads, ran through olive groves, crossed creeks and kept away from open areas. By the time he arrived at the house his tattered clothes were dry. He silently entered through the back door and searched for Sylvie. He found the older woman sitting at the kitchen table weeping.
 
   “Sylvie,” he whispered. She screamed, startled, practically falling off her chair.
 
   “Oh, mon Dieu, you’re alive!” She grabbed him and engulfed him in her large body.
 
   “Just barely. They hit me on the head and left me for dead.” Nico swallowed hard as he remembered where he woke up.
 
   “It is not safe for you here.”
 
   “I know. I must leave.”
 
   “Where would you go?”
 
   “I don’t know, but no one here will help me. Everyone is very angry because of what happened at the port.” 
 
   “Yes, I know,” she said gloomily, “although I can’t understand why. Why would your parents destroy their own fleet? That’s so ridiculous!”
 
   “What about Mikis? He is my best buddy, and our parents were friends for years.”
 
   “No, they won’t help either. They can’t. I overheard the villagers threatening anyone who had anything to do with your family.” Sylvie started to cry. “Oh, I’m so sorry, this is so unfair.”
 
   “It’s alright, Sylvie, I’ll leave the island and go to the mainland, to a large city.”
 
   “But you are only fifteen!”
 
   “I’ll be fine. I’m old enough. I’ll be sixteen soon. But what about you? Do you have any money? Is there anywhere you can go? Surely this must be dangerous for you as well.”
 
   “You’re father was very generous. I’ve put some money away, for an emergency…” She started to cry again. “I never imagined…” 
 
   Nico hugged the woman that had been with him since he was a child. “Listen, Sylvie, I’m going to be all right and as soon as I’m settled I will send for you. Better yet, why don’t you come with me?”
 
   “Oh, non, mon petit, my age would not permit such a thing. I will go back to France, to my family. I will manage. But you, do you have any money?” Nico looked down at the floor and shook his head. Sylvie got up and went to her room. She came back with a little wad of bills. “Here, take this. I’m sorry it’s not very much but it should get you to your destination.” She put it in his hand and kissed it. “I will miss you very much,” she said crying.
 
   “Moi aussi. I will miss you too and I won’t forget this. I’ll pay you back, I promise.”
 
   “I don’t want it, besides, you have given me your love. That is payment enough. You will always be with me in my heart and in my prayers.” Nico hugged this woman he adored, the only family he now had left. He didn’t want to leave her but he knew that both their lives were in danger. As strong and grown up as Nico tried to be, he couldn’t stop the tears from running down his face. He went to his room, grabbed a shirt, pants, and a frame with a photograph of his parents standing behind him. Sylvie was in the picture as well. He put everything in a canvas bag and ran back to the kitchen. She had packed a large loaf of bread, olives, a block of feta cheese, some oranges and a gourd full of water.
 
   “Take this with you for your journey.” Nico nodded and put the supplies in the bag containing his clothes and the picture frame.
 
   “I must leave now and I will send for you, I promise!” He said, hugging her. 
 
   Nico left the only home he had ever known. Sylvie followed him through the haze from the tears in her eyes. She believed deep in her heart that she would never again see the little boy she helped raise, and who spoke French as fluently as any Frenchman. “Adieu, mon petit, be safe,” she whispered.
 
    
 
   Nico stayed hidden among the olive trees until the moon disappeared behind the clouds. He slowly made his way back down to the port and saw what he needed. He untied an old battered rowboat, silently climbed in with his bag, and gently pushed off. The sea was calm, and as he rowed away he watched the lights on the island get farther and farther away. He knew he would never again attend the private school or see any of his friends and teachers. Would he ever go back to his island of Oniraki, Little Dream? He wondered bitterly. They had blamed his parents for the devastation, for the deaths of so many of their fellow islanders, people they had been friends with since forever. They were wrong. Nico was absolutely sure of that and he swore he would get to the bottom of this. And now he had no parents, no siblings and no other relatives. All he had was enough to get him to Athens: A strong will, a quick mind and a little money in his pocket. 
 
   Nico rowed all night and reached the shores of the mainland. His arms ached horribly, and he thought a million ants were stabbing his back. He crawled out of the boat and painfully pulled it ashore. He slumped down on the sand. It was still dark and he fell asleep exhausted. But he didn’t sleep for long as the sun slowly crept out of its nocturnal hiding place and its warmth caressed his young face. He rubbed his eyes and looked around. It was early and no one was about. He ate only an orange, not knowing how long his food stash would last him. Nico then headed toward the village he had seen from the beach. In the main square of the still sleeping village he spotted a lone two-horse cart with enclosed wooden sides and roof. He heard goats bleating inside while two men chatted next to the horses in front of a small grocery store.
 
   “Have a good trip. Have fun in Athens!” One of them said.
 
   “I intend to. I just need to get some wine for the trip.” The other man replied, going into the store. 
 
   Athens! Nico saw his opportunity and quickly untied the rope holding the doors together in the back of the cart. He entered quietly, closed the doors behind him, retied the rope, and crouched behind the wall of the front. Through the slats of wood he saw the man exiting the store and climb onto the driver’s bench behind the horses. He shouted a command and they took off. Nico took in his surroundings. The goats were chewing and staring at him. Next to him a mother was feeding her kid. He smiled for the first time since the accident and relaxed. He positioned himself against the wall and promptly fell into a deep sleep.
 
    
 
   Nico felt something rough against his cheek. He opened his eyes and almost screamed. The mother goat was licking his face. At first he was scared, and then he realized that she probably thought Nico was one of her kids. Nico pet her and then gently took one of her teats and drank heartily. “Thank you, mama goat,” he whispered. He thought of his own mother, of the great man his father had been, of the devastation of the last twenty-four hours and of his life on Oniraki. That was all in the past now and Nico knew he had to go forward. I will succeed, he swore to himself, I will!
 
    
 
   Six days later they arrived in Athens. They stopped in the heart of the city, in Omonia Square. The man jumped off the bench and went into a store. Nico pet the goats that had been his companions for the past few days, kissed ‘mama goat’ and quickly got out of the cart. One thing he had learned for sure: He would be able to smell a goat a mile away, and would never eat their meat again. 
 
   He walked up a boulevard and noticed a shop filled with books. It was the largest bookstore he had ever seen in his life and he was fascinated. He looked at his reflection in the glass window. He remembered his upbringing; the way his lovely mother shopped the best European clothes for him, the education his parents provided, the sumptuous dinners and the prominent invited guests that had been a normal occurrence. Seeing himself in the window he grimaced at a beat up scarecrow wearing rags. His face was at the top of his almost unrecognizable self. He wondered what life had in store for him. His eyes filled with tears, but he was not one to give up so easily and he had an idea. He turned into a secluded alley, took off the filthy clothes he had been wearing since the fire, put on the clean ones from his satchel, combed his hair with his fingers, spat in his hands and ‘washed’ his face. He shoved his dirty garments and his bag into a corner in the alley and walked back to the store. 
 
   Nico stepped inside apprehensively, almost afraid that he was not allowed to be there, but no one said anything or seemed to notice. He stood in the middle of the store, motionless until he realized that something was pulling at him, like invisible hands. But there wasn’t anyone near him, and then he understood—it was the aroma of the books. They were the ones pulling him. He looked around and lovingly touched some of the works. They had a personality, a heart, a soul all their own, great wisdom and knowledge. At that very moment young Nico was flooded with emotion. For a few seconds he forgot the devastation at Oniraki, the explosions, his parents among the dead floating bodies, the suffocating stench of the mass grave of rotting cadavers and the beasts of all sizes feasting on them.  He knew he had found the path to what would be a lifelong passion and his destiny. He stood for a few minutes staring, and then decided his life would be surrounded by books. Nico boldly went up to the manager, making himself taller, with as much maturity as an adult, or so he thought, and spoke to the portly man in the corner (who had been staring at him the entire time).
 
   “Sir, may I speak to you?”
 
   “What is it, young man?” The man said, through his thick mustache.
 
   “I would like a job.” There, he said it, as professionally as he could muster.
 
   “What can you do?”
 
   “Anything! You name it, I can do it,” Nico said confidently. 
 
   The heavy man raised an eyebrow and then his big belly started shaking as he laughed. “Are you strong?”
 
   “Yes, sir, very.”
 
   “And confident as hell,” the older man muttered under his breath. “Uh, yes, well, I need a delivery boy. Can you carry bundles of newspapers?”
 
   “Of course! No problem.”
 
   “Good. Then you start tomorrow morning at four o’clock.
 
   “Really? I mean, yes, sir, of course, no problem.” Nico realized that he had been holding his breath, and he finally exhaled.
 
   “Alright, Mister of course no problem, tomorrow morning it is.”
 
   “Yes, sir, thank you, sir. Uh, sir…”
 
   “Yes? Is there something else?”
 
   “How much will I be earning?” Nico said inflating his chest, and remembering his father saying that one had to know every detail of one’s own business.
 
   “What is you name?”
 
   “Nico.”
 
   “Alright, Nico, here’s the deal: You will be on trial for one week. If you work out, I’ll pay you a fair salary, if you don’t I’ll give you some money for your trouble.”
 
   Young Nico looked at him and thought for a moment. He was starving. He had eaten everything Sylvie had packed for him. He would need some money to get him through the week. What he had wasn’t enough.
 
   “Sir, that sounds like a fair deal to me, but I need the money now.”
 
   “Now? Not possible. I cannot pay you in advance for something you haven’t done yet.”
 
   “I understand that and I trust you. I am asking you to trust me. You will not regret it, I’ll be a loyal worker.” The shop owner shook his head—no deal. “Alright, here’s what I’m offering,” Nico said.
 
   “What you’re offering?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And just what would that be?” The heavy man said, intrigued.
 
   “All I have left from my family is this cross,” Nico said, taking it off his neck. “Hold on to it for the week. If I disappear you will have even more than the week’s advance.” The man looked at him keenly and then at the cross. It was a beautiful solid gold cross and must have cost a lot of money, certainly more than even one month’s wages. This one has a mind for business, he reflected.
 
   “You have a deal, young man.” The storeowner handed him some bills.
 
   “Thank you, sir. Oh, one more thing,” Nico said assertively.
 
   “More? What else?”
 
   “You allow me take any book without charge and I’ll bring it back to you the way I found it. If it is not, even if there is a scratch, you take it out of my salary.” Nico held his breath again.
 
   The man looked him over. This boy was interesting. He could read and he was hungry, hungry for knowledge. “This is important to you?”
 
   “Yes, sir, very much so.”
 
   “Just the way you found it?”
 
   “Just the way I found it, yes, sir.”
 
   “You have a deal.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.” Nico wanted to jump and shout he was so excited, but restrained himself.
 
   “You’re welcome. Now, be here at four o’clock sharp.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Nico held out his hand. The older man looked at it and grinned. This boy had manners too, he mused. He took his hand and shook it. Nico nodded.
 
   “Oh, one more thing.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Before you leave, go to the corner and get me a cheese pie and a coffee.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “And get one for yourself.” He gave Nico some change.
 
   “Yes, sir, thank you, sir.” The older man knew the boy was starving. He was sure that was the reason he needed the money and he was impressed that Nico didn’t just go and steal the food he needed. No, he was smarter than that.
 
   Nico returned from the little coffee shop with a coffee and the cheese pie. His own slice was wrapped in paper and safe in his pocket. He gave the storeowner the change and bade him good night. Manoli watched him and wondered why he smelled like a goat.
 
   Nico started walking. He didn’t remember the city much. He had come once with his mother when he was small but nothing seemed very familiar. He walked up the boulevard and arrived in an older part of the city, the Plaka. The gas lamps on the streets were being lit and people were strolling about having dinner at outside tavernas. The atmosphere was light and happy. Nico watched them eating, dancing, enjoying a pastry or listening to the guitars and bouzoukis played by musicians in the streets. He recognized familiar folk tunes and longed for his island and his parents, remembering the good times at their mansion on Oniraki. He thought of his voyage to Athens and the books, all those books in one place. He felt lighter and looked for a place to spend the night. He saw lovely aristocratic homes around the neighborhood, and then spotted an old destroyed house. Only the foundation and the walls were still standing. Nico slowly opened the rusty black iron gate and entered into a square patio. There was a well in one corner. Its sides were broken and it was filled with old brown leaves. This must have been a wonderful house at one time, the boy thought, I wonder what happened. He carefully looked inside and entered. He walked through the debris to the staircase, which was no more than rough stones, and followed it up. There was a landing but no floor. He could see the ground floor from where he stood. One more step and he would be back at the bottom, instead he continued up the next flight, which did have a floor. There were several rooms. He entered into one of them and went to an open square which at one time housed a window. He looked out and gasped. He could see the entire city of Athens. What a view! He stared in amazement at the beautiful city. In the distance directly ahead stood St. George’s church on Mount Lycabettus, and to the side the Parthenon towered at the top of the Acropolis. One day I will buy and rebuild this house, Nico said to himself. As with the books, he had fallen in love with this mansion. He sat on the floor, leaned against the wall and carefully took out the cheese pie from his pocket. He ate it slowly, savoring every bite. When he finished he looked out of the bare window and watched the moon blanch the temple of Athena. Nico fell asleep with a smile on his face.
 
    
 
   At four o’clock the next morning Nico stood outside the bookstore. His employer was pleased.
 
   “Take these bundles and deliver them to these stores,” the owner said, handing him a list. Nico looked at the huge stack of newspapers and said: “Of course, no problem.” The portly man nodded and turned away, amused at the young man’s enthusiasm.
 
   Nico grabbed the string on the top bundle and lifted it in his arms. He felt the muscles in his back pull and swore at his stupidity. But he learned fast. He put one on each shoulder and took off for the first stop on his list. He returned to the bookshop by midday. The owner looked at him. “Did you finish?” He asked. Nico nodded. His legs felt like jelly but he was pleased with himself. He had found all the stores and delivered the newspapers quickly.
 
   “Well, then, you are free for the rest of the day.” 
 
   “All those newspapers I delivered were in foreign languages.”
 
   “Yes, I am the sole distributor of foreign press—books and newspapers in Greece.” Nico nodded, enthused about his find. He disregarded the pain in his back and his legs and looked around. 
 
   “I’m going to pick out a book.” The owner gestured to the store. Nico found a book he was interested in and left. On his way to the Plaka he made a pact with himself—to read every book in the store, including the daily and weekly newspapers, whether he found the subject interesting or not. Young Count Nicolaos Malandros di Fontina was set on giving himself the best education possible—and once again being somebody. Somebody worth something, someone who counted in society, someone civilized, someone who didn’t try to kill fifteen year old boys because of ignorance. He was determined to clear his family’s name. He swore it would once again be a proud and dignified name in Greece. 
 
   He stopped at a little food shop on his way to the house. He picked up some bread and olives—the least expensive food he could buy. He also purchased a big candle, some matches, a pencil and a notebook. He looked at the money he had left and quickly figured out what he could spend until he would be paid. He looked at a blanket and some soap. He chose the soap. He would have to wait for the blanket, he didn’t have enough. But Nico wasn’t worried, the Athenian nights were pleasant and it was summer.
 
   Every day Nico dutifully delivered his newspapers, and Manoli, the storeowner, grew very fond of him. The boy was a hard worker, and he finished his duties quickly. He thought that maybe he did it running. And then one day he understood. Young Nico had organized himself to make up time so that he could read. He was smart, and a ravenous reader. Apparently he had had some schooling. He even read the newspapers as he ran the deliveries. Manoli also noticed that he was quite interested in the business section. He wondered what he was up to.
 
   “Kyrie Manoli, Mister Manoli,” Nico called out to him one day.
 
   “What is it, Nico?”
 
   “I would like to make a suggestion.”
 
   “Is your salary not good enough?”
 
   “No, no, it is fine. Unless of course you want to increase it, and I wouldn’t mind.”
 
   Manoli laughed. “So, what is your suggestion?”
 
   “The layout of the store. Perhaps if we changed some of the shelves around it would make it more efficient. People would be able to find the books they are looking for much faster.” Nico looked at Manoli. He didn’t want to upset him. He was known for his temper, although deep down Nico knew he had a soft spot in his heart. He quickly continued. “And you would make more sales.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “And we could catalog the books—by author, by category, by…”
 
   “Bah, that’s sounds like a lot of work!”
 
   “I would be glad to do it. And if you like what I do then you can increase my salary.” He added quickly: “Because you would be making more money of course.”
 
   “You think so, eh?” Nico nodded. Manoli looked at him. Maybe the boy had a point.  “You have a deal. Tomorrow the store is closed, you can do it then.”
 
   “But it’s my day off.” Nico had been dreaming all week of just reading.
 
   “So that’s perfect. You can do it tomorrow.”
 
   Nico had just learned another lesson—be better prepared. “Alright, it’s a deal.” He extended his hand to Manoli. The heavy man laughed and shook it.
 
   “Take a set of keys,” Manoli said, handing them over to him. 
 
    
 
   That night Nico sat in his favorite room at the top of the broken house. He was on the floor surrounded by the large lit candle and papers with sketches on them. He stared at them and then put them in order. He marked the pages with numbers. I have to be organized or I will never get this done in one day, he thought. The candle had burned down considerably and it was late. Nico looked at his papers one more time, happy with the results. He had been at it for hours. He blew out the little fire and immediately fell asleep.
 
   The ‘alarm clock’ (the rooster down the street) woke him up. He rubbed his eyes and smiled remembering his project of the day. He hurried to his mission.
 
    
 
   When Manoli walked into his store the next morning he wasn’t sure where he was. He cursed himself as well as Nico, for letting himself be talked into such a folly. Nothing was in its place. And then he really looked around and marveled at the transformation. His store looked twice as big! All the books were neatly on shelves, dusted and standing at attention like the best formation of soldiers in a parade. Even the newspapers and magazines were rearranged in order of their language. The store was cleaner than it had ever been, but mostly he understood that it had been done with great care and much love. Suddenly, he jumped. He realized that Nico was standing behind him. 
 
   “What have you done?” Manoli growled.
 
   Nico’s smile quickly faded. He was almost in tears. He thought for sure Manoli would have approved of the transformation. “You don’t like it?” He asked, almost whispering.
 
   “No. I love it!” Manoli said, hugging the younger man. “You have done a wonderful job! You deserve a reward.” Nico beamed as his heart tried to burst through his chest. He wondered, though, what the heavy man had in mind. “Tonight when we close, we will go out and celebrate. I will buy you dinner and we can discuss more of your ideas,” Manoli said joyfully. Nico thought this was one of the best days of his life. “Now, tell me where everything is so I don’t look like a complete idiot when customers come in,” he roared.
 
   Manoli and Nico were sitting at a taverna in Plaka. It was the best meal Nico had had in months and he ate hungrily. Manoli was very fond of the young man and learned about his family history. He was amazed at his story and listened carefully to his dreams and ambitions. My God, Manoli thought, I have a little Count working for me—one that smelled like a goat, he chuckled to himself. Nico also learned that Manoli had once been married, but now he was alone. His wife and daughter perished during an epidemic.
 
   “I think it is time for a promotion,” Manoli said.
 
   “Really?” 
 
   “Yes. The sales today were amazing. Never has the store made such a profit in one day. And it is because of your keen perception of what customers want. Also, you are a good businessman. From now on you will run the store.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yes. You know as much about the business as I do, perhaps even more. I trust you, young Nico, and they say I am a good judge of character. You haven’t let me down yet and I don’t believe you ever will. Besides, there is a… well, a lady friend I would like to see more often and spend some time with. She lives on the island of Egina.” He looked at Nico. “So what do you think?”
 
   “Will you include a commission on sales?” 
 
   Manoli looked at him, always amazed at his boldness, but that’s what made him a successful businessman. Manoli nodded. “You have a deal young man.” 
 
   Nico held his hand out. “It will be my pleasure, and I assure you I will never let you down.”
 
   Manoli shook his hand. “I have no doubts.”
 
   They had more wine and dessert. 
 
    
 
   In just a few months the shop became very successful. Many of the Athenian elite, as well as regular clientele were putting in large orders for books. That evening Nico closed the shop and walked to the house in Plaka. Between his salary and the commissions he could now afford something better, but he had grown attached to it. When he arrived at the broken mansion he saw a man looking at it. Nico froze. Had they found out he was staying there? Would they denounce him to the police? He hid behind a wall and watched the man some more. He noticed that he was very well dressed in expensive clothes, fine leather shoes, a silk tie and a massive gold watch hanging from a chain on his vest. The man looked at the house and shook his head. Suddenly, from an alley, three men attacked the man. Nico stared in horror and then rushed out to help him. He punched two of the muggers off of the man but the third one thrust a knife into Nico’s stomach. Nico grunted, looked down at the blade sticking out of his body, pulled it out and threw it on the ground. He lunged into the man who had stabbed him. They rolled around for a few moments and then the mugger took off. The other two looked at Nico as if he were the devil incarnated and then followed their partner. They ran down the street and out of sight. The well-dressed man looked at Nico incredulously.
 
   “Aren’t you hurt?” He asked.
 
   “No,” Nico said laughing. He pulled his shirt out of his pants and took out the book he had tucked into them. “I’m fine, but I’m afraid Pericles was the one stabbed,” he said, showing off the hole in the book. 
 
   The man looked at it. The Golden Age of Pericles. “Quite appropriate, I must say, and the old chap has given me a few more years as well. But you are the real hero, young man. What is your name?”
 
   “Nico.” He didn’t give him the rest of it.
 
   “I am in your debt. How can I repay you?”
 
   “There is nothing to repay. I’m just glad you are alright. But may I ask, what were you staring at?”
 
   “You mean the house?” Nico nodded. “I was thinking that it’s a pile of rubble and I don’t know what to do with it.”
 
   “This is your house?”
 
   “If you can call it that, yes. Why the interest?”
 
   “Well, to be honest, it’s been a haven for me. Forgive me, but when I first came to Athens I had no money and no place to stay. It gave me refuge. I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t have done that. But I have fallen in love with it.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t care. I’m just glad it was good for something.” The man looked at Nico. “How old are you?”
 
   “Sixteen, sir.”
 
   “Do you have a family?”
 
   “No, sir. They died.”
 
   The man looked at the handsome youngster with the deep blue eyes. He pulled a card out of his pocket. “My name is Stavros Koulouris. Could you come by my office tomorrow?”
 
   “Am I in trouble?”
 
   “No, no, not at all. Just come by. I’ll expect you.”
 
   “I work during the day. I can come by in the afternoon.”
 
   “That’s fine. I’ll be waiting for you. Thank you again.” He shook Nico’s hand and left.
 
    
 
   As promised, the next afternoon Nico went to the office. It was in the heart of Athens in a handsome building decorated with Corinthian columns. He looked at the plaque on the door:
 
    
 
   MINISTRY OF EDUCATION
 
    
 
   Nico walked in, a little apprehensive. He saw a receptionist and handed him the card the man had given him. “I’m here to see Mr. Koulouris.”
 
   “Yes. Go right in, the Minister is expecting you.” She showed him the office door.
 
   “Thank you.” Nico knocked on the door.
 
   “Come in,” a voice from inside said.
 
   Nico entered and looked at the office. It was expensively decorated, with French antiques, a cherry wood desk and Persian carpets.
 
   “Ah, Nico,” Koulouris said, getting up from his chair. He greeted Nico and gestured for him to sit down. “Thank you for coming.”
 
   “It’s my pleasure, sir.”
 
   The minister noticed that Nico seemed comfortable in these surroundings, as if he had seen offices like these all his life. “I wanted to thank you once again for your help last night.”
 
   “Please, sir, don’t mention it.”
 
   “I insist. I would like to repay you.”
 
   “That is not necessary. What is important is that you were not hurt.”
 
   “Not hurt? Why, I would have probably been dead if it weren’t for you. If this was the military they would give you a medal.” Nico chuckled. “Well, I’m going to give you a medal. It’s not the usual kind of medal. But first, tell me you’re full name.”
 
   “Why do you need that, sir?”
 
   “Are you running from the police?”
 
   “No, sir, of course not!”
 
   “Good. Then there is no problem. Your name?”
 
   “Nicolaos Malandros.”
 
   “Malandros, Malandros, why does that sound familiar?”
 
   “I don’t know, sir.” Nico hoped he wouldn’t make the connection with his father. After all, he had been a well-known ship owner, and was still worried that people were still after his only son. The minister wrote the name down on a large piece of paper. Koulouris called in his secretary. She came in and stood next to him. “Would you please be a witness to the following.”
 
   “Of course, Mr. Minister.”
 
    “Nicolaos Malandros, please stand.” Nico did as he was asked, thinking that the minister was really going to pin a medal on his chest. “For bravery beyond the call of duty, I bequeath you, with honor and gratitude…” He looked at young Nico staring straight ahead and smiled. “…The title to the house in Plaka. It is yours as a token of my thanks.” 
 
   Nico’s eyes grew very wide. “You are giving me this house?”
 
   “That’s correct, my boy. You seem to love it and to tell you the truth, I didn’t know what to do with it. You are actually helping me out by taking it off my hands. Only you know what you will do with… Just what are you going to do with it?” He asked curiously.
 
   “I’m going to fix it up and live in it, sir. I don’t know what to say, but thank you and you are most generous. The house will be beautiful, and I will do all the work myself, I assure you.”
 
   “You’ll have plenty of work to do! Good luck with it, young man.”
 
   “Sir, when I finish, and it will of course be beautiful, won’t you want it back?”
 
   Koulouris laughed. “I might, my boy, I might, but it is yours now. You have the title. You are the owner and no one can take it away from you.” Nico was happy as if he were at a party of the God Dionysus.
 
    
 
   At eighteen Nico became the sole owner of the bookstore. He bought Manoli out and expanded. In the last two years, since his acquaintance with the Minister of Education he was able to include schools and universities to his clientele list and the demand for foreign books was booming. He made contacts in Italy, France, England, Egypt and the Unites States. He had good, loyal people working for him and he went on many trips throughout the year to the different countries where his business took him. Through his contacts he found Sylvie and as promised brought her to Athens. She ran his house in Plaka, now beautifully renovated and the loveliest mansion in the neighborhood. Every once in a while he would look at the stars in the sky, wondering if his parents were up there and watching him. Were they proud of him? He wondered.
 
   At twenty years old Nico was a cunning businessman and very well educated—it was said that there wasn’t anything he didn’t know and that he had read every book that arrived in the store. He was happy, handsome, the most sought out bachelor in town, attended all the theaters and concerts he could, and was fond of the arts. Nico had become very wealthy and had the disaster on Oniraki investigated. A saboteur had started the fire in the port. When the man was apprehended he confessed his involvement and cleared the Malandros name of any wrong doings. His parents would indeed have been very proud of him.
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   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   The Italian accent shouted the directions: “Push! Harder! From down deep, very deep inside you. Bring it up! Strong! Powerful… yes, that’s it… now open your mouth, wide, big… I want to see the back of your beautiful teeth… good! Now back to O, make your mouth perfectly, perfectly round… and push! 
 
   Valentina obeyed and shaped her mouth. She touched her stomach with one hand and could feel her breath being directed exactly as instructed.
 
    
 
   When Carla Corelli, the great Italian soprano and now teacher extraordinaire, was first introduced to Valentina, she was apprehensive. The girl was only eleven and she pictured an insecure child hiding behind her famous pianist mother’s skirt—and it was only because of her famous mother did she agree on the meeting. Carla sat in the chair and looked at the girl. She was a lovely young thing, destined to be a beautiful woman, and that was always an asset for a singer, although the greatest divas were not always pretty or thin like this little one. Carla herself was plump and short and had been one of the greats of her time.
 
   “Do you know any songs?” 
 
   “Of course, I know all of them,” Valentina answered, very sure of herself.
 
   “All of them… yes, of course,” Carla said, already disliking the little snob. Her mother had probably taken her to every opera house in Europe. “Well, why don’t you sing one for me, anything you want.”
 
   “My mother will accompany me.” 
 
   “As you wish,” Carla said, hoping this would be over quickly.
 
   Sela played a few notes on the piano and Valentina closed her eyes. She took a deep breath, concentrated for a moment, and began to sing. Carla was completely unprepared for the magical energy that suddenly manifested itself in front of her. She did not see the young girl, rather she felt Antonia from les Contes d’Hoffmann, with all the passion, the drama, and the instinctive musicianship.
 
   When both mother and daughter ended their last notes, the one singing, the other on the piano, they looked at the once great diva. Carla was bewildered. She wanted to run up and hug Valentina, to tell her that she would immediately drop all her other students, that the uniqueness of her voice, the dramatic artistry—especially for one so young—would one day move audiences to tears. Instead, very calmly, she said: “The technique needs work, as well as the breathing, stamina and several other things. Oh, yes, you’re French is excellent.”
 
   “As is my Italian, Arabic and of course, Greek,” Valentina retorted, completely unphased by what other young girls of that age would have thought Carla Corelli stricter than a Catholic nun.
 
   “Yes, that’s lovely,” Carla said. That’s all I need—an opera in Arabic, Carla mumbled to herself.
 
   “Thank you, Signora Corelli, does that mean that you will take her on?” Sela asked.
 
   “There are conditions.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I expect complete obedience, diciplina e respeto and most of all hard work. I am tough but I deliver if I am followed.”
 
   “Not a problem,” Valentina answered quickly. Carla lifted her eyebrow—Valentina Vidalis would be a challenge.
 
    
 
   Now, three years later, at the tender age of fourteen, Valentina never ceased to amaze Carla. And she was becoming such a beauty! Those eyes, blue like the Aegean at dusk. She had heard that they were like Valentina’s father’s and the young woman now also had a shape. A man could almost close his fingers around her waist and her greatest asset was her mouth. It was just the right size for an opera singer—just large enough and perfectly proportioned to her heart-shaped face.  Her lips were naturally rouge and her teeth were perfectly straight. She had her mother’s photographic memory and could, incredibly, learn an entire opera in just a few days. She had mastered her breathing technique so that from beginning to ending seemed as if it had been done in one big breath instead of many little ones.
 
    
 
   “Bite the note! Attack it! Own it! That’s it,” Carla bellowed, “yes, that’s it, carrresss the word, as only you can, cara mia.”
 
   Valentina and Carla became the best of friends, not just teacher and student. At first Carla thought that Valentina would be a snobbish little brat and that she would never have the will or drive to compare with her talent. But Carla was thankfully wrong, she mused. The young woman had more drive and stamina than anyone she had ever seen, and she wanted it—she wanted to be the greatest diva that ever lived. With Carla’s help the dream could become reality. Valentina turned out to be very mature, open minded, hard working, followed directions without question, and trusted Carla implicitly. She was anything but a snobbish brat. 
 
   “Alright, little one,” Carla said, “it’s time to go home.”
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Valentina said hugging her mentor.
 
   They both put in extraordinary hours and never seemed to tire, although at the end of their long days they truly were exhausted.
 
    
 
   Valentina felt the warm evening breeze gently brush her face as she headed home in the old section of Athens, the Plaka. When she walked into the house her mother and grandfather seemed in a daze. Valentina was worried. Was her grandfather alright? Was he ill? “Is something wrong?” She asked. Simeon called her over to him. The big man was sitting in an armchair, Sela next to him on a sofa. She went over to her grandfather and hugged him.
 
   “I can’t believe this!” Sela yelled, making Valentina jump.
 
   “What is it?” The young woman asked frantically.
 
   “War! That’s what it is,” Sela fumed. “Big boys in men’s uniforms trying to prove who is the most powerful, who can be the greatest conqueror, how much they can steal from the other and how miserable they will make all people no matter what side they’re on!  
 
   Valentina stared, not quite grasping the notion of what a war entailed. “Does this mean that Granddaddy has to go to war?” She asked frightened. 
 
   Simeon smiled. “No, my darling. They wouldn’t take me, I’m too old. I just hope I can stay in retirement and won’t have to be a witness to the inevitable physical cruelties. The war hasn’t reached Greece… yet.”
 
   “Oh,” Valentina gasped, “but do you think it will?”
 
   “There’s no doubt!” Sela said, still ranting. “This world is a mess! Germany has declared war on France and Russia, and invaded Belgium—a neutral country no less. Then of course Britain, Serbia and Montenegro declared war on Germany; Austria declared war on Russia and Belgium; France and Britain declared war on Austria; Russia, France and Britain declared war on Turkey because they’re allies with…”
 
   “I’m confused,” Valentina said.
 
   “My point exactly. I’m afraid it will only be a matter of time because Greece will be thrown into it for sure. For the moment we continue our lives, hope for the best and pray for those poor souls,” Sela said shaking her head in disgust. “You will continue your lessons with Carla. You’re preparing for your first concert, right?” Sela asked. Valentina nodded. “Good. Now, I still have my own concerts here in Athens. I am so glad I wasn’t somewhere else in Europe right now. God, what a mess! Imbeciles!”
 
    
 
   “Technique, technique, technique!” Carla shouted. That is the only way you can be heard over a full orchestra and hundreds and hundreds in the theaters. Again! Scales!”
 
   “Do, re, mi, fa, sol, la, si, do… do, si, la, sol, fa, mi, re, do,” Valentina repeated over and over and over again. “Do, si, la, re, do, sol, fa, mi…”
 
   “Remember, this is most, most, most important. It loosens and tightens the muscles in your face, your jaw, your mouth, your throat, your diaphragm, your chest and your bottom,” Carla said, in what Valentina would have sworn was in one single solitary breath.
 
   “Do, re, mi, fa, sol, la, si, do…”
 
   “Breath control, control, control. This is how you allow little breath or much breath to pass through your throat and out your mouth to bring forth the sound that your vocal chords make. This makes volume up or down, makes effect, dramatic, dramatic. Makes continue longer, makes rapid effect of short breath for coloratura. When we finish here you go to acting, then music history and then you come back and we polish some more. Now, hold breath, good… longer… yes, hoooollld, looonnnggger…” Valentina thought she would vomit, but she held her note, and held it, and still held it, until she thought she would pass out. “Basta! Perfetto.” Carla said. Now, relax for a moment.” Valentina knew that it would be just that. She took a breath and gratefully felt her blood flow where it was supposed to once again. “And we start …” Valentina thought she would scream, but she also knew that Carla was brilliant and was the best. She followed her every direction without hesitation.
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   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Count Nicolaos Malandros di Fontina sat at the bar of the Waldorf Astoria in New York. He was nursing a whisky while waiting for his friend, John Huntington. Young Nico had become quite a man. He had a firm jaw and an easy smile. He could easily pass as Scandinavian, but his complexion had a distinctive Mediterranean olive tone to it, rendering the ensemble very attractive and mysterious. His hands were perfectly manicured, and his suit was made by the Greek King’s tailor in Athens. The women looked at him with unabashed pleasure and giggled amongst themselves. Nico glanced over and smiled charmingly, nodding his head in greeting. He did love the ladies, but right at the moment he was thinking about his publishing house in Athens. The business was thriving with a great team working for him. He was the only publisher in the country that imported or printed foreign books and newspapers from all over the world. John was late. John was never late, Nico thought, even if he did work for the State Department. Nico had a bad feeling; something was definitely wrong. After an hour Huntington showed up.
 
   “Sorry I’m late,” Huntington said. Nico looked at his friend. He had never seen him in such a state. John was a tall man, always nicely groomed, well dressed, calm and intelligent. Now he looked disheveled and flustered. Something terrible must have happened. They stared at each other, apprehensive, neither knowing how to open the conversation. 
 
   “What’s wrong, my friend?” Nico finally ventured.
 
   “It’s terrible!” The American said, shaking his head. He sat down across from the Greek man.
 
   “Your family? Are they alright?”
 
   “Yes, they’re fine,” he said, “it’s Germany, they’ve declared war!”
 
   Nico shook his head. “Bad times are in store for us, all of us, Europeans as well as Americans.
 
   “Yes, Nico, you are right. As you know, we are allies with the Europeans, except for the Germans of course. They need all the help they can get. Militarily we are not entering the war because we have not been officially asked, but unofficially we are helping. Nico, I am telling you this because I know where you stand politically… and because we need you.”
 
   “Who needs me?” Nico asked, still not understanding where John was taking this.
 
   “We need your knowledge and your languages. You speak four languages like a native and you could…” John hesitated.
 
   “Are you asking me to be a spy?” 
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “John, be serious, I know nothing about being a spy—I’m a publisher, a bookseller for God’s sake.”
 
   “Yes, with many contacts all over Europe. We will train you, show you everything you need to know. Besides, Greece will be entering the war any time now and you will have to serve anyway. Might as well start from here—we’re all in this together.”
 
   “Now I know why you were late. You were selling me.”
 
   “You’re not a book, Nico. On the contrary, you’re one hell of a smart man and if you agree, you’re already approved.”
 
   “Thanks for the compliment and the vote of confidence, but I don’t know if I’m cut out for this.”
 
   “Who is, my friend, who is?”
 
    
 
   ♫
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   Nico spent several months training with his American buddies in special warfare operations, reconnaissance and intelligence. Because of this training, his education, business acumen, diplomatic manner, leadership qualities and fluency in languages, he was sent to France as a Lieutenant.
 
    
 
   Nico’s unit was ordered to go reconnoiter the hill beyond the tiny river close to the enemy trenches. That was their specialty. The men would go in silently without receiving any artillery advance and bring back any information they could gather about the enemy.
 
   Nico and his men crawled out of their trench and headed for the German lines. It was impossibly dark. There was no moon, no light, and the battlefield between the Allied and enemy trenches was barren. More than that, Nico thought, Mother Nature is dead, killed by innumerable explosions and shellings, deprived of its once natural beauty. Would anything ever grow here again? He wondered. A cold sweat enveloped him as they crossed No Man’s Land, the area between the German trenches and their own Allied ones. They continued to crawl and entered into enemy territory. They discovered strategically positioned machine guns waiting for the Allied assault. Nico went a little closer. He was so close that he could smell the Germans’ cooking lard. He made a quick, yet detailed mental picture, and ordered his men to go back. They crawled back as they came, silently and carefully. The Germans never knew they had been there. 
 
   Nico and his men slithered back into the crowded trenches with the rest of the troops. The soldiers in the wet, muddy, dark ditches were exhausted, their nerves rattled and the constant thud, thud, thud of explosions and shellfire all around left them sleepless and jumpy. Many had illnesses, ranging from dysentery, colds, frostbite and trench foot (from constantly being in water), and they also had to deal with hunger, rats, lice and bitter cold. It was 03:00 hours and everyone was awake. One of the soldiers lit a cigarette, passed the matches to a second man. The third was just lighting up when a bullet sizzled through his helmet. The soldier stood there momentarily frozen and then slumped to the ground, the blood pouring out of his forehead.
 
   “How many times have you been told never to light up three times in a row!” Nico screamed. “The first one alerts the enemy, the second one takes aim, and the third one gets the kill, goddamn it!” War was war, he thought, but this was plain stupidity. “Do you think they sleep any better than we do? No! They go through the same shit we do and they thrive on target practice—us! It gives them something to do, you see.” Nico was seething. He hated to see men killed, especially so uselessly. From then on a match was never passed around more than twice. 
 
    
 
   Nico walked into the officers’ quarters, a dugout a hundred yards behind the forward trench.
 
   “Malandros,” a Major said, “we need you and your men to go out again tonight. We need the latest information and you guys are the best I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “Thanks for the compliment, Major, but its Christmas Eve. Couldn’t we give it a rest for tonight? My men are pretty tired and I think it would boost their morale a bit if we could take a twenty-four hour break,” Nico pleaded.
 
   “Unfortunately we don’t have that luxury in war. I’m sorry, I need you to do it.”
 
   “May I make a suggestion, sir?”
 
   The Major looked at him. He knew Nico’s powers of persuasion. “Go ahead.”
 
   “Let me do it alone. I can go in and get the information you need on my own. It’s pretty quiet tonight, more than it’s ever been. I think the Gerrys are taking a break too.”
 
   “That’s a no. This is too important and besides, I can’t afford to lose you.”
 
   “Sir, with all due respect, I have a great bunch of guys and I need them to be in the best shape they can be, not only physically, but mentally and emotionally. By not putting them out there on Christmas Eve I know it will help.”
 
   The major looked at his best reconnaissance man and said: “Alright, you go out alone but take some of the Algerian unit with you. They’re Muslims, Christmas doesn’t mean a whole lot to them.”
 
   “Sir, I can do it alone.”
 
   “Lieutenant…”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
    
 
   The Algerians of the Armée d’Afrique followed Nico into No Man’s Land. They were about half way to the enemy trench when one of them saw a German and aimed his rifle at him.
 
   “No!” Nico whispered, “no shooting!” The Algerians were good soldiers, but they weren’t reconnaissance specialists. Nico missed his own team and fervently wished he could have come alone. 
 
   “Look! That man, what is he doing?” Another of the Algerian soldiers said.
 
   Nico looked to where he was pointing. A heavy German soldier was decorating a small fir tree with marzipan balls. Nico smiled. It was Christmas for the Germans too.
 
   “Listen to me, you stay here. Don’t move and don’t shoot. It is bad luck to shoot anybody tonight! Is that understood?”
 
   “Yes, sir. But why?” The Algerian innocently asked.
 
   “Because this is the anniversary of the day that baby Jesus, Issa, was born.”
 
   “Ah, yes, Issa. I understand. No shooting.  No matter what.”
 
   “Exactly. Good man.”
 
   Nico left the men and crawled toward the trench. He was the closest he had ever been, deep in the heart of enemy territory. He was so close that he could see the fat man standing next to the little decorated Christmas tree. He was making marzipan balls to add to other trees and for the German soldiers. Nico stared in awe and his mouth watered. Damn this war, he cursed. Why couldn’t we have peace and be celebrating with marzipan and champagne tonight? He sighed at his own dream. Suddenly, out of the corner of his eye, he saw another of the Algerian men standing and aiming his rifle toward the pastry chef. Nico swore under his breath. I told them to lay low! But it was too late now. There was nothing he can do. The Germans would mow the Algerians down with their machine guns. At the same time he felt sorry for the pastry chef, as he surely wouldn’t survive either. The outcome would be ugly and they would surely discover him too. But Nico never expected what came next. 
 
   “Nein! Nein! Tonight we celebrate Weihnachten. You cannot stop me, do you hear?” The pastry chef screamed coming out of the trench in front of the dark skinned man. He was holding the little fir in one hand and the star for the top of the tree in his other hand high above his head. He seemed oblivious to the danger, oblivious that these men could end his life in an instant, but perhaps he was betting on celestial protection. “Now go back to your side and tell them: Tonight we no shoot, you no shoot! Verstanden? Understood?” The Algerians stared open-mouthed as if they had seen the craziest man in the world. They thought either this fat German was insane, or Nico was right about the superstition. They ran all the way back to their trench and jumped in, completely forgetting their leader out in No Man’s Land. Nico was just a few feet away from the German. He was not sure what to do. He would have loved to laugh at the last scene—it was the most bizarre reaction he had ever seen. He didn’t want to kill this jovial man, but on the other hand he might be the one killed. Nico hoped the man was too focused on his marzipan and his tree to notice him. It was not to be. The heavy Berliner spotted him and stopped. He looked at him and said: “We no shoot, you no shoot. Frohe Weihnachten, Monsieur!”  He turned and walked away. Nico stared, his eyes wider than they had ever been in his life and said: “Joyeux Noël, Mein Herr!”  The pastry chef waved the star he was still holding high in the air. Nico stood up cautiously and looked at the enemy trench. He saw the faces of young German soldiers staring at him wide-eyed, just as amazed as he was. They smiled at him and started to sing: Stille Nacht, Heilige Nacht… Nico looked at them, smiled back and started to sing his own version: Silent Night, Holy Night… He stood up straight, saluted them, turned and walked very tall back to his own trench. The singing from the German side grew louder and the Allies, now aware of the events from the Algerians, were all staring at Nico walking toward them as if he were strolling down the beach on a sunny day.
 
   Hearing the Germans singing, they started to sing as well and soon one side tried to outdo the other. When the song ended the Allies heard a chorus of voices shouting: “We no shoot, you no shoot!”
 
   Nico had rejoined his men and looked at the major who had been staring at the entire scene, totally dumbfounded. “What do you say, Major?”
 
   “We can’t trust those buggers!”
 
   “Well, I don’t disagree, but on the other hand they didn’t kill me when they had a chance to and we really don’t have anything to lose. On the contrary, we have a chance to rest and to be human beings, if for just one civilized night of this damn war.”
 
   “The brass will have my ass for this, I’m sure,” the major said.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Nico said saluting. He turned toward the German trench and shouted. “WE NO SHOOT, YOU NO SHOOT! FROHE WEIHNACHTEN!!” 
 
   And the Germans answered back: “WE NO SHOOT, YOU NO SHOOT! HAPPY CHRISTMAS TO YOU!!” They started singing again with O Tannenbaum. The Allies joined in with Oh, Christmas Tree. At that moment, from the German trenches, small fir trees decorated with candles were lit and placed on the parapets. The Allies followed, raising their own trees in their trenches. The friendly competition was now in full scale as both sides sang the same songs in more than one language by men from France, Germany, Belgium, England, Wales, Scotland, Australia, New Zealand, the United States, and Nico from Greece. Even the Algerians hummed along.
 
   “Hey, Fritz, do you know this one?” One of the Allied soldiers shouted. ”It’s a long way to Tipperary, it’s a long way to go…”
 
   The Germans took the bait and came back with: ”Es ist sehr weit zu Tipperary, Es ist sehr weit zu geh’n…”
 
   The soldiers continued for hours with Christmas carols and other songs and then a single voice rang out: clear, powerful, with exquisite diction and unmistakably operatic. There were no sounds, from either side, other than this one booming, perfectly trained voice from the German trench. 
 
   “My God, what a range that man has,” the major said, “he must be an opera singer!”
 
   “Of course!” Nico exclaimed, “that’s Walter Kirchhoff, a brilliant tenor from the Berlin Imperial Opera!”
 
   Men on both sides continued to listen, floating on the voice of the singer, listening to each of his words, saying prayers to their God and asking for His blessing and protection.
 
   “Oh, we can handle that,” the major said. Nico looked at him wondering what he was up to. “Get me Victor! On the double!” He shouted to one of the soldiers.
 
   “Sir, yes, sir!” The young soldier said running off. A few minutes later he came back with another soldier.
 
   “Nico, meet Victor,” the major said, introducing them. It was the first time the major used any first names.
 
   Standing in front of them was the imposing tenor from the Paris Opera, Victor Gravier. “I am truly honored, Monsieur Gravier,” Nico said saluting him.
 
   “Non, non, Lieutenant, it is Caporal Gravier these days. Please, excusez-moi, it is time to deal with the devil—but this one is no Mephistopheles.”  Gravier went to the middle of the trench and became Gounod’s Faust.
 
   Gravier’s voice traveled across No Man’s Land and reached the ears of the German troops. Once again there was more magic on Christmas Eve. It did not come from a corporal, or a tenor, or from the doctor of philosophy Faust, but from the sounds that emanated from a single man—the peace of music that connected every soul of every human being present, on this historic night, this war’s only silent night, Christmas Eve, 1914. 
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   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   The American troops arrived in France at the end of June of 1917. By then the Allied soldiers had been fighting for three years and were exhausted by years of trench warfare. During the hot summer of 1918 Nico and his unit returned to their trench and gave their superiors the information from their mission. 
 
   “Major, the Gerries know we are going to charge the hill and they plan to use mustard gas,” Nico said.
 
   “Why in God’s name can’t men fight clean? Why did they have to invent these horror chemicals?” The major seethed.
 
   “The war has been raging for four years. The enemy is being defeated. They’re desperate and using every resource they can think of.”
 
   “It’s inhuman!”
 
   “This entire infernal war is.”
 
    
 
   The American Marines were ordered to put their gas masks on and take the hill. They donned their elongated face gear and headed up. It was a hot summer day and they sweat profusely. The Germans watched them come closer. They saw the Marines advancing like a pack of mad dogs, growling and killing everything in their way, their eyes bloodshot and their mouths foaming inside the snout-looking mask as they recklessly and courageously scrambled on all fours up the steep hill. 
 
   “Teufelshunde! Teufelshunde!” One of the German soldiers yelled as he retreated in fear. Under his mask Nico had to grin. Yes, his beloved American buddies were ‘dogs from hell” indeed, Devil Dogs extraordinaire.
 
    
 
   The Doughboys—a nickname for the American soldiers acquired from the unique globular brass buttons reminiscent of dumplings—and the Marines, baptized Devil Dogs by the Germans, pushed forward to stop the advance of the German forces. They were greatly outnumbered. With the information supplied by Nico’s unit, and the spirit of the fresh men on the battlefield, they held their ground at Belleau Wood and Château-Thierry. At St. Mihiel Nico and his men joined the push as troops drove the Germans out of the Argonne. 
 
    
 
   It was still impossible to get any real sleep. Nico was resting in the trench half dozing. His missions were night missions and when they returned it was continuous noise—from machine guns, shellings, explosions, rifles, and the screams—the last sound of dying men. Nico had recurring nightmares, especially the one of that day in Oniraki as a boy when he woke up surrounded by death. Here, it was the same. He was constantly in a mass grave, but this time he saw them die. 
 
   “Look! Up there!” A soldier screamed. The men looked up to see a squadron of German fighters. They were in formation led by a red Fokker three-winged plane.
 
   “They’re going to drop bombs on us!” Another cried.
 
   “No! Wait! There’s an Allied squadron, ready to meet them,” another cried out, pointing toward the heavens.
 
   “Damn. This is going to be bad,” Nico said, “there must be about thirty planes up there. The skies are going to get ugly and bloody.” No sooner had he finished his sentence did the men see the red plane dive—a crazy dive, a killer dive.
 
   “That bastard Richthofen. That’s why he’s got eighty kills, he has no mercy,” the first soldier said.
 
   “Wish he was on our side,” the other grumbled.
 
   The planes on both sides broke out of formation and performed a magnificent and unique impromptu sky ballet. But as beautiful as the start was, the continuation, as Nico predicted, was brutal. One by one and several at a time, the flying machines caught fire, exploded and broke apart. The distorted pieces of fuselage, wood, and steel left ugly trails of smoke that crisscrossed crazily in the sky, and then plummeted down to earth toward their final explosion and the horrific sound of finality. The men watched in dismay, their eyes glazed, angry and tearing.
 
   “The poor bugger doesn’t have a chance,” one of the soldiers muttered, looking at a dogfight.
 
   “Wait, no! Look at the Camel, he’s chasing the Red Baron! He’s really good, look at him chasing the Fokker with his Sopwith!” The men followed the bickering planes. Both flyers were brilliant, outwitting each other over and over again, dancing through the skies above Amiens, relentlessly vying for the kill or for their survival. Abruptly their tango came to an end as pilots and men from the ground watched as the red Fokker was hit and trailed smoke. The Allies shouted with enthusiasm as the Red Baron went down. Their morale was boosted to new heights. The German icon broke up and finally crashed into its final resting place. Nico was shaken and couldn’t help but wonder how much longer his own luck would hold out. Von Richthofen had a long run. How long would his be?
 
   A couple of days later Nico was summoned to the officers’ dugout. The major, now a colonel, addressed the group in front of him: “Just wanted to let you know and you can tell your men, that after the air battle we witnessed the other day, the British Royal Air Force confirmed that Canadian Captain Roy Brown shot down Germany’s greatest ace, Baron Manfred von Richthofen. In a gallant gesture,” he continued, “a British pilot flew over the baron’s base and dropped a photograph of Richthofen’s funeral with a note advising them that he had been buried with full military honors.”
 
    
 
   The troops moved on to Verdun. They hadn’t had a break in months, and they were exhausted. The soldiers from both sides could see each other across No Man’s Land. They all wanted this insanity to stop. The ground was covered with torn pieces of weapons and machine guns, dead bodies and craters—holes blown up time and time again. One of the soldiers from the German side, a sniper, aimed his rifle at the Allied soldiers. He took his time and then he saw his target: A distinguished man, an American Captain. He held his breath and squeezed the trigger. Out of the corner of his eye Nico saw a muzzle flash… just a little too late.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   At seventeen Valentina had performed at the Liriki Skini, the Opera House in Athens and at the Herodus Atticus Theater, the ancient marble amphitheater at the foot of the Acropolis. This was definitely her favorite, with the amazing acoustics and the Parthenon majestically looking down on the performers from above. It was also the most prestigious and by invitation only. But as acclaimed as she was in Greece, Valentina needed to venture out and tour the great opera houses of Europe or her magnificence would go unnoticed. WWI had been raging for over three years and Valentina felt helpless. Greece had joined the Allies and she wanted somehow to do her part.
 
   “Mother, there must be something I can do to help the war effort.” 
 
   Sela looked at her daughter. She was just as antsy, and hadn’t been out of Greece since before the war. “There is,” she said simply.
 
   “Go on, tell me!”
 
   “I’ve been invited to play for the wounded troops in Europe. I was thinking it is time to give you some European exposure, although the venues will surely not be in any of the great opera houses.” Sela looked at her daughter. “You want to come?”
 
   “Oh, Mother, that would be wonderful!”
 
   “I don’t know if wonderful is the word I would use. More importantly, can you handle it? Tough venues, horribly wounded soldiers, terrible tragedies all around… What do you think?”
 
   “When do we leave?”  
 
    
 
   ♫
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   Nico slowly opened his eyes and saw angels, beautiful women only half robed, skies of baby blue and Cupid, who was ready to release his arrow into a man’s shoulder. Nico winced and moaned as the arrow landed into him. He realized he was staring at a painting on a ceiling and that his shoulder was throbbing. He was lying on a cot, one of many, neatly lined up on either side of him in a very large hall. Then he remembered… Verdun… the sniper. But where am I now? As if reading his mind, the man in the bed next to him answered: “Bonjour, I am Gaston Laforet, welcome to the Château de la Cocorgnoc, your friendly hospital away from home. Looks like you got one in the shoulder, eh. Me, one in the leg. I was lucky they didn’t cut it off. What’s your name?”
 
   “Nico.”
 
   “Please to meet you, Nico. Let me give you the grand tour.”
 
   “The tour?”
 
   “Sure. Come on, get up.”
 
   “Get up?”
 
   “Why not? You have anything better to do?”
 
   “Uh, no, I suppose not. Are we allowed to get up?” Nico was impressed at this man’s energy.
 
   “Of course. They like it when we walk around, good for the circulation, you know.”
 
   “I see.” Nico sat up slowly and looked around. He marveled at the chandeliers hanging above them, the Aubusson tapestries and the portraits on the walls, the parquet floors, the paintings on the ceiling and the velvet Venetian curtains that hung on the windows and kept in the light at night. The great hall must once have been superb. Now it was crammed with beds, lined up side by side and every one had a patient in it. Some were moaning, others were immobile. All of them in pain, from wounds and scars, or from emotional trauma.
 
   “Come on, up you go,” Gaston coaxed, reaching for his crutches.
 
   “Here, let me help you,” Nico said, getting out of bed. His arm was in a sling.
 
   “Thanks, but no need. I’m used to these,” he said, hobbling along. He motioned for Nico to follow him. “Come, I’ll show you around.” 
 
   Gaston introduced his new pal to all the patients, chatted with each one for a bit and tried to make them feel at ease and a little more comfortable. He patted their heads, put a hand on their shoulder or gently on their face, lit a cigarette for them and always gave them encouragement. Nico liked this man; he had heart.
 
   “There is one more thing to show you, my friend, the best thing!” Gaston exclaimed.
 
   “There is something like that in a place like this?”
 
   “Of course! You must always think positively!” Gaston said, putting an arm around Nico. How superbly French, Nico thought, smiling to himself. He’s right, where else in the world could one be in such a hospital. Vive la France! And then his eyes glazed over and he started to fall. Gaston caught him just before he hit the floor. “Nurse! Nurse!” He yelled, as he tried to do a balancing act to hold Nico up with one arm, hold on to the crutches with the other, stand on one leg and try not to fall or drop his new buddy. Two infirmières were immediately at their side.
 
   “Ladies, how lovely to see you this morning! This is my friend Nico. It seems he’s trying to faint on us,” he said, grinning.
 
   “Gaston, you are incorrigible! I just know you made this poor man get out of bed too soon. He lost a lot of blood! He should be resting,” the head nurse said impatiently, “now move out of our way.” 
 
   “Of course, anything you wish. You need just ask, Mademoiselle,” Gaston answered charmingly. He loved annoying the nurses. Some played along with him, others didn’t. He of course tried it out on all of them and was thrilled that there were women running about. He had missed them so, out there in the cold, on the battlefield, only seeing men for weeks and even months. He looked at Nico. “Ça va?” Are you alright? He mouthed to him. Nico winked as the nurses took him back to his bunk. 
 
   Gaston followed and plopped down on his own bed. The nurses left.
 
   “What was this best thing you were going to show me, Gaston?”
 
   “Ah, my friend, you old fox, you discovered it yourself!”
 
   “I did?”
 
   “Bien sûr! The infirmières, of course! And without my help—they were all over you.”
 
   “That was a fluke, but really very wonderful! Maybe I’ll try it again sometime.”
 
   “You could, but they are on to us. You must find a way to do it without them realizing it.”
 
   “I’m sure to try. I’ve been known to have a little success with the ladies.”
 
   “I’m sure you have, you beau mec, handsome guy.” 
 
   The men laughed, more than they had in many, many days. Among the misery surrounding them, they managed to infuse it with a little humor to heal their souls.
 
    
 
   Several nights later Nico was restless and couldn’t sleep. He got up, walked around the ward, talked to some of the men who were still awake and looked for the nurses. To his chagrin they were in another room and didn’t come in unless there was an emergency. Nico’s arm was healing nicely but he didn’t know when he would be released and sent back into the field. He looked around some more, inspected the Aubusson tapestry hanging behind his bed. He caressed it. The workmanship was superb, the colors bright and vibrant and the design depicted the grounds around the château. He lifted it slightly and looked behind. To his surprise he saw a gap. He went back to his bed, picked up a lighter from his night table and returned to the opening. He squeezed himself behind the carpet and flicked on the lighter. To his amazement there was a little door. He tried the handle. It turned and opened. He quietly pushed the door and followed a little path. He arrived at a dark room and Nico lifted his lighter above his head. He sighed with delight. “There is a God and this must be his basement!” He thought, with possibly the biggest smile he had mustered since the beginning of the war. He found a treasure: The château’s cave. The wine cellar was immense. Nico grinned like a Cheshire cat in front of a mouse. He was surrounded by hundreds of bottles. He chose a couple, brushed off the dust and went back to the great hall of the château. He slid into his bunk and quickly opened them with a pocketknife.
 
   “Hey, Gaston, are you awake?” He whispered.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I have a gift for you.”
 
   “What is it?” He said, turning to his side and faced Nico.
 
   “With my compliments,” Nico said, handing Gaston a bottle of fine red wine.
 
   Gaston sat straight up. “You old fox, where did you get this?”
 
   “Ah, I cannot divulge all my secrets.”
 
   “No matter. Santé!”
 
   “Yassou!” Nico whispered back. The men drowned themselves in the exquisite wine, hid the bottles and fell into a blissful sleep. The next night Nico brought out enough bottles for the entire ward and the men drank to their heart’s content. Nico and Gaston went up to the severely wounded and helped them swallow some of the wine. Nico saw the joy in their eyes and almost cried. Why can’t people realize that with peace and a little joy the world can be such a wonderful place? Why did grown men have to act like mean boys and bullies and show off by conquering others? Why couldn’t misunderstandings and disagreements be worked out with kind words, with diplomacy, with understanding, with fine wine? Would humans always act like this? Would future generations be wiser?
 
   In the morning all the men in the ward were drunk, but kept quiet. They had to keep the wine a secret or the doctors and nurses would surely confiscate it. They didn’t care where Nico was getting the bottles from—as long as he kept bringing them—and bring them he did. Every morning it was the same thing and the staff couldn’t figure out why or how—no one was talking. The men had been in a war and they knew how to keep their mouths shut. It seemed that somehow they were smuggling in alcohol, but they never saw an empty bottle. They figured a mission of this caliber was probably child’s play. But they also noticed that the patients’ morale was much better and they were improving physically. They liked the results.  They just pretended to be exasperated and a little severe. They decided not to ruin it for the men. The liquor and the camaraderie worked better than any medicine.
 
    
 
   The men were in high spirits. The nurses came in and led them out of the big hall and into the gardens of the château. Some walked out on their own, others were pushed in wheelchairs. They all helped each other, as only comrades who become lifelong friends and who fought in a war could.  The sky was perfectly clear and powder blue, the sun warm and comfortable and the anticipation high. Chairs were placed on the lawn and the men sat down. In front of them stood a lone piano. The head doctor came out accompanied by an elegant woman holding on to his arm. She was wearing a long mauve fashionable silk dress with a closed collar and a matching big hat full of lavender feathers.  She was a glorious sight and the men clapped and whistled at the attractive woman.
 
   “Gentlemen,” the doctor said, “I am indeed very pleased to introduce you to Madame Sela Vidalis. She is surely the greatest concert pianist in the world, and she honors us today with her presence here at the Château de la Cocorgnoc.” The men clapped and whistled again. This was such a wonderful treat for them. “To us she is a hero,” the doctor continued, “she graciously donates her time for the war effort and for your pleasure.”
 
   “I’ve seen her before,” Nico whispered excitedly to Gaston, “in Athens at the prestigious Herodus Atticus Theater. She’s absolutely incredible.”
 
   “Of course, she’s Greek like you,” he chuckled.
 
   “I meant her playing!”
 
   “Yes, yes of course.” Gaston grinned.
 
   Sela looked at the men. Her glorious smile was enchanting. Without taking her gaze off of them she played Rimsky-Korsakov’s exotic Sheherazade. Other than the piano there wasn’t a sound in the air, not even a bird, although many were standing on the branches in the nearby trees, perhaps spectators as well. The men were completely quiet and seemed to melt into the soothing serenity of the music. The piece was sensual, mysterious and yet very powerful. The men related to it completely. It reminded them of their own lives—before the war and during their recent battles for survival. Sela finished the long piece and slightly nodded her head on the last note. Her audience cheered her, some were crying, some shouting their approval and bravos and all hoped their concert would never end.
 
   “Alright, gentlemen, let’s get down to business!” Sela said. The men stared at her and at each other. What did she mean? She answered them by taking the large pin out of her hat and flung it toward them with great flair. The men screamed with delight. Sela very slowly unbuttoned her collar, just enough to show a little of her bust. “It’s such a lovely warm day!” Sela said, “don’t you agree?” The men were now howling. “Could one of you handsome gentlemen provide me with… a cigarette?” Sela asked sensually. Almost all the men tried to oblige her, those on crutches and even the ones in wheelchairs. One fell out and landed on the grass. The men roared. The doctors and nurses ran to calm the men down, put them back on their chairs and help them up off the ground. It seemed they had completely forgotten their pain. Others who had anticipated what would happen just watched and laughed at the men acting like young teenage boys.
 
   One of the ablest young men, wearing a bandage around his head, opened a cigarette case and offered it to Sela. She delicately took one.
 
   “Thank you, young man. What is your name?” She asked with her trademark perfect smile.
 
   “Vincent, Madame, it is an honor,” he said and kissed her hand. He stared at her, not moving.
 
   “Vincent, may I please have a light?” Vincent blushed and the crowd once again roared with laughter. The young man was trembling and quickly produced matches from his pocket. He tried to light it but failed miserably. His hands were shaking too much. Sela held his hands. “Try again, young man. You can do it.” He tried again and this time he was successful. She held his hand in hers and brought the match to the cigarette and inhaled. The crowd clapped. Sela, still holding his hands, blew out the match. She looked into his eyes and kissed him on the cheek. The men cheered their young comrade. “You are a very brave man. Thank you for all you have done. Now, go enjoy the concert.” Vincent bowed and returned to his seat. “Is everybody ready?” Sela shouted. 
 
   “Yes!” They shouted back. Sela nodded, put the cigarette between her lips, placed her hands on the piano and flowed into a very American jazzy tune.
 
   “She is amazing! I’ve only heard her play classical pieces,” Nico said.
 
   Sela continued into another song until her cigarette burned out. Immediately another man ran up to her and offered her another one.
 
   “Madame?” He asked.
 
   “Why not? How could I refuse such a handsome man?” He beamed and lit her cigarette. “Merci. Now go. I have an announcement to make,” she whispered. The man did as she asked, feeling as if he were guarding the war’s most precious secret. “Gentlemen, I have a surprise for you!” The men cheered. “I am honored to present a young lady…” The men cheered again, not letting her finish her sentence. Sela chuckled. “As I was saying: This young woman is very special,” she raised a hand anticipating their reaction. “She is perhaps one of the best opera singers that you will ever have the pleasure to hear and I am very proud to say that she is my daughter… so be nice.” She said grinning and shaking her index finger. The men applauded, this time with great respect. Valentina came from behind the seated men and walked down to the piano. She gently put her hand on the instrument and turned around. The men stared at her, gaping. Sela Vidalis was beautiful and charming but they did not expect Valentina, the daughter, to be even more exquisite in her own right. She had her mother’s perfect smile and the deepest blue eyes every man present wanted to drown themselves in. She bowed to them and without a moment’s hesitation started to sing an aria from Madame Butterfly. Her spectacular voice soared above them, around them and into each of their hearts. They stared transfixed. Not only was she stunning, her voice was more powerful and more beautiful than the birds’ on the branches. Never had they heard such a perfect voice with the greatest range and demanding drama of the piece. When she finished everyone was silent, immobile, hypnotized. Every man felt that she was singing just for him—she had reached them. 
 
   Valentina was shaken; no one was applauding. Wasn’t she any good? She did give it her all, she insisted. After so many years of training and studying was this now the result? She felt a lump welling up her throat. Had it all been in vain? Sela was smiling. She had watched the audience during the performance and the mature woman knew when an artist had gotten through—Valentina had definitely succeeded. Only through years of concerts and artistic professionalism and perhaps because she knew how to control pain, could Sela at this moment restrain herself from crying. No mother or musician could have been prouder. As far as the spectators they were just coming out of their ‘trances’ and stood and applauded enthusiastically—those who could, that is. Valentina finally smiled and learned yet another lesson. 
 
   Nico looked at Gaston and said: “I’m going to marry her.”
 
   “Oui, mon ami, you and every man here.”
 
   “No. I’m serious. You’ll see.”
 
   “Will you invite me to your wedding?” Gaston asked, chuckling.
 
   “Of course and you had better be there,” Nico said seriously.
 
   “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” What did this beau mec have in mind? Gaston mused.
 
   Valentina sang several more arias and then Sela picked up the pace and the music became more contemporary. In a few moments the men were singing their favorite songs and the hits of the day. After the end of the concert Nico caught up with the head doctor. 
 
   “Doctor! Please wait. I have a favor to ask you,” Nico said.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I know that all the men here wish to speak to the ladies but I have a special request.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes, you see, I’m Greek and so are they. I would just like to thank them personally. Do you think you could help me? It will only take a minute.”
 
   The doctor looked at him. He knew that any morale boost helped, even just a little. “Come with me. Let’s see what we can do.”
 
   “Thank you, Doctor, you are very kind.”
 
    
 
   True to his word the doctor escorted Nico into one of the rooms of the château where Sela and Valentina were relaxing. He couldn’t take his eyes off of the younger woman but he regained his composure quickly. He went to Sela and kissed her hand. “Kyria Vidali, it is a great pleasure,” Nico said in Greek. “Thank you for seeing me. I just wanted to personally thank you, for myself and for all the men here. I had the pleasure of seeing your performances in Athens, and I must say you are always superb. And I must also congratulate your lovely daughter—she is truly magnificent and very beautiful! Uh, her voice that is.”
 
   “That is very kind of you, young man. Would you tell us your name?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. I am Count Nicolaos Malandros di Fontina,” Nico said, bowing. He walked over to Valentina and kissed her hand, lingering perhaps a little too long.
 
   “Oh course! I buy all my books from your store, it is a wonderful place and an inspiration,” Sela said. “And thank you for your sacrifice. We are very glad you are alive. Not too badly hurt, I hope?”
 
   “You are very kind, no, I’ll be fine.” Nico says, never taking his eyes off of Valentina. He was still holding her hand.
 
   “Uh, may I have my hand back?” Valentina said smiling, trying very hard to suppress a giggle.
 
   “Oh, yes, I’m sorry. May I say that you surely must have the greatest voice that ever existed. I was watching the birds in the trees and they didn’t even sing. They were listening to you, and I’m sure they must be very jealous.”
 
   Valentina laughed. “That is a lovely compliment, thank you. I hope all my critics are as wonderful as you.” 
 
   I would love to be your critic, Nico thought.
 
   “Alright, the ladies need to rest. Time to go,” the doctor said.
 
   “Of course. Perhaps we shall meet again.” We shall, and soon, Nico swore to himself.
 
   The two men took their leave.
 
    
 
   “Oh, Mother, what a wonderful man!” Valentina said.
 
   “Now, now, don’t go falling in love with the first man who compliments you. Besides he probably hasn’t seen a woman in a long time.”
 
   “And he’s so handsome, too.” 
 
   Sela raised her eyebrow. Had her daughter heard a single word of what she’d said? 
 
    
 
   Nico and Gaston were lying on their cots, recuperating from their wounds. Nico was staring at the ceiling, a thoughtful expression on his face. He could think of nothing but Valentina. She was enchanting and he had fallen hard for her. 
 
   “Ah, you must be thinking about the little Greek hummingbird again,” Gaston said, chuckling. 
 
   They spent the rest of the days convalescing in the château and drinking the cellar’s wine. They had fun with their buddies, but Nico’s mind was fixated on the young singer. 
 
   Nico and Gaston were released the day they signed the armistice—the war was over and they were free. They boarded a train to Paris and a sea of khaki and green uniforms overwhelmed them. “I have never seen so many happy soldiers in one place at one time. I don’t even mind being crammed in these cars like sardines in a can. This is a great day and I wouldn’t have missed this scene for the world!” Gaston said.
 
   “This is rather exciting.”
 
   “I agree. When we get to the Paris we will go straight to my parents’ house. My mother will have prepared the best French meal you have ever tasted,” Gaston said excitedly.
 
   “I can hardly wait. They must be so happy you’re coming home.”
 
   “I sent them a wire, they’re expecting us. The champagne will be flowing continuously!”
 
   “Bring it on!”
 
   The train arrived at the Gare de L’Est. Gaston and Nico got on a truck that served as a bus. Now that the war was over Paris bustled with festivities and it seemed that everyone was out in the streets. They were dropped off at the Arc de Triomphe. Nico helped his friend out with his good arm and the two men walked down one of the large avenues coming out of the Étoile. A few minutes later Gaston turned to a door on the Avenue Foch and rang the bell.
 
   “What are we doing here?” Nico asked. It was the most elegant and expensive neighborhood in Paris.
 
   “I live here!” He said excitedly.
 
   “Here?” Gaston nodded. “I like your style, mon ami.” Gaston grinned. 
 
   A plump and very well dressed middle-aged woman opened the door. She saw Gaston and fell into his arms. They hugged for a long time, both crying. Gaston gently pulled her back.
 
   “Maman, this is Nico,” Gaston said, introducing his comrade.
 
   “Enchanté, Madame,” Nico said, kissing her hand.
 
   “Oh, the pleasure is all mine. Welcome to our home and thank you for coming to our rescue.” She grabbed him and kissed him on both cheeks.
 
   “Today we are all French!” Nico replied.
 
   “And today you will eat the best French meal in France. Come, come in you two.” She grabbed their hands and pulled them into the elegant apartment. It was filled with exquisite antiques and the dinner table was set and waiting for them.
 
   “Papa is waiting for you in the salon, Gaston,” his mother said.
 
    
 
   The Laforets were true to their word. “That was truly the best French meal in the world!” Nico said, complimenting them. They hadn’t eaten any really good food in a very long time.
 
   “I told you, Nico. Now, what do you say we go out on the town?”
 
   “Now there’s an idea. How’s your leg? Can you walk for a while?”
 
   “Are you kidding? Another war couldn’t hold me back. Come on, let’s go. The city awaits us.”
 
   “Go on, you two, go have some fun,” she said with a gleam in her eye.
 
    
 
   Nico and Gaston walked along the Champs Elysées. There was an air of happiness, of freedom, of peace, of success and of glorious victory. There were people everywhere; friends drinking in outdoor cafés, old married couples walking hand in hand, lovers kissing, children playing. Everyone’s heart was filled with the prospective bounty of the future, with the grateful acceptance of peace and with the anticipation of dreams to be realized.
 
    
 
   “Gaston! Look!” Nico exclaimed, almost screaming.
 
   “What? What is it?” Gaston said, a little worried by his reaction.
 
   Nico pointed to a billboard outside a theater. “They’re here!” Nico was so excited he could hardly contain himself.
 
   “Who’s here? What are you talking about?”
 
   “The Vidalis’! Sela and Valentina Vidalis—in concert! Right here in Paris, right now!”
 
   “Oh, mon Dieu, Nico, if you don’t calm down, the police are going to arrest you!” Gaston said, laughing.
 
   “Look!” Nico said again, completely disregarding Gaston. “Do you remember what I told you?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Valentina Vidalis.”
 
   “Which part? All you ever do is talk about her.”
 
   “I’m going to marry her.”
 
   “Ah, Nico, whatever you say, mon ami, whatever you say.”  
 
    
 
   Nico was charmingly relentless. He followed Valentina’s performances, went to every theater, every opera, every benefit. He was a constant fixture in front of every one of her stages, and Valentina became accustomed to his presence and considered him somewhat of a good luck charm. Bouquets of flowers, heart boxes filled with chocolates and champagne flowed incessantly into every one of her dressing rooms. And notes—distinguished, admiring, adoring, lovely and loving words accompanied each gift. Nico was irresistible, and Valentina could not deny her love for him any longer. What Nico didn’t know was that Valentina had fallen under his spell, from that very first introduction at the Château de la Cocorgnoc. 
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   20TH CENTURY
 
   AMERICA
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   Wilhelm von Waltherr gently laid a rose on his mother’s casket. Roses had always been her favorite, and as they slowly lowered her into the ground he couldn’t help but wonder what else he could have done to save her. She had fallen ill over the last year and Wilhelm not only took care of her but also managed their home, Wilhelmsschloss, a castle on the outskirts of Berlin. At the same time the young Count finished his schooling at the prestigious University of Berlin with top honors, learned Spanish and French and almost always won his athletic competitions. But it was never good enough for his father. Nothing he did ever pleased or made the older man proud. His parents had separated when he was ten. His mother couldn’t bear her husband’s temper and moodiness and returned to her homeland where she was regarded as the lady and aristocrat that she was. She was also a well-known concert pianist, but one day fell and broke her wrist. She would never play again. Instead, she would ask her son to play for her. Wilhelm did, and he enjoyed their time together and most of all making her happy.  He was a good musician and played well, but he knew that the piano wouldn’t be his life’s calling.
 
   Although Wilhelm was born in Chicago, he divided himself between Germany and the United states. He spent his summers with his mother in Germany and his school year in Chicago with his father. It wasn’t until he entered university did he stay in Europe. He had lovingly taken care of his mother, his role model and best friend. Now, with her gone, he swore he would never play the piano again, it would be too painful. Instead he drowned his sorrows in the sea. The Baltic opened her arms to him and Wilhelm swam and swam for hours. He did some diving off of cliffs, rowed with classmates and did some solo sailing to Sweden. Sometimes, on the beach, the young men would spar, a pastime they enjoyed. One day Wilhelm saw a man he didn’t recognize and as was the custom, invited him to box a little.
 
   The man looked at him. “Do you know who I am?” He asked. Wilhem shook his head. “My name is Max.” Both men were young, big, very light on their feet and fairly evenly matched. Their calculated punches landed where they wanted. They danced around each other and threw more punches. Wilhem saw an opening and hit Max squarely on the jaw. Max went down and rolled in the sand. He raised an eyebrow and looked at Wilhelm. “I’m impressed Wilhem.”
 
   “Why’s that, Max?”
 
   “You’re the first man who’s ever knocked me down.” 
 
   “Well, if you’re so good, get up. I’ll do it again.” 
 
   Max laughed and lightly jumped to his feet. He threw a left hook that Wilhelm never saw and he in turn landed in the sand. Blood oozed out of his nose. 
 
   Max was immediately at his side. “Damn, man, I’ve broken your nose,” he said apologetically examining Wilhelm’s face.
 
   “That’s alright, it’s been broken before,” Wilhelm answered.
 
   “It has? By a punch?”
 
   “No,” Wilhelm said grinning, “by an oar.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Max asked, puzzled.
 
   “I was on a rowing team and my teammate was carrying his oar and he turned around. My face happened to be right behind him.” 
 
   Max cringed at the thought. “Well, we should stop for today. Lie down and keep your head back.”
 
   “Yea, it’s been fun. What did you say your name was?”
 
   “Max. Max Schmeling.”
 
   “Thanks, Max, it’s been a pleasure.”
 
   “If you say so, Wilhem, if you say so.” The men shook hands and relaxed on the beach. Max went to his girlfriend who had been watching. Wilhelm wiped the blood off his face, put his head back and enjoyed the sun. Years later Wilhelm would smile when he would see Max on television, especially when he won the title of Heavyweight Champion of the world. But he would also be sad remembering how Hitler used him as a propaganda tool. He knew Max had no alternative and he would have liked the world to know him as the kind and gentle man that he actually was.
 
   Nights Wilhelm went to the local dance hall and stayed until it closed. He loved the girls and loved to dance. To Wilhelm it was a magical combination and a great release for his pent up energy. At times he would teach ballroom dancing to earn some extra cash. He even thought about dancing for a living. He could just imagine his father’s ire and he shuddered. No, that could only be hobby, but his love for sport and dancing would be with him his entire life.
 
    
 
   Wilhelm returned to America, as his father requested. He respected his father, only because he was his father, but other than that there was no great love between them. His father was a rich man. He had moved to Chicago before the turn of the century to open a furniture factory and would send money back to Germany to his estranged wife and son. He sent just enough to feed them and for the upkeep of the castle. There were absolutely no extras and Wilhelm and his mother struggled through the years. The last one had been the most difficult. She had practically become an invalid and Wilhelm learned to cook, wash, clean the home, administer his mother’s medicine and carried her everywhere. Their love and their music bonded them even more. He blamed his father for his mother’s death. He knew the old man had been mean and selfish and could have provided better for his family.
 
    
 
   Upon hearing of his wife’s death the older man sent his son money to bury his mother, hire a groundskeeper and a ticket back to Chicago. Wilhelm returned, not because his father ordered him to, but because he loved his country, the United States of America. He loved the freedom and the American spirit of easiness. He loved that anyone could be anything they wanted and that everyone could be a somebody. Young Count Wilhem von Waltherr left Germany behind and shed his title. He was looking forward to a new life in America. Yes, William Walters would be anything he wanted and would be somebody to reckon with. He also knew that his father would have nothing to say in the matter whatsoever.
 
    
 
   William arrived in Chicago and went to his father’s house. He stood in front of the door and stared at the knocker, and then stared some more. Do I really want to go in? Do I really need this shit? He asked himself. He was dressed in a dark blue suit and held his suitcase. He just waited and then waited a little while longer. He touched the knocker, hesitated and finally banged it several times against the door. The old man opened it and stood straight and rigid, like a Prussian soldier at attention. William’s stomach turned. He knew this wasn’t going to be good. The older man looked at his son with indifferent eyes, as if staring right through William’s head and beyond. No words were said, just a gesture from the older man waving William into the house. God, how he would have loved to see the older man smile with delight, with pride for his son who had already accomplished so much in his young life, pride for the Nordic flawlessness of his wavy blond hair and the Baltic blue of his eyes, pride for his athletic grace and prowess and his caring character. Instead, as William almost expected, he was greeted in a totally different way.
 
   “You’re a good for nothing nobody!”
 
   William’s blood rushed to his face and his temper flared. He clenched his jaw and balled up his fist. He wanted to punch him, to just flatten him out like a cockroach, but then he remembered his gentle mother. His temper subsided. He silently picked up his bag, turned around and walked away. 
 
   “You’re the good for nothing son of a bitch. You didn’t deserve Mother and you sure don’t have me anymore,” he grumbled. He walked into the Chicago night and into the first bar he saw.
 
    
 
   “What’ll ya’ have, Mister?” The middle-aged, buxom bartender asked him.
 
   “Scotch. Just ice and bring me a bottle.” The woman raised an eyebrow and brought him exactly what he wanted. “Thank you.”
 
   “Anything else?” 
 
   William shook his head. She left him alone. He left some money on the counter and poured himself the first of many drinks.
 
   “Hey, good-lookin’, what are you trying to do?” The redhead bartender asked him some time later.
 
   “Drown myself with a little help from Mr. Ballantine,” William said, slurring his words. 
 
   “You know, you’re a little too big for that tiny glass, but there’s a really big lake not too far from here, you’d probably have better luck there.”
 
   “S’too far.”
 
   “Yeah, you got a point. You probably wouldn’t make it there.”
 
   “Can’t make it anywhere.”
 
   “What’s that mean?”
 
   “Ask my father.”
 
   She stared at him, not understanding, but she did know that this guy was hurting. “Come on, a handsome guy like you, you got your life ahead of you. You’ll go places, I can tell. Don’t let anything or anybody get you this down.”
 
   William’s chin sat on the bar, his hands around the glass. He stared at the ice cubes. Only his eyes moved. They looked straight-ahead and then up a little. He smiled at her. “Nice balconies,” he said.
 
   “Wha’?”
 
   William lifted his index finger from the glass and pointed to her bosom and then slid off the chair and passed out.
 
   “Alright guys,” she shouted from behind the bar to some of the other men, “do me a favor and pick him up. He can sleep it off on the couch in the back room.”
 
    
 
   William woke to a sledgehammer pounding his skull and the back of his eyes. His body ached and his mouth felt like dry old shoe leather. He opened his eyes very, very slowly for fear they would explode from the banging. When they didn’t he looked around and tried to figure out where he was. Then he remembered, the bar, the redhead with the big boobs and… his father. He felt his blood pressure rise. He closed his eyes again and hoped it was just a dream. When it wouldn’t go away he realized the nightmare was real. He also realized he was hungry. All he had had the day before was the whisky. He tried to get up but his muscles and joints ached and weren’t responding whatsoever. His big body was squeezed around like a curled up shrimp into the small couch. He managed to straighten out and stood up. He teetered a bit until he steadied himself against a wall. He checked his wallet. All he had was a dollar. He was broke. 
 
   “Well, if it isn’t Sleeping Beauty!” The redhead said.
 
   William cringed at the sound of the gongs exploding in his head. “Jesus, not so loud, lady.”
 
   “Come on, I’ll make you breakfast.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why what? You’re hungry, aren’t you?”
 
   “Famished, but why are you helping me?”
 
   “Look, you need to put somethin’ in that bod’ of yours and you’re just a guy who could use a little helping hand.” She took his arm and helped him move toward the kitchen. “You seemed kinda’ down last night so I figure you could at least use a good breakfast.” They staggered along. “Oh, and I got big ears if you want to talk, and big shoulders if you want to cry.” 
 
   William stared at her. “And big balconies too,” he said.
 
   The redhead laughed boisterously. 
 
   William smiled for the first time in days. “You know, you’re beautiful.”
 
   She sighed. “Flattery will get you everywhere.” She took him by the hand and sat him on a chair.
 
   “And probably a good cook.”
 
   “Just wait ‘til you taste my bacon.”
 
    
 
   William searched for a job, any job, but didn’t find anything and the bitter Chicago cold made it even more miserable. After hours of searching he went back to his friend at the bar.
 
   “Hi there Will,” she chanted as he sat on the stool in front of her. “How’s it going?”
 
   “Well, I haven’t found anything yet and I’ve got just enough to buy a bowl of chili and a cup of coffee.” William knew that he could eat all the crackers he wanted with the chili. “And that’s what I’ll have.”
 
   “Comin’ right up. Nice and hot.”
 
    
 
   The next day William enlisted in the Army. He knew he wouldn’t starve, and he would get away from the damn cold, and his even colder father. With his university degree he could have been an officer but he didn’t want to stay in the military for five years, so he went in as a Private, which was only three.
 
   When he finished boot camp he was given a choice: Alaska or Panama. He went south to the warmth and figured he could practice the Spanish he had learned in school. William loved Panama. The people were friendly, he could understand them, the food was plentiful, the fruit was delicious, and it was hot. He would sneak out of his bunk at night, take his machete and go into the jungle and return with what seemed like an entire tree of beautiful ripe bananas for all of his buddies. On his own time he joined the diving, swimming and water polo teams and he and his teammates won most of their competitions. William excelled and won medal after medal. He came in one one hundredth of a second behind the world record in the breaststroke. On one of his platform dives he slipped and fell awkwardly into the water. It resulted in bursting both his eardrums. By the time he arrived at the dispensary the sides of his face were swollen like a newly inflated balloon. He sat in front of the doctor and looked at him. The doctor wasn’t paying any attention to him. When he finally came over to check the ears William screamed in pain. He removed his pistol and laid it on his lap. “You’re going to be gentle, right Doc?”
 
   “Absolutely,” the doctor said looking at the sidearm.
 
   William’s diving career was over. The pressure of the deep was no longer an option. The damage had been done, but he remained on the other teams and coached the divers.
 
    
 
   William was interested in the Army Air Corps. He wanted to be a pilot. He took all of the tests and passed each one flawlessly. On the last one they flunked him. His temper rose and he demanded an explanation.
 
   “You have Daltonism,” the test officer said, “we can’t use you.”
 
   “What the hell is Daltonism?”
 
   “In medical terms it is known as protanopia, basically a red blindness. You can’t really distinguish reds from greens.”
 
   “So? You can’t cut me out because of reds and greens.”
 
   “All right, let me give you an example: You’re on a mission. Something happens to the plane, you’ve been shot up, or whatever. You’ve got to land somewhere fast. You see a prairie in front of you, but it turns out to be a forest, not to mention that the lights in your cockpit are flashing red and you think they’re green. Get my drift?”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   Although William’s dream of becoming a pilot was shot down before he even got a chance, he tried different fields and excelled in arms. He was an expert shot, loved communications, had very sensitive hands and a natural sense of engineering. He designed new weapons—small pistols to large airplane guns. He built them and tried them out. He assembled them right on the planes and tested them. William couldn’t fly the aircraft, but at least he was constantly in them. He was also sent out on difficult missions, by plane, on horseback with the cavalry through rough terrain and on small boats in the ocean.
 
   At some point he and another soldier found themselves in the Panamian jungle. They were scouting for locations to build a new base. They walked for days in the heavy humidity. Their uniforms turned from beige to brown from their sweat, and they continuously wiped hundreds of mosquitoes off of their arms. More than once they were bitten and after a while they didn’t even bother. 
 
   One night, eating around their campfire, they heard a sound. “Mac, did you hear that?” William asked.
 
   “Yeah, a cat, a big mother of a hungry cat.” They heard another growl.
 
   “Oh, shit,” William said, and slowly got up. “There, look,” he pointed. They saw the glowing eyes in the dark. Mac aimed his rifle and shot. The sound reverberated throughout the jungle and they heard a muffled growl.
 
   “He’s not dead,” William said.
 
   “Yeah, I can tell. We’ve got to follow it. There’s nothing more dangerous than a wounded cat.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Come on, or we might have some nasty uninvited guest tonight.” William quickly put his boots back on. He felt something crawling inside one of them and pulled it off. A scorpion came out and nonchalantly walked away. William felt the sweat run down his back. Before putting the boot back on he held it upside down and shook it. This would become a ritual he would do completely unconsciously for years. “Walters, come on!” Mac whispered, urging him on. William nodded and the two men cautiously moved deeper into the dense foliage of the jungle to search for the wounded animal.
 
   They tread cautiously through the stifling humidity when suddenly William spotted the jaguar high up in a tree. The piercing fluorescent green eyes stared back at him. He felt a shiver run up his spine. “There!” He whispered to Mac as he nudged him. William aimed his rifle, held back for the briefest of seconds, and felt the sweat running down his face and back. William did not believe in killing unless he was threatened. He knew if necessary he wouldn’t hesitate, but with animals it was somehow different. The rules were different, yet with the imminent threat he knew he had no choice. He exhaled slowly, held his breath, and fired. He shot only once and they waited. No growling, no dying sound, not even a body falling down. That was definitely not a good sign, and they knew it.
 
   “That’s it, I’m outa’ here,” Mac said, running back to their camp.
 
   “Right behind you, Mac.”
 
   The two men ran as fast as they ever had until they reached their campfire. They took turns staying awake until the morning when they would find out what had happened to the jaguar. At dawn they went back to search for the animal. They knew that a wounded cat was the most dangerous of species, and they had to find him. And they did. William’s bullet had penetrated it’s skull between the eyes in the same tree. The jaguar had expired right there without moving an inch. 
 
   “Damn good shooting, Walters.”
 
   “Yeah, thanks.” William mumbled.
 
   They walked solemnly through the jungle and headed back to base, when suddenly William heard an alarming whisper next to his ear. He reeled around to see what it was, but it was too late. A ten-foot boa constrictor instantly wrapped itself around him. He tried to pry it loose but it was useless. As quick as lightning the huge snake constricted around his body, suffocating him, pulling the air out of his lungs. He was lifted effortlessly off his feet like a marionette. He didn’t even have enough time to call Mac for help. He could feel the immense reptile tightening itself around him even more. William saw black spots before his eyes. The oxygen was leaving his body. He grappled in his semi-conscious state for his machete, but the snake covered it. William managed to squeeze his hand between his body and the boa’s and pull it out. He found the head and with the last bit of energy left extracted his arm and slashed at the head until it was cut through. The snake uncoiled like a stiff branch and William dropped down hard. Mac who just realized what was happening rushed back. He saw the dead snake and whistled. “Damn, that’s one huge monster!”
 
   “You’re telling me,” William said, gasping.
 
   “You alright?”
 
   William nodded. “Yeah, help me up. Let’s get back to base. I want a shower, food and a bed—in that order.”
 
   “Sounds good to me.”
 
   Mac helped William up, spat on the snake, and the two men marched on to their destination.
 
   When they arrived at the base Mac was practically carrying his partner. Two guards ran to help. William’s skin tone was a faded ochre, and he was shaking and sweating at the same time.
 
   “What’s wrong with him?” One of the soldiers asked.
 
   “The guy kills a jaguar, and the biggest snake you ever saw, and a damned mosquito brings him down! Get him to the dispensary, and fast.”
 
   William spent the next two weeks in and out of consciousness, drinking quinine, sweating and delirious from malaria. At some point, when he was lucid, he thought he should maybe have gone to Alaska. There were no nasty creatures up there, big or small. 
 
    
 
   When William was discharged from the military he returned to Chicago and found himself back at his regular hangout. Roxanne was thrilled and put a bottle of Scotch in front of him.
 
   “Nope. I’m done with that,” William said.
 
   “You don’t drink any more?”
 
   “Just one or two every once in a while. I overdid it when I was in the Army and didn’t like myself any more.” William remembered waking up one morning in Panama, going to his locker and pulling out a bottle. He drank heavily, blamed it on his father, the tough times and his mother’s passing. It was six o’clock in the morning. He looked at the bottle in his hand and threw it against the wall. That’s ridiculous and that’s enough, he said to himself. 
 
   “Okay,” Roxanne said, and poured him just a glass. William nursed it.
 
   “Do you know anyone who needs extra help?”
 
   “Like a job?” William nodded. “See that guy over there? I think he might be looking.
 
   “Thanks Roxanne.” William walked over to the man. He was wearing a suit that was too small, as if it belonged to a younger brother. His belly protruded out and the buttons were begging to burst. His tie looked like he had wiped his last pasta dinner on it and just by looking at the face that only a mother could love William wondered how badly he had been laughed at as a kid. “Would you be looking to hire some extra help?” He asked.
 
   “What can you do?”
 
   “What do you need?”
 
   “You know anything about guns?”
 
   “My specialty,” William answered.
 
   “Like fixing them up?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Okay, come over tomorrow, meet me at this warehouse. Pay’s not bad.” He gave William the address.
 
   William found the warehouse and was immediately put to work. There were pistols and machine guns stacked on several tables. They looked like they’d been through a war. They were scratched, dirty and mishandled. “Looks like gorillas got hold of these. No respect for fine machinery,” William mumbled to himself.
 
   “Can you shape them up?”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   William had a lot of work and he was paid well. He didn’t ask questions and did his job. He would take all the pieces of each weapon apart, meticulously clean them, replace some parts or rebuild them and put them back together. It didn’t matter what weapon it was, he knew them all, from Gatling guns to .45’s. He did this for a while and then got bored. He left the job and later found out that he had been fixing Al Capone’s weapons. He was glad he hadn’t known anything about it any earlier. 
 
    
 
   William went to Washington D.C. and applied to the State Department. They hired him on the spot. He was fluent in several languages, was an armaments and communications expert and had military intelligence training. When WWII broke out, he was sent to the embassy in Greece as a military attaché.
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   “Paliatzis! Paliatzis! I buy new and old! I buy new and old!” The middle-aged man guided his donkey through the once wealthy Athenian neighborhood of Plaka. He was one of the ambulant merchants roaming through the streets trying to make a few pennies; trying to survive the ravages of the German occupation in Greece. Nareg Garabedian was once a poet—refined, educated and a gentleman—until the war. Now, in tattered clothes little better than rags, he bought and sold objects from people’s homes, who in turn were trying to survive by selling their wares to buy a little food. The entire city was sealed off. Food was practically non-existent, except for a few peasants smuggling in what they could from the fields outside of Athens. Raisins, rationed at that, were the only food the Germans allowed the Athenians to stay alive with.
 
   “Over here!” A woman’s voice rang out from her upstairs window. Nareg looked up and above the geraniums hanging from the window box.
 
   “Yes, Madame, what can I do for you?”
 
   “Please, come in.”
 
   Nareg attached the donkey to the steel gate and entered the large whitewashed square patio leading to the house. While magnificent, he could tell it had seen better times. He felt comfortable, as he quickly understood that the people living in this home were good, decent people. He could tell by the way the flowers had been lovingly planted and kept. They looked healthy and happy and their perfume gently filled his senses. Above one of the corners of the patio hanging laundry hid a little arbor of succulent grapes hanging from white wooden beams. His mouth watered. He hadn’t seen such beautiful fruit since before the war. The patio was cool and inviting, the atmosphere warm and welcoming. Nareg was already arranging words in his mind for a new poem.
 
   “Kaliméra!” The woman said, walking out of the doorway and into the patio.
 
   “Good day to you, Madame,” Nareg said, taking his hat off. He had not expected such a beautiful woman with fine features. She was middle aged, a classic Mediterranean beauty. Nareg was sure that the older this woman became the more attractive and alluring she would be. She had very black hair that shined almost dark blue, a heart shaped face that framed warm, caring and intelligent eyes, and the most perfect lips and teeth he had ever seen. And she had class.
 
   “Oh, you look very hot! Please sit down, I’ll bring you a big glass of cold water.”
 
   “Please, do not inconvenience yourself.”
 
   “Don’t be silly. Now, sit down. I’ll be right back.” As he watched her go back into the house Nareg couldn’t help thinking that this elegant woman looked familiar. He did as she asked and sat down at a little table covered with a white lace tablecloth. She promptly came back out with a little tray holding a very tall glass of cool water.
 
   “Now, you relax for a while, drink as much as you need and have a bite to eat. I apologize that I do not have anything else to offer you,” she said, lowering the tray onto the table. Nareg almost cried when he saw the batch of grapes on the plate in front of him. “This is too much, Madame, I cannot accept this. I am, though, very grateful.”
 
   “My name is Valentina and if you do not eat this, I shall be very insulted.”
 
   “I would never wish to insult you. You are very kind and I am deeply grateful. This is why I have made my home in Greece, because of people like you, because of your generosity and hospitality. My name is Nareg Garabedian. I am Armenian. I am at your service, Madame.”
 
   Valentina knew of the sacrifices the Armenians made. When the Germans invaded Greece the Commander told the Armenians that they would be safe if they joined with the third Reich. The leader said that the Greeks had welcomed them to their country when they were without a homeland and they were proud to be citizens of Greece. They would endure whatever a Greek would. Since then, they had been persecuted just as harshly as the Greeks, sometimes even moreso. 
 
   “Ah, you must have been named after St. Gregory of Nareg, the great Armenian mystical writer,” Valentina said. Nareg was even more impressed with this lady. “Tell me, do you write as well?” 
 
   “I am but a paliatzis.”
 
   “Now, don’t give me that. You might be a roving merchant at the moment, but before the war you must have been doing something else—we all did.”
 
   Nareg knew she was not only lovely, but educated as well. He had known it from the moment he saw her. This day was turning out to be rather pleasant, reminding him of better days, of culture and happiness before the misery and death of the war.
 
   “I am a poet.”
 
   “Ah, you see, I was right—about your namesake as well as your profession. Unfortunately this damned war has curtailed all the best we have to offer. Now we excel at surviving, some of us better than others.” Valentina looked beyond at the walls as if seeing the glory of better times pictured in the blue of the sky overhead.
 
   “You are very wise, Madame. I wish this war to end very quickly so that we may all be civilized human beings again.”
 
   “From your mouth to God’s ears, and to St. Gregory’s of Nareg as well.”
 
   “Amen.”
 
   “Now, my friend, I need your services. I have an antique I need to sell. My mother, daughter and husband have not had a decent meal in quite a while. I’m thinking the piece will bring in enough food for several weeks. Please, come inside.” Nareg followed her. Valentina ran into her husband at the door. “Oh, hello, my love, meet Mr. Garabedian. He is here to see the vase.” Nico extended his hand to Nareg. “I am Nicolaos, I’m very pleased to meet you.” Nareg stared momentarily at the man, trying not to laugh. He was quite handsome, but he was wearing a pink nightshirt with little flowers everywhere. The gown was obviously too small as it ended in the middle of his thighs. Nico smiled. “It is hot, and I find my wife’s nightgown gives me a lot of cool air.”
 
   “Sir, it is an ingenious idea. I’ll try it myself. I will ask my wife for one of hers.”
 
   “Good man, good man,” Nicos said, commending him. “Now, you two go see what Valentina is talking about.” They headed into the house and Nico went to the table in the patio, sat down comfortably with his legs wide open and let the air cool him down, down there. He played and twirled a set of amber worry beads.
 
   Nareg marveled at the décor. The house was exquisitely furnished with antiques from around the world—Japanese silk screens, French furniture, oriental carpets and in the middle of the living room a shiny piano supporting a Song vase. Nareg’s breath caught in his throat. “This vase is unbelievable, it is absolutely exquisite.” He stared at it, fascinated, almost as if it were speaking to him.
 
   “Yes, I absolutely adore it. This is the piece. Please try to get a good price for it.”
 
   Nareg looked at her. It seemed such a pity, although he knew without a doubt that he would make a handsome profit. Her mind was made up and he wouldn’t be able to talk her out of it, yet he must try. “I’m afraid I don’t have that kind of money on me.”
 
   “That’s alright. Take it with you and when you sell it you can then bring me what you get for it.” 
 
   Nareg looked at her. She was trusting him with a very expensive Chinese antique. It must have broken her heart when she decided to sell it.  “I assure you, I will do my very best.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Now, if you will forgive me, I must leave. I thank you for your gracious hospitality.” 
 
   They exited the house and Valentina wrapped the grapes in an old newspaper. Nareg was starving, but she knew he wouldn’t eat any and take the package to his family. She had the knack of analyzing people immediately and was almost never wrong.  
 
   Nareg said goodbye to them and left, thinking what a wonderful handsome couple they were. 
 
   Valentina lovingly massaged Nico’s shoulder, staring after Nareg. “He is a good man.”
 
   “How do you know?” Nico asked her.
 
   “I can tell.”
 
   Nico nodded. That was good enough for him. She was never wrong; after all, she had married him. Valentina turned and stared at her husband, as if she could read his mind and smiled. He smiled back, their smiles reflecting the love and passion of lovers that would last their entire lifetime. “Gliki vrasto?” Sweetly boiled? She asked him.
 
   “I would love a cafedaki, a small coffee.” Nico knew that the coffee was almost gone and that Valentina kept it for special occasions. He figured that she was trying to keep her mind off the beloved vase. He looked at his wife as she walked into the house, wondering if she was crying. He cursed the war. They had lost their entire fortunes, hers as well as his. The Germans had barged into his publishing house, taken over the business and the building, literally kicked him out, and left him penniless. As for Valentina, all proceeds from her concerts, savings, financial inheritance and assets, were confiscated as well. Now Valentina was fighting for her family’s survival, no matter how much she adored the antique. 
 
   Valentina came back with the coffee. “Thank you, Poulakimou, my little bird,” Nico said. She kissed him on the cheek and massaged his shoulder, a loving routine she had undertaken since the days of the first Great War. Nico’s shoulder bothered him once in a while from where he had been wounded and Valentina would tenderly make it feel better. She took his hand and sat next to the man she had loved since the day she first saw him at the château-hospital near Verdun.
 
    
 
   The gate to the patio opened and a young woman walked in. If God made copies, Melina was it. She looked just like her mother.
 
   “Agapoulamou, my little love, how are you?” Nico said to his daughter.
 
   “Hello, Daddy, I’m fine,” she said, kissing her parents lovingly. 
 
   Suddenly a siren shrilled in the distance. “Quick! Grab the coats,” Nico said, “it will be a long cold night.” Melina ran into the house. 
 
   “Mama! Mama!” Valentina shouted. “Hurry, come down!” Although now in her sixties Sela was still spry and youthful. She came running out of the house. “Damn war, never a moment’s peace!” The older woman grunted. “They didn’t learn anything from the First one. Imbeciles!”
 
   “Hurry, we must get to the shelter. They’re bombing again tonight,” Valentina said. The family ran together and then entered a strong brick building with an enormous basement. They rushed inside the crowded area, and found a spot in a corner. They huddled together trying to keep warm. Nico looked at his daughter and realized something was moving under her coat. He leaned over. “You brought the cat?” Nico whispered. 
 
   “I didn’t want anything to happen to Monsieur Chat,” she answered. 
 
   “He has a better chance of not getting hit by a bomb than by being in this shelter. Someone could very well make him their next supper!” He said, still whispering.
 
   “He won’t make any noise.”
 
   “He better not, if he knows what’s good for him.”
 
   The basement was cold and wet. People were afraid, miserable and hungry. Some women in the back were crying. Most of them tried to comfort each other. Bombs exploded in the distance.
 
   “They’re bombing the port, they’re bombing Piraeus, those bastards,” one man yelled out.
 
    
 
   The time passed painfully slowly and with each minute of the next two hours the shelter grew colder and more miserable.
 
   “Wait, listen… I think they’ve stopped! Yes, we can go back to our homes now and warm up.”
 
   “No,” a woman answered, “we have to stay here tonight.”
 
   “But why?” The same man retorted.
 
   “The curfew. It’s too late. If we are spotted outside they will shoot us.”
 
   “The woman is right,” another stated.
 
   Valentina stood up. Not only was she bored out of her mind, freezing and miserable, but in her breaking heart she knew she had to something to help her family and her fellow war victims. Even though she was shivering, she took her coat off, and stood very tall. Nico looked at her, a smile on his face that said: ‘I was wondering when you would start.’ Melina and Sela, with Monsieur Chat between them, also watched this woman they loved so dearly—Sela, fiercely proud of her daughter; Melina, adoring and constantly in awe of her mother. Valentina stood in front of her ‘audience’. Just by her mere presence she exuded an air of confidence, authority and grandeur. And of course her beauty added to the already majestic portrait.  The people, depressed and cold, stared. They wondered who this woman was, and what she was up to. Why was she standing up? Had she no fear? Was she not human and freezing like everybody else? And how was it that she looked like a Goddess in these horrendous conditions? 
 
   Valentina slowly opened her mouth, an opening that showed off her perfectly straight and white teeth, a motion she had done thousands of times, a trained motion—and it got their attention. Valentina remembered her teacher fondly, the powerful Carla Corelli, and followed her instruction, as she had for so many years. Bring it up from deep, very deep inside you and PUSH! Valentina did just that, and a perfectly round note emanated from her entire being. It was not only heard, but also felt in the entire shelter, now her ‘theater’ and her ‘stage’. The people stared mesmerized, their fears and thoughts suddenly gone, their curiosity aroused, and their senses soothed. Valentina turned to Nico and sang the favorite aria that had hypnotized him the very first time he laid eyes on her— Madame Butterfly. Valentina sang to him, to the man she loved. Her dramatic artistry of the piece moved everyone to tears as they saw Cio-Cio San, the Japanese Geisha longing for her lover. But in this version, the Greek bomb shelter-basement one, Cio-Cio San had her man in front of her and her body movements were not in the air, but literally on the man she loved. Her hands caressed him adoringly, and her fingers touched his face in a way that made every man present tremble and understand how much a woman can love a man and the women proud of being women. As Valentina ended the aria with an incredibly long-breathed note her audience just stared hypnotized. Sela smiled, the same smile she had at the Château de la Cocorgnoc, the first time young Valentina had stunned her audience. Again, as at that very first concert, no one clapped, until the now mature Valentina received a kiss from Nico, her very own Pinkerton. It was enough to break the moment, and make the crowd explode into applause. Valentina graciously bowed to her audience.
 
   “Isn’t that the great soprano, Valentina Vidalis Malandros?” A woman said.
 
   “Yes, yes. Quiet now, she has the most amazing voice, listen to her,” another man whispered.
 
   Valentina once again started singing. Only this time it was an old familiar folk song, one that everyone knew. Nico stood up, put the coat on his beloved wife, and sang along with her, as did Melina and every soul in the shelter.
 
   Valentina sang and sang, from old folk songs to arias. She didn’t waver, kept at it and continued throughout the night, stoically and diligently. She kept the people entertained, helping them temporarily forget their predicament. She was so successful in her endeavor that instead of feeling miserable in a cold damp basement they found themselves at a unique impromptu and heart-warming concert. They sang along with her and thought of how important even one person was, one person that could sooth their soul with hope through music. Valentina and her family gave them a souvenir they would always remember.
 
   During a break Valentina looked at her daughter and said: “You know, I never really heard you sing before. Do you like to sing?” She asked, very much as her own mother had done when she was her daughter’s age.
 
   “Oh, yes, very much!”
 
   “You have a lovely voice, and I’m not saying that because you’re my daughter. Would you like to take lessons?”
 
   “Really? That would be wonderful. I would be happy if I were even half as good as you.”
 
   “Actually, I think you would be twice as good,” Valentina said. Melina beamed.
 
    
 
   Daylight drifted in and announced itself. The sun slowly warmed them up and the curfew was over. One by one they filed out of their cramped quarters. Each one thanked Valentina, kissed her, or hugged her. She had given them several hours of joy throughout the long cold night, but most of all, she had given them hope. “O Theos mazi sou! May God be with you,” they each said. 
 
   Nico brought his family out of the basement and they returned home. Melina still had the cat under her coat. He smiled as he remembered his daughter promenading her cat in a baby carriage around the neighborhood when she was still a child. When the people looked inside to see the baby they found Monsieur Chat instead. Some laughed, others gasped in surprise. Melina always did things her way. His daughter was the most independent person Nico had ever known, and knew beyond any doubt that she followed in the footsteps of the women in her family. 
 
    
 
   Like her mother and grandmother Melina was passionate about her music. She studied diligently at the Conservatory and also enrolled herself in the prestigious Schiller Institut in Athens—to learn German and to be able to attend free performances, she had said. She convinced her mother to let her attend, and in turn Valentina convinced Nico that it was a good idea and good educational exposure. She knew how important a good education was to Nico and the German Institute was of the highest caliber. Musicians, singers, prominent scholars, poets and some of the best teachers were frequently brought in from Germany. Of course the propaganda specialists came as well. The school was free and the Germans were enthusiastic when the locals signed up. Not only could they keep an eye on the Greeks who attended, they also thought it was a marvelous opportunity to recruit them to their side. But the blood that flowed through young Melina’s thin body was Greek—the blood of warriors dating back centuries to great wars, to unsurpassed resistance fighters and to martyrs who had given up their lives for their country and for freedom. As much as they would have wanted her on their side it would never be. What Nico didn’t know was the real reason his daughter attended the school. Melina was not only learning German and getting a good education, she was also making connections—just in case her family ran into trouble, or were picked up by the Gestapo or by any other enemy. She adored her father and looked up to him. In her young mind there wasn’t anything her Daddy didn’t know, and of course he was a hero from the Great War. He had fought gallantly, been wounded in Verdun and received several medals. What Melina didn’t consciously know, or even the rest of her family, was that in those same genes that ran through her body, she was very much like her father—a survivor and quick-minded. 
 
     
 
   “Bye everybody, I’ll see you after school. Love you!” Melina singsonged as she ran out of the house. Valentina waived and blew her a kiss. 
 
   A few minutes later a neighbor came by the house. “Valentina, I have to speak to you, it’s urgent,” the woman said, hurrying up to her.
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   “They have taken the Eleftheriades’ away, on those trains going to hell!” She crossed herself as she said it.
 
   “Oh, no!” Valentina exclaimed. She had heard about the camps the trains took people to. They never came back. “What about Rebeka? Did they take her too?”
 
   “She wasn’t home, thank God. But now what is she going to do?”
 
   Valentina thought for a moment. “Do you know where she is now?”
 
   The woman looked at her, a little unsure. “Uh, yes.”
 
   “Good. This is what we will do. She will stay with us. Melina and Rebeka are good friends and they went to school together.” 
 
   “Are you crazy? She’s Jewish. They will kill you and your family if you hide a Jew. Besides, none of us have any food to eat. And how will you hide her? Or even feed her?”
 
   “We can each spare a few extra raisins. No one will know. And I know you won’t talk, because if you do, then I will just have to kill you,” Valentina said very slowly, without batting an eyelash. The woman looked at her and took her very seriously. “Bring her to me tonight, just before curfew.” The neighbor nodded and left. 
 
   Valentina hurried into the house and came back out with shears and clippers. She went to an enormous bush located on the side of the villa. It was big and thorny, and stood very close to the kitchen window. She put gloves on and went to work. She looked at the branches, and then carefully cut the plant exactly the way she wanted it, painstakingly trimming off each thorn with the clippers from the middle of the bush. Valentina went into the kitchen, looked out the window and smiled. 
 
   That night, when the family was all together Valentina told them about Rebeka and that she would be staying with them. She explained her plan in detail. At first Melina was ecstatic. She thought of the companionship, especially since she was an only child, but then realized what the consequences of their hospitality could be. She immediately dismissed her last thought. She would be as brave as her parents. 
 
   “You have done a good thing, Valentina,” Nico said, supporting her completely.
 
   “Yes, Manoula, we’ll be fine,” Melina answered quickly. She was already thinking of how she could make a little extra money to buy food on the black market. She knew that her parents’ assets had been confiscated and there was no money left. They couldn’t work, besides, there were no jobs. The Malandros’ had used what they had to survive and to help others stay alive. All that was left were a few antiques in the house and some jewelry, which were being bartered piece by piece for an occasional piece of meat, a little oil, or a loaf of bread. Athens was sealed off. Only the farmers outside the city were able to survive off their land and they in turn smuggled in what they could for exorbitant prices. Still, the Malandros’ were a happy family, grateful to be alive and together.
 
    
 
   That night young Rebeka arrived with the neighbor who quickly dropped her off at the Malandros home. Valentina let her in and hugged her. 
 
   “I’m very sorry about your parents, but I want you to know that you can stay with us for as long as you want. We will take care of you. You will be safe here. Is that alright?” The girl was the same age as Melina, and looked very much alike. They were about the same build and height, and had been friends in school and knew each other well. “Come,” Valentina said, “it’s time for dinner.” Rebeka slowly stopped shaking. She had been hiding all day long and had watched her parents being taken away by the SS. She had debated with herself if she should give herself up to be with them, or to stay hidden. The answer came to her when a neighbor, the one who told Valentina about her predicament, came to her rescue. 
 
   She followed Valentina into the kitchen. Melina jumped up and hugged her friend.
 
   “I’m glad you’re here,” Melina said. 
 
   “Alright, everybody,” Valentina said, “please sit down. Rebeka, you and Melina will sit on one chair, as if you are only one person. You are both thin and the chair is wide enough.” Too thin, Valentina thought, this war is killing the population by starvation. “You will share the same plate, glass and silverware and you will use the same napkin,” she continued. Basically, the two of you are one. Understood?” The young girls nodded. “One more thing, the most important thing. If for any reason, Rebeka, you need to disappear quickly, like someone coming to the house, you dive out the kitchen window. It is always open, and you will land in the bush outside. I have cut it in such a way that you will not get hurt or scratched and the branches of the bush will cover you up. Is that clear?” Rebeka nodded. Nico was impressed, Melina was proud of her mother. Sela smiled.
 
   Their evening meal consisted of a small handful of raisins each and a slice of toast (which Valentina had bartered for a bunch of her patio grapes.) “We will have better food very soon,” Valentina said, a little embarrassed. 
 
   “This, this is wonderful, Mrs. Malandros, thank you,” Rebeka said. 
 
   Nico had tears in his eyes. Poor girl, he thought, they have taken her parents and probably hasn’t eaten in days. 
 
   Melina was thinking the same thing and gave Rebeka her slice of toast. “Here, take this, I’m really not hungry.” 
 
   Valentina smiled, proud of her daughter, but deep down she felt her heart tightening as she knew how hungry her own little girl really was. “Alright, now the two of you will sleep in Melina’s bed, it’s large enough. Oh, you’ll know what to do, you’re both responsible and intelligent. Just remember, you are one,” Valentina said. 
 
   “Yes, Manoula, don’t worry. Come on Rebeka, let’s go upstairs.”
 
   Rebeka silently followed her friend. Melina led her into her room, gave her a pair of pajamas and the girls promptly went to bed. They were practically asleep when Rebeka sat up with a start. “What’s that noise?” She whispered worriedly.
 
   “What noise?” Melina listened carefully and then started to giggle. “That’s my grandmother playing the piano,” she laughed, “although I never heard it put quite that way. She’s a great concert pianist you know.”
 
   Rebeka listened a little more and put her face in her hands. “Alright, I’m totally embarrassed—she is absolutely divine. Does she do this often?”
 
   “All day and all night. Puts me right to sleep, especially when she plays Brahms’ lullaby, like now.”
 
   “She is truly a beautiful player. How wonderful to fall asleep with little Brahms in the house.” 
 
   Melina laughed again. “We’ve always called her little Mozart, now we’ll add little Brahms.” The girls giggled, forgetting for a few moments that the hands of misery and war were upon them.
 
    
 
   “Bye, Manoula, I’m off to the Schiller. I’ll be back before curfew,” Melina announced, dashing out of the house.
 
   “Be careful!” Valentina shouted after her.
 
   “I will. Don’t worry.”
 
   Melina walked to the Institut. It was a long way, but there was no money to take the trolley. She marveled at her beautiful city. No building was higher than two stories so that wherever you were standing you could see the Acropolis. But as she turned the corner near the school, she gasped and jumped back—a man was lying on the ground. She immediately realized that he was dead. The skin on his face was drawn and gray. He was so thin, she thought, he must have died of hunger. She ran the rest of the way thinking how lucky she and her family were, never contemplating that this fate was a strong possibility.
 
    
 
   “Today, we have a wonderful surprise,” the heavy German headmistress announced with pleasure. “We will all go to the concert hall. An orchestra is here from Berlin and we will hear an opera.”
 
   “Frau Schneider,” Melina said, “do you know what opera they will be playing?” She asked excitedly, her musical passion awakened.
 
   “Oh, ja, of course, Wagner! Germany’s best,” she said proudly.
 
   “Oh, lovely,” Melina answered, realizing that she had never heard anything by the German composer.
 
   Once the concert was over the guests moved from the theater to the cafeteria, where they were serving little pastries. Melina followed them, feeling as if she had suddenly acquired new weight—she had never heard anything so grave in her life. Coming from a musical family she respected the composer and his genius, but it wasn’t uplifting like the Italians. She suddenly saw the pastries and forgot about the music. One of her classmates, Dimitri, was walking beside her. “Dimitri, look a those pastries! Oh, how I wish… Quick, stand behind me and don’t turn around,” she ordered, and idea having manifested in her young mind.
 
   “What are you up to?”
 
   “Sh, just do what I say.”
 
   “You’re going to get us in trouble!” He whispered.
 
   “Just be quiet and stand there, I’ll only be a minute.” Melina was wearing a skirt and a blouse with a fashionable wide belt around her tiny waist. She pulled out her shirt a little, opened the top button of her blouse and quickly filled the shirt with handfuls of the pastries. Her bust instantly increased enormously. “Right, let’s go. Walk in front of me and let’s get out. Move!”
 
   “Alright, alright.”
 
   Melina and Dimitri walked out of the school and Melina took off. “I’ll see you tomorrow, thanks for your help.” Dimitri stared after her, his mouth wide open. What the devil had she been up to, he wondered.
 
   Melina quickly walked home, noticing on the way some obvious stares from people in the street. She arrived at her house and her father greeted her in the patio.
 
   “Melina, my…” He stared at her bust. It had grown several sizes since she left that morning. “What happened?” He asked, his eyes very wide. 
 
   She giggled. “Nothing, Daddy, everything is fine.” She hurried into the house. “Manoula? Where are you?”
 
   “In the kitchen,” Valentina answered. “What is it?”
 
   “Get a tablecloth and put it on the table.” Her mother stared at her bust. Now what had her daughter been up to? Nico walked in behind his daughter, more curious than worried. Melina grabbed a chair from under the table and stood on it. She took off her wide belt, pulled her shirt out of her skirt and held it out in front of her. The pastries came tumbling out and fell on the table. “Compliments of Wagner,” Melina said.
 
   “Humph, Wagner…” Sela said, looking in from the doorway. “His dog made him famous.”
 
   “Mother! Just because he’s was German…” Valentina retorted, rolling her eyes.
 
   “No, no, music has no nationality. I don’t care if he’s German, French or Mongolian. Music is international and nobody can take that away from us—not even the Nazis. But what I say is true. When Wagner composed, his dog sat at his feet. He would play his music for the dog. If the dog had no reaction, he knew it wasn’t right. When his dog barked and wagged his tail it became his best work.”
 
   They all looked at her, not knowing if she was putting them on or not. Sela left the room grumbling. “Nobody ever believes me.”
 
   “Little Brahms would certainly know,” Rebeka said. Melina giggled. Valentina looked at the girls and Nico threw up his arms. “I’m surrounded by women and badly outnumbered,” he said, also leaving the room. In the background Little Brahms/Mozart was playing the piano.
 
   The Malandros household ate pastries for five days.
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   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   Two days later Nareg came back. He had the vase with him.
 
   “What happened?” Valentina asked, seeing the piece she adored. Her feelings were mixed. On the one hand she was thrilled that it was still among them, on the other hand, she worried what she would feed her family.
 
   “I regret, Madame, but the Nazis are hunting the Armenians down and executing us. If I am killed I would not want you to be missing this exquisite piece.”
 
   “I would rather you be alive and well.”
 
   “I knew you would feel this way and that is why I brought it back to you.” Nareg handed her the vase and Valentina put it in its original place on the piano. He pulled out a little package wrapped in newspaper. “I would like you to have this. It is but a small gift, a token of my respect and appreciation for your kind heart. Please know that it contains part of my own heart and that I had the company of the vase next to me the entire time.”
 
   Valentina looked at him with tears in her eyes. “May I open it now?”
 
   “It would be an honor.”
 
   Valentina unwrapped the newspaper. Inside neatly put together was a small dossier of papers. On the first page she read: Poems by Nareg Garabedian. She gasped. “Oh, this is so wonderful! It will be a joy to read these words that I am sure must also have a piece of St. Gregory’s soul in them.” 
 
   Nareg beamed. “I must leave now. If I do not return I am confident you will know what to do. Please give my best to your family. Oh, and tell your husband that the nightgown trick is wonderful!” He delicately kissed her hand. Valentina gave him a hug and whispered in his ear: “You take care of yourself. Be safe. If you need anything at all, come see us.” Nareg smiled, his thanks in his eyes. He walked toward the gate and suddenly stopped and turned. “Aren’t you Valentina Vidalis Malandros, the great soprano?” 
 
   Valentina laughed gaily. “I am, my friend, if you say so.”
 
   Nareg turned and waved. He had not been mistaken, she was a great lady and in her presence his heart felt a little lighter.
 
    
 
   Melina once again ran home from school. She was excited; she had a package for her family. “Manoula, come quickly, look what I brought!” She exclaimed, bounding into the house. 
 
   Valentina followed her into the kitchen and watched her daughter pull out a beautiful big fresh fish from the bag. She gasped, her eyes tearing. She hadn’t seen anything so impressive since before the war. “My God, where did you get that?” She asked, thrilled, yet somewhat worried.
 
   “And look…” Melina continued, very proud of herself, “a few potatoes, carrots, baby onions, and…” Valentina covered her mouth and gently, lovingly, caressed the fish and the vegetables. “…And one more surprise,” Melina beamed. The young girl very carefully put her hand in her jacket pocket and slowly pulled out a small bouquet of cilantro, which delicately housed an egg. “I got everything from a fisherman that delivers to the institute.” Her mother looked at her questioningly. “No, I didn’t steal it. I paid for it,” Melina said, anticipating her mother’s questions.
 
   “With what?” Valentina asked. She knew Melina had no money, nor did anyone else in the family, yet she gave her the benefit of the doubt.
 
   “I got paid.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I repaired three dozen hose that had runs, and with the money I bought the food.” Valentina hugged her daughter, holding back tears. She wondered how long it had taken her to stitch every run and how much her eyes must have hurt. “What are you going to make, Manoula?”
 
   “A feast, agapimou, my love, a feast!” Valentina beamed. That was the least she could do. “Now run along. I’ll call everybody when it’s ready,” Valentina said, already creating the dinner in her mind.
 
   Valentina immediately went to work. She loved to cook and was ecstatic at the prospect of making a fine meal for the ones she adored. She cleaned the fish and removed every bone, including the minuscule ones with one her favorite kitchen tools—a pair of eyebrow tweezers. Her singing was not the only artistry she was famous for, she was also known as a creative gourmet cook. While she prepared the meal she thought of Rossini who would lock himself in a room while mountains of food were continuously brought in to him. As he gorged himself he would write his divine compositions. Valentina sang as she prepared and cooked the evening’s feast: “Una voce poco fa…” from the Barber of Seville.
 
   That evening the family and Rebeka were at the dinner table waiting for the feast, both girls sitting on one chair. The table was decorated with lovely antique plates, crystal glasses and Nico’s violets. Ever since Nico and Valentina had been together Nico always brought flowers for his beloved wife.  Even when there was no money at all, Nico would find some on the side of the street or in someone’s garden and would pick them. Every other day he would offer them to the love of his life and Valentina lovingly put them in a vase where she could always see them.
 
   Everyone waited with great anticipation. Valentina made her entrance from the kitchen carrying a large platter. They gasped as they saw her creation. In the center of the dish lay the fish covered with the one egg homemade mayonnaise. The cilantro, meticulously cut and delicately inserted piece by piece with the tweezers into the mayonnaise, looked like scales. The boiled vegetables, all cut the same size, adorned the fish. A piece of carrot was placed over the eye and on the tail wavy lines of mayonnaise made the fish look like it was swimming. 
 
   “Mrs. Malandros, this is a work of art!” Rebeka exclaimed, feeling her taste buds racing. 
 
   “We cannot eat this,” Nico said with severity.
 
   “Why not?” Valentina asked, not expecting such a strong reaction from the ever-gentle Nico. The others around the table looked at him curiously.
 
   “Because it is too beautiful, Poulakimou, my little bird,” he said adoringly.
 
   “Ah, your stomach doesn’t have eyes, so give me your plate,” Valentina commanded. Nico immediately did as she asked. She cut through the fish effortlessly and served the colorful ribbons of white meat and a few of the vegetables to each one at the table. She even gave some to Monsieur Chat, Melina’s beloved cat, who surely must have thought himself in kitty Nirvana. He too suffered along with the family he adored. 
 
   “Not bad, not bad,” Sela said, who hardly said anything anymore.
 
   “Thank you, Mother, I’m glad you like it.”
 
   “Enjoy, Musical Note, your daughter has outdone herself,” Nico said to Sela.
 
   “That she has, Nicolaki, little Nico, that she has.”
 
   “Why does he call her musical note? Rebeka asked Melina, whispering in her ear.
 
   “Because that’s her name. That’s what Sela means,” Melina answered.
 
   They ate slowly and savored every morsel of the incredible gift of food. They also unfortunately knew that the following meals would be the dreaded rationed raisins.
 
    
 
   After dinner Sela sat at the piano and started to play Rigoletto. The others listened. She looked at the vase, happy that it was back where it belonged. Valentina and Melina were ready to sing when suddenly there was a knock on the door. Valentina went to the balcony and looked out. She gasped. It was a German soldier. “I’ll be right down, just one moment please,” she shouted from her perch. Valentina ran to Rebeka who was listening to Sela. “Hurry, dive! You know, the window. It’s a German soldier,” she said, whispering. Rebeka froze, panic striking her.
 
   “Rebeka, move! Jump into the bush!” Melina said, pushing her friend toward the kitchen. Rebeka finally snapped out of it and went through the window. It worked! The bush covered her completely and perfectly. She held her breath.
 
   “Mother, don’t stop playing!” Valentina said, as she ran to open the door. “Yes, what can I do for you?” She said to the soldier, as calmly as she could, trying feverishly to control her heartbeat, and absolutely positive that it was showing through her blouse. Nico stood beside his wife, ready to kill the man, if necessary.
 
   “Knedige Dame, mein Herr,” the soldier said, greeting them and clicking his boots. Nico scowled under his breath, his antipathy rising in his throat. “My name is Heinrich Pommer, I was just passing by and wondered who it was that plays such beautiful piano.” He was in his forties, a little heavy in the stomach, starting to bald, and wearing a corporal’s uniform.
 
   “Oh, that’s just my mother,” Valentina said nonchalantly.
 
   “Please congratulate her for me. I am also a musician. It has been a very long time since I have heard such exquisite playing.” 
 
   “Thank you. I shall.”
 
   “Will you permit me one day to perhaps play with her? Ja?”
 
   “If you wish.”
 
   “Ja, thank you. Pleasant evening to you. Aufwiedersehen.”
 
   “Good night,” Valentina said, as she watched him leave. She closed the door behind him.
 
   “Why did you agree to that?” Nico asked, perturbed.
 
   “What could I say? No, you’ve occupied my country against my wishes, and you’re not invited in my home either. We’re beyond that, don’t you think?” 
 
   Nico grumbled something inaudible. Valentina was sure it wasn’t too polite.
 
   “Daddy, help me get Rebeka out of the bush!” Melina whispered.
 
   “Oh, yes, of course.” They carefully pulled her out. 
 
   “Is he gone?” Rebeka asked.
 
   “Yes,” Melina answered.
 
   “What did he want? Was he looking for me?”
 
   “No, he wanted to know if Mozart came back to life and was playing in our living room,” Nico answered.
 
   “You’re kidding, Mr. Malandros, aren’t you?”
 
   “Afraid not, my dear. Sela is still the best pianist around.”
 
   “Our own Little Brahms,” Melina said, taking the worried look off of Rebeka’s face and making her smile.
 
    
 
   Valentina sat in the patio reading the day’s newspaper. Suddenly her hands flew to her mouth and her eyes welled up with tears. She muffled a scream, but Nico heard it. He came out running. “What is it? What’s happened?” He asked.
 
   Her hands trembled as she pointed to the paper. “They executed him…” She answered sobbing.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The poet. Nareg Garabedian.”
 
   “The one who liked my nightshirt…yes, he was a very decent man.”
 
   “And quite the writer. You should read some of his poetry. He was brilliant.”
 
   “Damn war. What a waste. When this is all over I swear I will get the business back on its feet and we will print his poetry. The proceeds will go to his family and to his memory.”
 
   “I hope his family will be alright.”
 
   “We will do what we can for them.” Valentina looked at her husband. She knew they could hardly do for themselves, but she also knew Nico was sincere.
 
    
 
   That night the Malandros family, and Rebeka, gathered in the living room. They said a prayer for Nareg. 
 
    
 
   “Mother,” Valentina said, “would you accompany me on the piano? I would like to dedicate a song to him.”
 
   “Of course,” she said, never hesitating. Sela went and sat at the piano. 
 
   “Before I sing I would like to read a piece of one of his poems, in his honor. Nareg said that he had written it with the vase next to him.” They listened silently. Valentina read the words:  
 
    
 
   …The earth is a palette of colors
 
   People are a symphony of colors
 
   Peace is a rainbow of everyone’s colors…
 
    
 
   Valentina closed her eyes, delicately opened her mouth and pushed out the first note of Gounod’s Ave Maria. Sela accompanied her. Nico looked at his wife, always marveling at her beauty and her talent, more in love with her every day. 
 
   The vase was present on the piano and as Valentina finished she gently caressed it. Sela kept playing; the family listened, lost in their thoughts and grief. 
 
   The knock on the door brought them out of their reverie. Nico opened it. Standing there was the German musician in his uniform. Nico forced himself not to lunge at the man and strangle him. Instead, thinking of Rebeka he shouted: “Valentina, its Sela’s German musician friend. Valentina jumped up from her chair and gave quick orders: “Mother, keep playing. Melina, go around the neighborhood and tell everybody you find to bring a chair. Tell them there is a concert right now, right here. Hurry!” Melina ran off. Valentina cursed out loud. “Damn it, we weren’t paying attention.” She turned to Rebeka. “When you see a neighbor coming in with a chair, grab it and have them sit on the couch in front of the piano. You take the chair to the back, sit down and don’t move. Understood?” Rebeka nodded. 
 
   The soldier went to Sela and greeted her with the usual heel clicking. She didn’t stop playing, she just looked at him and finally she said: “So, we are to play together, are we?”
 
   “It would be my honor,” he said, opening his violin case.
 
   “Can you play?”
 
   “Not as often as I like,” he answered quickly, understanding her play on words.
 
   “That’s not what I asked,” Sela answered back just as quickly. She had liked his answer.
 
   “I was the first violin of the Dresden orchestra.”
 
   “There may be hope for you yet, maybe you can play.” Sela hadn’t stopped playing or looking at him. He smiled sweetly at the older lady. 
 
   One by one neighbors trickled in. Rebeka did as she was told and sat in the back of the living room. In ten minutes the house was packed with people. It wasn’t every day that the great Sela Vidalis played for them and invited them to her home for a concert.
 
    
 
   The room was completely silent, even with what seemed like the entire neighborhood in attendance. Rebeka was in the back, well hidden by the crowd. She was shaking. Melina sat next to her, an arm around her shoulder.
 
   “What would you like to play, Madame?” Heinrich Pommer said. 
 
   “Do you have a cigarette?” Sela asked.
 
   “Of course,” he answered, caught a little off guard. 
 
   Valentina grinned. Her mother was one of a kind. At that moment she reminded her of a cat cornering a mouse, but with finesse and not violence. Pommer opened a cigarette case and offered it to her. Sela continued to play with one hand and put the cigarette in her mouth. He closed the case and lit her cigarette. She inhaled and watched him.
 
   “Does Little Brahms always smoke?” Rebeka whispered to Melina.
 
   “There’s one practically dangling from her lips all the time. Ever since my grandfather died,” Melina answered.
 
   “What would you like to play?” Heinrich asked again. 
 
   “Whatever you wish. You start, I’ll follow.” He raised an eyebrow. Is she really that good? He wondered. Sela was amusing herself with her little German mouse. Nico was enjoying his mother-in-law.
 
   “With pleasure.” Pommer put his violin to his neck. He pulled the bow affectionately. Sela smiled knowingly and immediately followed him into Beethoven’s ninth. Heinrich lost himself in his playing, Sela with him the entire time. Not a note was off. The audience noticed the man’s transformation. He was no longer a German enemy, or a soldier, or an occupier—rather, he was an impassioned musician. They were actually magical and the little audience was hypnotized. Even Rebeka forgot her fears. They played for two hours, everything from Chopin to Rimsky-Korsakov, Bizet to Schubert and even Strauss. Sela could have gone on for hours; playing the piano was still her passion and her relaxation. She seemed to never get tired. Heinrich felt the same way, but he knew he had to be elsewhere. It had to come to an end and he regretted it. He kissed Sela’s hand. “I thank you, Maestro,” he said to her. She nodded. Heinrich turned and looked at Valentina. His eyes spoke for him. Words were not needed. He was truly grateful. She understood him and remembered gentle Nareg and quoted him: “The earth is a palette of colors, people are a symphony of colors, and peace is a rainbow of everyone’s colors.”
 
   “I shall remember your words, Madame Malandros. I, too, wish for this world of color. I am a musician, not a soldier. I am an artist, not a warrior.”
 
   “I respect you, Herr Pommer. You are a wonderful musician. I wish we could have met under different circumstances, and I am sure that we all wish for peace of music,” Valentina answered. The German man, always gallant, clicked his heels and kissed her hand. “I do not know if I will have the pleasure of seeing you again. I am being sent away in a few days.”
 
   “I wish you all the best. Be safe.”
 
   “God be with you and your family. Thank you again for your hospitality.” 
 
   Valentina watched him leave. She had not lied. It would have been a pleasure meeting him during a time of peace. The neighbors slowly left and the Malandros’ thanked them for their quick response. They in turn thanked them for the lovely, albeit impromptu, concert.
 
   Sela was still playing, indifferent to the commotion around her. She played until everyone left and then still continued for herself. Her hands seemed to softly float over the keys, her arms an extension of the piano, her passion for music an extension of her soul. She knew that Melina and Rebeka were in their room trying to sleep and played Brahms’ lullaby, knowing that the young girls had a troublesome evening. They always fell asleep when they heard the melody. She also knew of the Little Brahms/Mozart nickname they had lovingly given her and smiled. She would never let them or her family down. Sela looked at the photographs around the vase on top of the piano. Her life’s history stared at her through the frames, from the different concerts at prestigious theaters, with prominent and famous people, to the ones with her family—her favorites. They smiled at her:  Valentina as a baby with Simeon and Ali; little Melina with her parents; Simeon, her adoring doting father in Alexandria lifting her high over his head with those big arms; Sela as a child on her birthday sitting next to Uncle Fitzi at the piano, always with his Irish or Scottish ‘medicine’ at his side, looking at each other, their fingers stretched across the keys; Ali and his family; Valentina as a teenager performing at her first concert with the shadow of Carla Corelli in the wings; Valentina and Nico at the Château de la Cocorgnoc the first time they had met; and Ivan and herself standing in front of the Crillon in Paris at the Place de la Concorde. She stared at Ivan’s eyes. They seemed to speak to her as she remembered that right after the photographer had taken the picture Ivan held her in his arms and made her tremble with his passionate embrace. They had kissed for so long that at some point she realized Ivan had kept her from falling. Anyone looking at them would have thought they were dancing a tango and were frozen on the last movement. She thought of how beautiful a lover he had been and could almost feel his kisses and caresses on her skin, the way his fingers explored every inch of her body and the way she in turn had responded to his touch. Sela had had many lovers since Ivan. She chose nothing but the best and enjoyed her men very much, but no one would ever be able to match the magnificence of the oneness of their passion and the sublimity of their love for each other.
 
   Valentina walked up to the piano and caressed the vase. As she touched it she felt a slight tremor pass through her fingers. Since she was a child she knew the vase had a special energy, a uniqueness that always soothed her. She knew that the Chinese See-Fu had made it with great love for his daughter. She believed that there was some sort of higher power imbedded in the creation, perhaps a spiritual entity, but most of all, that it had a soul of its own and was somehow imbued with music.  
 
   “I could have used your help, you know,” Sela said to her daughter.
 
   “You did just fine, Mother.”
 
   “Of course we did just fine. That’s not what I meant. What I’m saying is, it would have been a marvelous concert if you sang with us.” 
 
   “Yes, I could have jumped in, and I would have enjoyed myself and practiced as well, but it just didn’t feel or seem right. Anyway, you two were brilliant. Besides, I was too preoccupied with Rebeka and Nico.”
 
   “Nico? What’s up with him?”
 
   “Well, he wasn’t too thrilled that a German soldier was in the house.”
 
   “Ah, that wasn’t a soldier, that was a musician and a pretty fine one at that.” Valentina smiled, remembering what Heinrich had said. “You could have told him so, Mother.”
 
   “I did. We spoke the same language.”
 
   “What do you mean? You didn’t say one single word to him all night.”
 
   “I most certainly did—in the universal language of music—we communicated perfectly.”
 
   “You are absolutely right, and I love you very much.” Valentina embraced her mother, and for the first time in hours Sela took her hands off the piano. She held the younger woman and beamed. Somewhere inside her lovely daughter Ivan’s heart lived on.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   The war in Greece had been raging for two years. Melina was now seventeen years old and following the women of her family, became a natural beauty in her own right. Although they were barely surviving on minimal food rations, they were still together. Many of the antiques had been sold, but the vase still stood majestically on the piano, which Sela, a constant cigarette dangling from her mouth, played night and day. The music kept them calm, entertained and strong, and most of all together.
 
    
 
   They were gathered around the kitchen table eating some raisins, Melina and Rebeka on their one chair, Sela not saying very much and Valentina trying to figure out how to feed the family their next meal. Nico, usually the one entertaining them with jokes and laughter, was unusually quiet. He had grown a little older. War did that to people. The misery, stress and the constant fear gnawed at their souls and tried to break their spirit. But the Malandros family held firm. They were survivors. Still handsome with rugged good looks and some graying at the temples, Nico was distinguished and always would be. He looked at his family and sighed. They were so thin, he thought. They were starving, they were broke and he couldn’t provide for them. He felt impotent, useless. He was enraged. He had let them down. He had to do something about the situation, not only for his family, but also for his country. Tomorrow he would go see an old friend.
 
    
 
   The next day Nico walked into Stavros Koulouris’ office. The Prime Minister stood and immediately embraced him. “It is so good to see you, Nico, how are you?”
 
   “I am as well as one can be, Mr. Prime Minister, thank you.”
 
   Stavros Koulouris, once the Minister of Education who had given his house in Plaka to Nico, was now the Prime Minister of Greece. “Come, sit and tell me what brings you here.”
 
   “As you know they closed down my business.”
 
   “Yes, those bastards, I heard.”
 
   “Mr. Prime Minister, I cannot just stand by and do nothing. I have to help my country, I have to fight. There must be something I can do to help end this war, or at least help alleviate the misery.”
 
   “But Nico, you are not twenty anymore, leave the fighting to the younger men.”
 
   “I don’t mean on the front line. I have other specialties…”
 
   The older man looked at Nico. He leaned forward, curiosity in his eyes. “Go on, tell me more.”
 
   “I trained with the Americans during the First war, my specialty was covert operations…”
 
    
 
   That afternoon, after Koulouris had made a few calls, prominent politicians and military generals had rushed to his office. The room was buzzing as the men conversed and laid out their plan over brandy.
 
   “Nico,” Koulouris said, “this is just what we needed. It has been a long time since I felt hope and when you walked into my office today you were like a breath of fresh air. You once saved my life, and now you are saving our country.”
 
   “Mr. Prime Minister, you give me too much credit. The mission hasn’t even started and if we fail the consequences will be catastrophic for Greece,” Nico said, feeling the perspiration creeping down his spine.
 
   The Prime Minister embraced Nico and whispered: “I have faith in you, Pericles, my old friend.”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Prime Minister,” Nico said smiling, remembering the knife that had stabbed the book instead of his body. The old Minister hadn’t forgotten. The two men looked at each other with hope. “I have but one favor to ask.”
 
   “What is it, Nico?”
 
   “I need to know that my family will be well provided for, when I’m gone and… even more so if I don’t come back.”
 
   “That is not a problem, I give you my word.” The men shook hands and Nico left the office.
 
    
 
   Nico walked into his house with a bouquet of violets he picked up from a street vendor. “Poulakimou, my little bird, I’m home!” Nico announced. Valentina came out and was greeted by a handful of violets.
 
   “Oh, Nico, how do you do this? You always seem to find lovely flowers for me.”
 
   “Ah, but none are as beautiful as you.” He swiftly grabbed her and passionately kissed her. Valentina responded with the same passion and fervor that never waned through the years.
 
   “My, you are in a good mood today, what’s up?” Valentina knew her man so well.
 
   “Oh, nothing, my love, I just would like to make this a special night. Maybe have a little concert or something.  Sela playing the piano, and my two girls singing. I would love that, if you’re up to it, of course.”
 
   “I think that would be a lovely idea, and we could use the practice. But I don’t perform for free,” Valentina said slyly. “I demand payment.” 
 
   Nico smiled. “If I were still a wealthy man I would bring you French Champagne, caviar and blinis, and cover the house with exotic flowers and hundreds of chocolate hearts from Switzerland.” He looked at Valentina. She was smiling, amused and loving the devotion. She thought that her man was just as romantic and adorable as the day they met. “But… all I have to offer you,” Nico continued, sighing dramatically, “is my heart, and I would gladly cut it out of my body and hand it to you.”
 
   Valentina laughed. “No, no, silly, I don’t want a Mayan sacrifice, besides, I already have your heart,” she said, her arms still around his neck. “You’ll just have to come up with something else.”
 
   “Well, then, the only thing I have left is my body, and you can have that too.”
 
   “Now, you’re talking,” Valentina said and passionately kissed him.
 
    
 
   Nico woke up very early the next morning and felt Valentina’s hand on his chest. He took her hand and delicately kissed her fingers and then ran his lips over hers and smiled as he remembered the glorious love making of the previous night. He carefully slipped out of bed, not wanting to wake her. He quickly dressed and went to Melina’s room. The two girls were asleep and Nico leaned over and kissed them both. He then went to Sela’s room but she wasn’t there. “Good bye, little Mozart, wherever you are,” he whispered, “please know that I have loved you even more than my own mother. I could not have asked, or even dreamed of, having such a wonderful family and it is thanks to you. I love you.”
 
   “I’m flattered, and I love you too,” Sela said. Nico jumped back, startled. The Matriarch was standing right behind him. “Just what are you up to, Nicolaki, little Nico?”
 
   Nico put his finger to his lips. “Shh, don’t wake anybody up.” Sela just looked at him. He knew he could not escape from this very wise woman. “Alright, I have to leave for a while and I didn’t want anybody to know. It’s safer that way. I just wanted to say goodbye to you.” He hugged the older woman and she held him tight and whispered in his ear: “You are like a son to me. You are a great man and my great friend. I thank you for being a wonderful husband to my Valentina and a father everyone would be envious to have. Believe me, I know something about good fathers. Try not to leave the girls alone too long. It is hell on a wife waiting for her husband during a war. Take care of yourself and don’t get killed, or I’ll come after you myself. The girls will be waiting for your return.”
 
   “I must be the luckiest Greek man alive!”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Sela, do you know many mother-in-laws as divine as the one I have?”
 
   Sela caressed his face. “Now go do what you have to do and come back safe. If you need a place to hide, go to Alexandria and find Doctor Ali. He’ll take care of you until you can get back. Oh, and I didn’t see you and don’t know anything.” Sela winked at him. Nico kissed her on the cheek and left. She was still riveting and enchanting, Nico thought, and now, in her sixties, Sela was still elegant and attractive and her personality never ceased to captivate and fascinate.
 
    
 
   Nico left the house in Plaka just before dawn. He turned around and looked at it. He remembered the first time he had seen it, broken and lonely, and how he lovingly rebuilt it stone by stone. He had only been sixteen at the time and after two years he had turned the rubble into the finest mansion in Plaka. Now, twenty years later, he reminisced on the wonderful times with his family, the laughter, the joy, the entertainment with friends, the singing, the music, the drinking, the dancing, the birth of his daughter and the pride in seeing her grow into such a fine young lady. Also the times when things were difficult: the air raids, the lack of food, the loss of their fortunes and the business he loved so much, the misery and fear the occupation wrought, and the constant worry of what the day would bring. Would they be dragged out of their house? Would they be thrown into a filthy prison? Or would they even just simply be killed? Nico couldn’t take it any longer. He was not alone as he had been during the First War, no, he had his family to consider and now he was doing something about it. He blew a kiss toward his beloved house and his family, turned and walked away. He looked up and saw his favorite site. The Parthenon stood majestically above him, carrying centuries of history. If only it could speak and relate all the glorious stories, from its birth to the great battles, he thought. Nico smiled—until he saw the flag. It was not the Aegean-blue Greek flag that rippled in the wind, no, it was the black, red, and white with the swastika. Nico spat on the ground thinking how dare Hitler use the icosagon Hindu symbol for rebirth that had been around for hundreds of years. The Indo-Europeans used it as a mark of good luck. This anti-Christ used it as his own symbol of twisted demonic power. Nico only felt disgust and hatred. 
 
   He mumbled and cursed and made his way through the narrow streets of the old part of the city and entered, as instructed, through a side door of the main branch of the Bank of Greece. A distinguished older man in a business suit waited for him. He extended his hand.
 
   “Mister Nico?” The man asked. Nico nodded. “Please, come with me.” Nico followed the man to the back of the bank where only a handful of employees were ever allowed to go. They went to a room that housed an enormous safe and met up with another man. “This is Aleko,” the older man said, introducing them. Nico shook the man’s hand. 
 
   “Gentlemen, follow me,” Aleko said. He led them into the safe, which was actually an enormous room. He closed the door behind them and then turned on a light. Nico gasped. Before him stood the entire fortune of Greece. Gold bars adorned every shelf of the room.
 
   “Tonight all of this will be empty. Those bastards won’t rape this country completely,” Aleko said. He was the Prime Minister’s mastermind. An engineer by trade, he had concocted a plan that would save the gold from falling into the enemy’s hands. The plan was simple enough and the execution would be difficult. Failure would be catastrophic and fatal.
 
    
 
   Valentina woke up as the sun started to rise. She stretched her body and smiled as she remembered their night of glorious love. She reached out for Nico. Surprisingly he wasn’t there. She opened her eyes and stared at the empty spot on the bed. Her heart skipped a beat. She immediately knew something wasn’t right. The unequivocal bond with the man of her life told her this. Then she saw the note. Her hand trembled as she reached over. She touched it apprehensively, as if she knew it would burn the tips of her fingers. Finally, holding her breath, she picked it up and read it. He was gone. Why hadn’t he just told her? They had no secrets. They weren’t just husband and wife, they were best friends. The note was short and to the point. He had left and didn’t know when he would return. Not to worry about him, it said, he would be back, it was better that no one knew what he was up to. Deep in her heart Valentina had known Nico couldn’t just sit around anymore. He would figure out a way to help the war effort. He was a patriot, loved his homeland with every cell of his body and adored peace and freedom. After all, it was because of these feelings that were so imbedded in him that he fought in the Great War and consequently the catalyst that brought them together at the château-hospital in France. 
 
   Valentina sat on the bed with her eyes closed, remembering every moment of their life together and then, just like her mother, she composed herself and empowered her being with the peace that music always brought to them. She sang from her bed, sitting in a lotus position to her absent Pinkerton. The notes rang out and tears slid down her cheeks. When she finished the aria she thought of her man in his WWI uniform: proud, handsome, gallant and charming. She opened her mouth once again and this time she sang for strength, victory and safety to her very own Ramades. “Your Aïda will be waiting for you, my love.” 
 
   Verdi would have been pleased by her poignant rendition.
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   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   The pungent acrid smell assaulted Nico’s senses and immediately a cold shiver descended from the back of his neck down to his waist. He knew that smell only too well: The mass of dead bodies in Oniraki, the trenches, the soldiers lying in their stench of death, unburied and rotting, unconventionally serene waiting for a giant hand to scoop them away from their macabre resting place. He also knew this ugly memento from his brain would never be erased. He looked up and his certainty was confirmed. Three men walked beside a six-mule team pulling an immense cart. It was filled with dead decomposing bodies. They pulled into a corner of the large basement, next to the vault.
 
   “What the hell is this?” Nico demanded furiously, his stomach tightening agonizingly at the ghastly sight.
 
   “Take it easy, my friend,” Aleko said as calmly as possible, feeling just as wretched as Nico. “These poor souls died of hunger. They are to be buried at sea.”
 
   “But why are they here, at the bank?”
 
   Aleko looked at his compatriot and raised his chin slightly, with some pride. “They are the most important part of this delicate operation and this is their last act of heroism.” He nodded to the men who had just arrived. They came over and shook hands. “Zeeto ee Ellas!” Aleko said. 
 
   “Zeeto ee Ellas! Long live Greece!” They repeated. One of the newcomers handed Nico and Aleko a bandana. Nico took his and looked at Aleko. He was tying it around his mouth and nose. Nico did the same without asking any questions and the men went to work.
 
   Nico learned that in their former lives, that is, before the war, the men surrounding him had had very different jobs. One had been a teacher, another a captain of a fishing vessel, the third a doctor. They were all handpicked by Aleko, the engineer. They were in their thirties. Except for Nico, now in his early forties, a book publisher, but more importantly, a covert operations specialist. Nico’s stomach tightened and churned. He kept asking himself why he always found himself in mass graves. 
 
   “Doctor, are you ready?” Aleko asked.
 
   “Yes. Start bringing out the gold,” he answered. He turned to the fisherman who was threading a large needle with fishing line. He too was ready. Nico and the teacher went into the bank vault and brought back two bars of gold each. The doctor had positioned two bodies on the edge of the cart and was now making a straight incision down their torsos to the top of their waists. Aleko took the bars and placed two into each of the cadaver’s cavities. The fisherman then quickly sewed them back up and placed the bodies at the rear of the cart behind the horses. They brought two more bodies to the edge, ready to do the procedures over again. Nico and the teacher went back for more bars, but not before the academician lost what little he had in his own stomach. Throughout the day he would gag and vomit several more times.
 
   Piece by piece the men brought out of the gold bars from the bank’s vault. The others lifted the lifeless, almost weightless bodies and moved the corpses from one side of the cart to the other. They did this for hours until they had a mountain of cadavers neatly piled up and filled with what little wealth the country of Greece still possessed. By nightfall they covered the cart with sheets and empty potato sacks. The five men were finished with their backbreaking endeavor and they were exhausted. They hadn’t stopped all day, save for a quick drink of water, and although they knew their bodies were hungry their minds and emotions overrode their craving. Instead, they worked on diligently, keeping their thoughts on their mission and not on the open dead eyes glassily staring at them. They reeked of sweat and death; they were emotionally and physically drained, yet they were pleased with their results and high on their mission. They also knew that the Germans, as meticulous as ever, would still think twice before searching through a pile of cadavers.
 
    
 
   The men guided the mules with their heavy load away from the bank and headed toward the port of Piraeus. Nico, Aleko and the doctor sat on the front bench; the teacher and the fisherman each on a corner in the back of the cart. They still wore their bandanas over their faces. They looked like robbers. 
 
   Just a few blocks away a German patrol stopped them. “Don’t you know about the curfew?” One of them shouted. They didn’t answer.
 
   Another soldier headed to the men on the bench when the putrid smell hit him. He immediately felt the bile rush to his throat. “Ah, Kadaver,” he mumbled. “It’s alright, let them go. They are exempt from the curfew.” The other soldier waived them on without even bothering to check their papers. The cart took off slowly. Aleko and Nico looked at each other and discreetly smiled.
 
   They were stopped in the same fashion several more times until they finally arrived at their destination. The first rays of light were just coming up over the horizon and Nico, who hadn’t been to the port in a long time, immediately noticed the changes. There weren’t any pleasure boats anymore, no more fancy lacquered wooden yachts with young Adonises and beautiful women dressed in the latest Paris fashions sailing out to the islands. Instead, only a few rundown, battered fishing boats bobbed boringly in the water and the heavy dreaded German naval war machines lined the piers. His stomached tightened in anger and disgust. The country he loved with its bounty of freedom and pleasures was reduced to an occupied land of gray—gray uniforms, gray vessels and vehicles, gray faces, gray mood, gray atmosphere, even the sky was gray from the smoke and the bombs. When would his beloved Greece be its unique blue again? The happy blue of joy and laughter, the rhapsodic blue of the bouzouki’s music, the Aegean blue of the sea and the sky that inundates one’s soul with the confirmation of freedom and most of all the irresistible sensual blue of his wife’s adoring eyes. Nico puffed his chest out like a seal point cat and swore to himself that he would help his country reclaim its rightful color—God’s favorite color, and the color of his flag.
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   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   Valentina and Sela were visiting a sick neighbor down the street. They brought hot broth Valentina made with a bone and an onion she had purchased on the black market. 
 
   Melina and Rebeka were in the Malandros house, quietly doing their homework, when suddenly there was furious banging on the door. The noise was deafening and the two young girls jumped. Rebeka froze and stood paralyzed. “OPEN THIS DOOR!” The deep German-accented voice screamed. Four German soldiers hammered the door of the house. 
 
   “I’m coming, I’m coming,” Melina shouted, “just a minute.” She pushed Rebeka toward the kitchen. “Hurry, through the window, DIVE! And don’t move, no matter what!  Rebeka did. She dove out the window, landed in the plant and was immediately hidden by the foliage as Valentina had carefully and meticulously prepared for such an occasion. The only thing visible was a big thorny bush one wouldn’t even consider venturing close to. 
 
   Melina went to the door and slowly opened it. She saw the soldiers. Behind them stood a Gestapo man in crisply pressed civilian clothes which didn’t do much to hide his beer belly. Her gut tightened and the fear started to consume her. Her palms were sweaty and her mouth was dry. The soldiers barged in, almost knocking her over but she regained her footing and held on to the wall behind her. One of them held her arm tightly. Melina moaned and pictured the bruises that would soon show. The men ran by her and went through every room.
 
   “He’s not here,” one of the soldiers said.
 
   It’s not Rebeka they’re after! Melina thought.
 
   “Where is your father?” The man in civilian clothes shouted through puffy red jowls. Melina could see the cold evil in this man’s ugly gray eyes and shuddered.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I will ask you one more time. Where is he?”
 
   “I told you, I don’t know.”
 
   The Gestapo man slapped her. Melina muffled a cry. “One last time! Where?” The man looked at her hard. Melina did not answer.
 
   “Fine. Let’s go.” He nodded to one of the soldiers. “To headquarters.” The soldier, who had been squeezing her arm the entire time, roughly led her out of the house and shoved her in the ominous black Mercedes waiting outside. Melina shrank into the back seat and tasted the bile that was threatening to explode out of her mouth. But she held it back and wondered what they were going to do to her. 
 
   Melina was led by two soldiers to a dark, dank cellar of an old building. They past several doors and then they roughly shoved her into a small room which housed an old wooden stool, a desk with a chair behind it and a naked light bulb hanging from the ceiling. The Gestapo man shoved her onto the hard stool. “If you were smart, you would have talked to me,” he growled and slammed the door as he left the room. She waited and waited, and wrung her sweaty hands as she heard painful tortured screams from the room next to hers. Melina’s heart sank even further. The screams continued and she covered her ears. After a while she heard a whimper and then silence. Was the man dead? Would she be next?
 
   An hour later, a major in an SS uniform walked in. Melina looked at the immaculately pressed clothes and took in every detail of the man. He was the epitome of Hitler’s superior race: Young, handsome, intelligent, blond, blue-eyed and arrogant. Was he the one who had been torturing the man next door? She met his eyes and shuddered. She tried not to tremble as she read the cold meanness in them. They in turn scrutinized the young woman. He moved closer to her.
 
   “You are a very pretty girl,” he said, caressing the bottom of her jaw with the back of his finger. Melina didn’t move or utter a word. The major ran his hand along the welt that was forming from the blow of the Gestapo man. She winced and turned her face away. It was already sore and puffy. He moved toward the table and sat on it in front of her, his authority unquestionable.
 
   “I can be very persuasive and get all the information I want,” he murmured, “but I would rather you just tell me and then you can go back home.” Melina didn’t say anything. His voice was warm and soothing. He did not want to scare this girl. That would not produce the results he was after—yet. “Now, I would like to ask you a few questions.” Still Melina said nothing. “We can do this the easy way, or…”  
 
   “Herr Major, I don’t know where my father is.”
 
   “Oh, but I think you do know. My men told me your father was driving a cart full of dead bodies the other night, supposedly to bury them at sea.” 
 
   Think, damn it, think fast! Melina’s temper suddenly flared. “It’s your fault!” She screamed. “You have reduced a proud, brilliant, educated man to carrying cadavers. He’s surely just trying to get some money to provide a little food for his family who’s starving. You must feel good about doing that to this gentle man!” What was her father really up to?
 
   The major looked at her. He hadn’t expected the outburst. She was good, really good, or she really didn’t know a damned thing. “Listen, all I want is a little information and I promise I won’t hurt you.”
 
   Melina looked at him and raised an eyebrow. Yeah, right, she thought. “What kind of information?” Melina asked, trying to buy time. She needed to think. How could she get out of there? What were they going to do to her? Why did they want to know where her father was? Was he with the Resistance? She really didn’t know, but would they even believe her?
 
   He leaned forward, his face very close to hers. Melina immediately understood his intentions. He could do anything he wanted to her, and she knew it. They both knew it. It all depended on her answers. My God, Melina thought, his soul is a black hole. She could see it in his eyes. He was the most loathsome man she had ever met. Melina was forming a plan in her young mind, but she needed a little more time. “You know, Major,” Melina said, willing herself to stay calm, “I believe you. I really don’t think you want to hurt me, so, let me suggest this.” 
 
   The Major lifted an eyebrow. Is she really bargaining with me? He thought. “You have a suggestion?” He said, holding back his laughter.
 
   “Yes. I don’t like pain, so I will tell you what you want to know—that is, if I know.”
 
   “Mm, that is good,” he answered, wondering where she was going with this. “And?”
 
   “And, before I tell you anything, I need to eat something,” Melina said, very matter of factly.
 
   The major almost laughed, but instead controlled himself. This one was a little spitfire. And she was so damned cute. It would be a shame to disfigure her. “You are hungry?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So, if I get you some food, you will tell me what I want to know?”
 
   “That’s what I said.”
 
   The major shouted and a soldier opened the door and ran in. A few minutes later he came back with some tea and biscuits. He set it on the table next to the major. Melina looked at the food, but did not move. What she really wanted to do was devour it. Instead, she waited.
 
   “Please, help yourself.”
 
   “How do I know this isn’t poisoned?”
 
   The major laughed. She was still young, this very thin girl. “If it’s poisoned you wouldn’t be able to give me any information.”
 
   “Mm, that makes sense.”
 
   “Now, eat, so that you may go home quickly.”
 
   “You’re serious? You’re going to let me go… after I tell you what you want to know?” Melina said.
 
   “Why not? Why would I keep you here? Besides, you have my word.”
 
   Melina started laughing. The Major looked at her. “What is so funny, Melina Malandros?”
 
   “How can I believe that? Because you gave me your word?” She retorted. “Why wouldn’t you just kill me afterwards?”
 
   The Major stood up, perturbed, but very much in control. “Because I said so, because I am an officer of the Third Reich…”
 
   “…And because you are a gentleman?”
 
   He looked at her with his piercing eyes. “Yes.”
 
   “But you are also an enemy. It is hard for me to believe you, even though I think deep down that you mean it.” Melina was gambling, gambling for her life. It was the only thing she could do and she had to play her cards right.
 
   “I have given you my word. Besides, you don’t have much of a choice. Now eat and have some tea, otherwise I will have it taken away.”
 
   Melina reached for the cup. She held it in her hands and took a sip. It was hot and flavorful. She picked up one of the biscuits and smelled it. It was lovely, rich with butter and freshly baked. She took a minuscule bite, then bit into it with gusto. She savored every morsel, controlling herself to eat as slowly as possible, giving herself more precious moments she needed to think. When she finished she looked at the Major. “What is it you want to know?”
 
   “About your father.”
 
   “What about him?”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We hear he is with the Resistance and is planning a coup.”
 
   “My father? Don’t be ridiculous. He’s a book publisher.”
 
   “Don’t play with me, Melina,” the Major said, his temper flaring up a little for the first time. “Your father is a very bright man and a hero of the First World War. He was in special operations.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know anything about that. All I know is that they gave him a medal for saving somebody’s life.”
 
   “He did a lot more than that.”
 
   And I hope he killed a lot of you! “Look, I don’t know anything about what he’s up to. All I know is that I came home one day and he was gone.”
 
   The Major looked at her. If he were Nicolaos Malandros he would have done just that and not told his family a word. He had to respect the man. He stared at Melina and then called the soldier back in. He whispered in his ear. “Go to the next room, take the hammer and break the man’s knee. Don’t let him pass out and then hit him again. I want her to hear his screams. The soldier nodded and left the room. The major walked around Melina and stroked her hair. “You have lovely hair, Melina.” She shrank at his touch. “Now, tell me,” he said, grabbing her hair hard, “where is your father?”
 
   Melina winced. “I don’t know. I already told you that.” 
 
   Screams of pain suddenly echoed through the walls from the next room. Melina gasped and covered her mouth. More screams, even more painful this time, resounded. She felt the cold sweat running down her spine and the hairs on her neck tingling. Would she be next? She wondered, petrified at the thought.
 
    
 
   “It’s true, Major, really,” Melina continued meekly, “I don’t know.”
 
   “I will ask you nicely only one last time.” 
 
   Melina’s temper flared. “Look, the bastard deserted us! If I knew where he was, I’d go after him myself!” Melina said heatedly. Forgive me, Daddy. “He didn’t even tell my mother!” She continued, “you can’t imagine how mad she is!” Melina was playing her last card. Maybe he would let her go and maybe, just maybe, he would leave her family alone.
 
    
 
   The SS Officer kept her for another hour. He understood that Melina truly didn’t know anything. He was a master at his craft and he could tell when someone was lying or not. Just a look or a body movement would often give his prisoners away. This little one was telling the truth.
 
   “Herein!” The Major shouted. The soldier ran in. “Take her out. She is free to go.”
 
   “Jawohl, Herr Major!” The young soldier escorted her out. He wondered why the major hadn’t tortured her. Pity, he thought. He so enjoyed watching, and loved inflicting pain himself, as he had done with the man next door. Perhaps the Major had taken a liking to this young Greek woman, he mused. 
 
   Melina stopped and turned to the Major. “Herr Major, thank you for tea. You truly are a gentleman.” The soldier’s jaw dropped. Never had a prisoner thanked their captor before, nor had they left unharmed. The SS man saluted her and smiled. The afternoon had not been unpleasant, he thought, even though he still had no information. He would keep an eye on her, one way or another he would find her father. 
 
   May you slowly and painfully rot in hell, Melina thought walking out of Gestapo headquarters. She took in a big breath of air and slowly exhaled all the pent up fear she had harbored for the last few hours. She held back her tears and trembled as she said a prayer and thanked her God, grateful that she had not been tortured or beaten, and that she was still alive.
 
   It was almost night, and just before curfew, when Melina walked into the patio at the house. She smiled as she heard her grandmother playing the piano. What amazing power music had she marveled, as it immediately calmed and soothed her. She covered part of her face with her hair. She did not want to scare the family. Valentina ran out and hugged her daughter. “Where were you? We were so worried!”
 
   “I’m fine, Manoula.” Melina sat down with a heavy sigh. “Everything is fine.”
 
   “Melina…” Something was up with her daughter. Valentina could feel it.
 
   “My acting was superb. If I were in Hollywood, they would have given me an Oscar,” Melina said, laughing.
 
   “Mother!” Valentina called out to Sela, “would you come out here.” Now she was really worried. What was Melina blabbering about? And why was her laughter so bizarre? Did she detect a bit of hysteria and sarcasm in her laugh?
 
   Sela heard her daughter’s voice. Her musician’s ear picked up the note of anguish. She quickly stood up from the piano, subconsciously touched the vase and rushed outside.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Sela asked.
 
   “Why would anything be wrong?” Valentina retorted. Her mother was so damned sharp. Sela just looked at her daughter and went to her granddaughter.
 
   “Oh, my God!” Melina exclaimed, jumping up from her chair. “Rebeka!” She ran to the bush on the side of the house. Valentina and Sela rushed after her, worry etched on their faces. “Oh, I’m so glad you’re alright,” Melina said, seeing her friend balled up like a snail. “Here, take my hand.” She reached in and gently helped Rebekah out of her cramped position. The girl was incredibly stiff. She hadn’t moved for hours, her face smeared from tears of anguish and fear. She was freezing and shaking. Melina immediately held her and warmed her up. 
 
   “Are you alright? Did they hurt you? I heard that bastard slap you,” Rebeka said slowly.
 
   “What bastard? Who slapped you?” Valentina asked.
 
   “Who was here?” Sela asked, with a look that would have killed a mere mortal.
 
   “Gestapo,” Rebeka whispered.
 
   Valentina’s hands flew to her mouth. “Oh, my God… What did they do to you?”
 
   “They fed me,” Melina said, smiling.
 
   “Who fed you? Where? Why did they feed you?” Valentina asked.
 
   “Gestapo headquarters.” The older women looked at each other, then took the girls by their hands, and sat them down at the table in the kitchen.
 
   “Speak,” Sela said. She never minced words. 
 
   Melina told them of her ordeal.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   Nico and the other men arrived at the vessel in the port of Piraeus. It was old, weather-beaten and the colors were faded. They climbed down from the cart and went on board. The captain on the team went below and checked out the engine. He spit on the floor and swore as he realized the shape it was in. Could they even make it to the island? He wondered. He came back up and shouted an order. They immediately started their work. Aleko and the teacher went to the bridge and found what they were looking for: a small suitcase with a radio, old tattered fishermen’s clothes, several rifles, pistols and knives. The doctor prepared the area on the deck to lay the bodies and Nico waited by the cart with the mules. They put their bandanas on their faces once again and went to work. 
 
   In the distance German patrols watched them. As they saw their cargo they didn’t pay much attention, just more cadavers, they thought, just victims of war. Each body was painstakingly unloaded until every body was on the boat. No one bothered them. Why would they? The smell alone kept them away. Just a handful of men getting rid of unwanted human waste. They covered the cadavers with blankets and then quickly untied the ropes and pushed the boat off from the pier. They slowly left the port and headed for the open sea. Once far enough out they removed their soiled clothes, threw them overboard and donned the clean ones that had been provided for them. They also took the weapons and hid them under their jackets and in their belts. 
 
   Nico sat against the side of the boat and looked at the pitch black horizon in front of him. He was exhausted and shuddered, from the cold and from the memories—mementos of the cadavers staring at him, the ones from the last twenty-four hours, the ones from the trenches in France and the ones from Oniraki. There were no stars, no moon, only deep depressing emptiness, and the blackness mirrored into their hearts as the boat carried them to Crete. Nico took the first watch, the captain was on the bridge and the others slipped into a deep exhausted sleep.
 
    
 
   The melon colored sun slowly quivered out of the sea and into the blue-white pastel sky. Nico stared at the sunrise in awe. Why couldn’t all people share in this magnificence, this gift, which the universe majestically bestowed? Why couldn’t everyone see this and mirror it with the same kind of peace and serenity? Nico shook his head and entered into the cabin of the bridge with a mug of coffee for the fisherman who seemed attached to the wheel. 
 
   “Kalimera, I brought you some coffee,” he said, handing the mug to the Captain.
 
   “Ah, I could use some, thank you.” He took it from Nico and carefully drank some of the hot brew. “Magnificent, isn’t it?” He said, tilting his chin up to the horizon in front of him.
 
   “Yes, I was thinking the same thing.” They stared for quite a while without speaking. “How long do you think it will take us,” Nico asked, breaking the silence.
 
   “Well, we could feasibly get there in two days if we had ideal conditions. The weather is supposed to hold out, which is good, but then we have the bloody Germans who will surely check us out…”
 
   “But we’re flying a black flag,” the teacher interrupted. He was standing in the doorway, also drinking a cup of coffee.
 
   “That’s true, but it doesn’t mean they won’t come aboard. You know how meticulous those bastards are.”
 
   “Good morning, gentlemen,” the doctor said to the group.
 
   “Good morning to you, Doctor,” the teacher said.
 
   “What else?” Nico asked the fisherman.
 
   “The engine is a piece of shit and the boat is like a grand, but tired, old lady.
 
   “How do you mean?” The teacher asked. 
 
   The seaman laughed. “She was once beautiful and full of color,” he explained, “she used to dance on the water and bob flirtatiously among the other boats, showing off her enthusiasm and spirit. Now she just floats, dreary and tired, remembering her youth. If she likes us maybe she’ll honor us one more time and show off her splendor, or maybe her patriotic heart will hold up for one last hurrah and she’ll push herself to please us. But if she’s having a bad day we might just have to swim and pull the old lady to the island.”
 
   “You’re quite the philosopher,” the teacher said.
 
   “Hey, I’m Greek, what do you expect? Also, I’ve been praying to the Panayia of Tinos. I promised the Madonna that if she brings us in safe and sound, I will visit her and pay my respects.”
 
   “Just like the Captain of the vessel with the hole in his hull during a storm,” the teacher said.
 
   “Yes,” Nico added, “She answered his prayers. A dolphin came and squeezed himself into the hole and the crew made it back alive.”
 
   “That’s right, and you can see a replica of the vessel and the dolphin sticking out of the hole in gold hanging from the ceiling in the church in Tinos,” the teacher added.
 
   “Well, I am a man of science,” the doctor said, “but if we make it out alive by the end of this damn war I suggest we all go to Tinos together and thank her personally. We can use all the help we can get!”
 
   “It’s a deal,” they said, and slapped each other on the back.
 
    
 
   Later that afternoon the teacher was closing up his wireless radio. Nico came up behind him.
 
   “Anything?” Nico asked.
 
   The teacher nodded. “Everything is still on schedule. We’re right on the money.”
 
   Nico laughed. “That we are. You couldn’t have said it better, my friend…” They were interrupted by a shout and then a string of curses from the Captain on the bridge. They ran to see what was wrong. 
 
   “What is it?” Aleko asked.
 
   “Over there,” he pointed, “a German patrol boat.”
 
   They watched the vessel come closer. They swore bitterly and the fisherman spat on the floor. The doctor moved first. He produced a small glass bottle from his pocket and gave it to Nico. “Drink this quickly and go sit against the side of the boat close to the bodies.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “An emetic.”
 
   “You want me throw up?”
 
   “Yes, on cue.”
 
   “What? How? When?”
 
   “Ah, Nico, you ask too many questions. You’ll know.”
 
   “Everybody move! Spread out around the boat and try to relax. Don’t let them see your weapons, and say a prayer.” They did as Aleko asked.
 
   Nico drank the liquid. It burned his throat and he swore it was making a hole in his stomach. The potent liquid was already working. He cursed and wanted to vomit but held it back. His face became wet with perspiration and he had all he could do not to take his jacket off from the feverish heat. He kept it on. It covered his weapon.
 
   The patrol boat came closer. They saw the faces of the German sailors and the Kapitän shouted in his bullhorn: “STOP YOUR ENGINES. WE ARE COMING ABOARD.” Aleko swore, his hand feeling the gun in his belt. The Captain stopped the engine. They rocked on the sea and waited. The teacher looked at their faces, all young men doing their duty for the Vaterland. Brainwashed little fools, he thought.
 
   “WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN THESE WATERS?” The bullhorn bellowed.
 
   The fisherman stuck his head out of the bridge. “Kalimera, good day to you. We are carrying dead bodies to bury at sea.”
 
   The German Captain grimaced and looked up. He saw the black flag. “Are they diseased?”
 
   Nico was right on cue. He stood up and violently retched over the side of the boat making sure everyone from the German vessel saw him. The sailors grumbled, disgusted, and dreaded the prospect of having to board the death boat. Nico vomited again and again. The doctor smiled inwardly and apologized silently to Nico.
 
   The Greek man looked at his German counterpart and shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. Maybe he ate something bad, or it is from the decomposing bodies.” 
 
   The German thought about blowing the fishing boat out of the water and drowning whatever disease was on board but then changed his mind. ”LOS, AB!” He shouted to his crew, let’s get out of here!” The vessel turned around and left. The Greek crew waived, except for Nico who didn’t have the strength. When the patrol boat was far enough away they went to him.
 
   “What the hell was that shit, gunpowder?” Nico asked, still a little breathless. The skin on his face was a pale lime green.
 
   “Here, drink some of this,” the doctor said, handing him a glass.
 
   Nico shook his head. “I will never take another drink from you again!”
 
   “No, no, it’s alright, it will make you feel better.” Nico glared at him. “Please, I promise.” 
 
   Nico reluctantly took the glass, stared at the yellowish substance, sniffed it and drank it all. Nico smiled. “You make a good lemonade,” he said, feeling better already. The other men laughed. Nico was his old self again.
 
    
 
   It was quiet, too quiet, Nico thought. 
 
   Aleko walked up to him. “Something’s not right,” he said.
 
   “I was thinking that very same thing. It’s too damned quiet, even if we are out at sea,” Nico said.
 
   “Exactly,” Aleko murmured, “and we are very close to Crete. The Captain has done a remarkable job. We are almost at the very tip of the western side of the island.”
 
   They were right. No sooner had they finished speaking that an explosion resounded in the distance. Flames and fire erupted and shot up into the black sky. Suddenly it was yellow, orange and red and the darkness couldn’t hide the eruption of a vessel sporting a British flag. 
 
   “STARBOARD! STARBOARD!” Aleko shouted to the fisherman, “head south, head for Egypt!” The Captain immediately obeyed.
 
   “To Egypt?” Nico asked
 
   “Yes,” the teacher said, coming up beside them. Crete is completely occupied by the Germans. I was just on the radio. We wouldn’t accomplish anything by landing there. On the contrary, they would pick us up in no time.”
 
   “But will the boat hold out?”
 
   “Pray,” Aleko said.
 
   “I’ll do that,” Nico answered, “I suggest we head for Alexandria.”
 
   “Why Alexandria?”
 
   “I have a contact,” Nico said, remembering Sela’s last words.
 
   “Good.” Aleko relayed the information to the rest of the crew. He thought about Nico. The man had been compliant throughout the entire mission and now maybe his talents were coming into play and understood why he was part of this team. At first he didn’t want him along. Each one of them was a specialist in his field: the boat captain with his expertise as a navigator and connoisseur of the Aegean; the doctor with his knowledge of bodies and strange vomiting remedies; the teacher who’s hobby had been a HAM operator and was proficient in communications; himself of course, an engineer, mechanic and the head of the operation. And Nico. All he had had been told was that he was indispensable during the first world war, spoke several languages like a native and was brilliant at getting out of sticky situations. It hadn’t been enough to convince him, but then there had been that one word—contact. 
 
    
 
   That same day, King George of the Hellenes, his family, and several Ministers who had been evacuated from Athens to Crete, were evacuated once more. They left the island and headed toward Egypt as well. Thanks to the explosion and the pursuit of the politicians and Royals, the crew of the little boat had a better chance of passing undetected.
 
    
 
   The next two days were calm. They weren’t bothered by any patrols, the weather was good and the old little boat kept grinding along, yet it was nerve wracking.
 
   “How far to Alexandria?” Aleko asked the Captain.
 
   “One more night. Tomorrow we should be there. Hopefully her heart will hold up for one last journey.”
 
   “Captain,” Nico said, “look at the sky. Are we getting bad wheather?”
 
   The fisherman nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. Tell everybody to tie everything down, we’re getting a meltemi, an Aegean storm,” he said, swearing under his breath. The men swiftly followed the orders and then waited. 
 
   True to his prediction, the darkness of the night descended on them very quickly, and then the sky let its ominous black clouds explode over them. They churned up the wind and made the little boat dance uncontrollably. The waves became bigger, smashed into them and made them bounce around as if they were in an abandoned dinghy. The captain held on to the wheel with every muscle in his body, barely controlling the boat. Another wave hit them head on so hard that it smashed the glass of the bridge in front of him. The windshield exploded into pieces. Nico screamed as he witnessed the seaman go down with a large triangular shard sticking out of his throat. He yelled for the doctor and ran to the small wheelhouse. They arrived together and found the captain on the floor. Nico watched the doctor who was trying to stop the bleeding. He grimaced back at Nico. The prognosis was not good. Nico grabbed the wheel and held it as best he could. He followed the compass and prayed as he never had before. The doctor looked up at him. He shook his head. Nico swore. The fisherman was dead.
 
   The men held on through the long hours of the night. They were constantly thrown in every direction possible, whipped by an invisible giant hand that kept punishing them, battering them over and over incessantly. Nico thought this would be his last moments. He kept forcing himself to think that they would survive, that they wouldn’t let their country or their families down, that they would succeed. They must succeed! He kept repeating to himself again and again. They had a responsibility to fulfill, and by God, he swore, nothing would stop them. He said prayers to all the Gods, all the Saints he could remember. He dug deep into his memory to remember all the deities from all the books he had read. He prayed to Kali and Vishnu, to Buddha and Quan Yin, to Allah and Mohammed and even to Athena, Apollo and Poseidon—especially Poseidon. 
 
   By morning the storm subsided and the men were amazed they were still afloat and in one piece. Nico smiled and looked at the baby-blue sky and thanked all the Masters he had prayed to. For one who was not the most religious of humans Nico thought that he had done pretty well. The little boat was still afloat and wheezing along, perhaps in a final sacrifice for the master who had perished. 
 
   They gave their compatriot a burial at sea and a few hours later they entered into the port of Alexandria. They were exhausted, hungry, badly battered, yet grateful to be alive. No one bothered them. They had seen the black flag.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   Rebeka quietly slipped out of bed. She did not want to wake Melina. She quickly dressed, went downstairs to the kitchen, drank a glass of water and looked out the window. The thorny bush was standing at attention, another ally in this insane war, an ally that had saved her life more than once. It was the first time since arriving at the Malandros household that Rebeka wasn’t somebody’s shadow. She never took a step without one of the family by her side. It was as if she didn’t exist after her parents’ deportation. The Malandros had been good to her, even more than that, they had put their lives on the line, time and time again, but it was time to move on and she knew it wasn’t safe for any of them for much longer. The Germans were constantly looking for Nico and that damned SS Major had taken a liking to Melina and would appear seemingly out of nowhere, and Rebeka was constantly diving through the kitchen window.  She smiled, though, remembering how furious her friend had been at the prospect of him courting her. He even sent a basket of fruit and Melina was ready to throw it away. “Who does he think he is, that pompous, mean, disgusting, torturing Nazi!” She had yelled. Her mother stopped her at the last minute and convinced her that even though her German had sent it, it would be a shame if the last rodents in Athens had a feast. The family ate it hungrily, but Melina never touched a morsel.  
 
   Rebeka’s fear became greater by the day, and she didn’t want to put the family in grave danger any more than necessary. It would only be a matter of time, she was sure, before they found out about her. They would deport her on those dreadful trains that took them into the horizons of hell and the family who had kept her safe for so many months would be executed on the spot for harboring a Jew. 
 
   She looked at the loaf of bread that lay on the kitchen counter. Her mouth watered. Times were really hard now. Food was practically non-existent, but the family always had a little something to keep them alive. This bread probably came from a barter, a trade for a beautiful antique or an exquisite piece of jewelry. She looked around and noticed how bare the house had become. They had sold off most of their possessions for a little oil, a few olives, anything that would sustain them. They had been so wealthy, one of the leading Athenian families and now they had nothing. No, Rebeka thought, they still had each other and the immense love for one another—that could never be taken away, and even in these difficult times the Malandros were gracious and noble. Rebeka did not take any of the bread, instead she brought her fingers to her lips, kissed them and touched the loaf. She took a knife and wrote three letters in the crust: TYR. May you keep this family alive and safe and Mister Nico too, wherever he is, Rebeka prayed. She jumped when Monsieur Chat rubbed himself against her leg. She picked him up and hugged him. “Thanks for keeping me company all this time, and thank you for keeping my feet warm at night,” she whispered to the cat. “Now go back to Melina and keep her warm.” He caressed her with his head and purred as if understanding. She put him down and watched him disappear up the stairs to Melina’s room. “I’m pretty sure you can understand me, Monsieur Chat, so please tell the family and especially Melina, how grateful I am and how much I love them. Maybe one day I’ll be back.” 
 
   She took one last look at the house that had been her haven for so many months and disappeared into the night.
 
    
 
   Rebeka cautiously walked through dark alleys and stayed very close to the walls of the houses. Her stomach twisted into knots and she sometimes forgot to breath. She could feel the bile creeping up into her throat from the fear. Every sound felt like a dagger and she imagined a thousand eyes watching her. As careful as she was trying to be, she never saw the arm that grabbed her from inside a doorway and the hand that covered her mouth. The fear bulged out of her eyes, her legs turned to jelly and her heart stopped. She tried to scream, but the hand muffled any of her attempts.
 
   “Be quiet! I’m not going to hurt you,” the man whispered defensively. She looked at him. He was young and strong, with big brown eyes and a thick mustache. “You won’t scream?” He asked her. Rebeka shook her head and he carefully removed his hand from her mouth. She stared at him. “What are you doing out here? Don’t you know there’s a curfew?” Rebeka didn’t answer. “Are you Jewish?”
 
   “I’m Greek,” she answered.
 
   “I’m Costas,” he said. “Come with me, you’ll be safe.” Rebeka just stood there, not really knowing what to do. “Trust me, really,” he said, gently giving her his hand. She did, and hand in hand they made their way out of Athens and to a camp outside the city.
 
    
 
   The people at the camp saw Costa and welcomed him with open arms, and Rebeka too. They sat around a campfire and then her eyes flew open. They were roasting a lamb and the sweet, smoky smell almost made her faint. Bread, olives, cheese and fruit were everywhere. She hadn’t seen so much food for a very long time. She remembered Valentina’s wonderful elegant fish dinner. That had been her last sumptuous repast. This one was just as glorious, just very rustic. Tears glided down her cheeks. How she wished she could take some of it back to the Malandros in Athens. 
 
   “Come! Sit and eat! You look awfully thin,” a burly man said, beckoning her to the fire. “It is not always we have an abundance of food like this. You chose a perfect night to bring a friend, Costa. Come now, sit down you two,” he coaxed them. “But remember, eat slowly or your body will rebel against you,” he said boisterously. They even had wine.
 
   Rebeka was introduced to some of the fighters and leaders of the Greek Resistance.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
   Nico sat at a little café, sipped coffee, nibbled away at a pastry and watched the hospital. A drop of sweat slid down his back. Was there really an Ali, Sela’s childhood friend whose stories he remembered her talking about? Was he still a doctor? Was he even alive? Had Nico brought them through hell trying to get to Alexandria? And was it just a crazy idea and a foolish last hope? He mulled over his apprehensions when a half hour later, a tall, older, distinguished Arab man walked out. Nico’s heart skipped a beat. There he was! He did exist and was very much alive. 
 
   He left the café and followed him for several blocks. When he turned into a small alley he grabbed the man from behind, covered his mouth and held him. “Don’t make a sound, I am not here to hurt you. I am a friend.” Still covering the man’s mouth Nico let him slowly turn around and then removed his hand. The two faced each other without speaking but their eyes were questioning. Nico spoke first: “I am Nicolaos Malandros.”
 
   The man gasped. “Valentina’s husband?” 
 
   Nico grinned. “And you are definitely Doctor Ali. I recognized you from the photo on Sela’s piano.”
 
   “That I am. How are they? How is Sela?” Nico immediately detected the softness in Ali’s eyes at the mention of his mother-in-law. 
 
   “When I left them they were fine and Sela was her usual spitfire self.”
 
   Ali laughed. “I don’t doubt that a bit. But tell me, what is going on? Why are you here and why in the name of Allah do you smell like death?”
 
   “It’s quite a story. Is there someplace safe we can talk?”
 
   “Yes, follow me.” They came upon the old Vidalis mansion. Ali still lived there, still loved it, and always remembered every sentimental moment. The villa was as beautiful as ever. “Come around the back and meet me in the tool shed.” Nico nodded and watched the street as Ali went into his home. A few minutes later Nico joined him.
 
   “Here, I brought you some bread and figs, that’s all I could find,” Ali said, handing him the food.
 
   “In addition to being a great doctor, you must be somewhat psychic. Thank you.”
 
   Ali grinned. “I don’t know about any of that, but logically you must be hungry.”
 
   “Starving…”
 
   “Tell me, how is my beautiful Goddaughter?”
 
   “Ah, my little nightingale. Oh, Ali, she is the best. She is the smile in my heart and more beautiful with each passing day. She is the most incredible woman I know…”
 
   Ali laughed. “I’m almost sorry I asked.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I got carried away. I miss her so very much.”
 
   “Don’t apologize. It is wonderful to see a man so in love.”
 
   “Yes, she truly is my life, Ali. If anything ever happened to her…”
 
   “Don’t be silly, she’s is smart, that one.”
 
   “That she is,” Nico said and sighed, “that she is. And what about your family?”
 
   “My wife died two years ago, a bad heart you know. I have two wonderful sons. One of them, Gibril, is a doctor and works at the hospital with me. The other is in development who at this moment is in the desert, with some old Bedouin friends.” Ali thought back to the first time he was introduced to Badr and his sick wife. “He tries to make their lives a little easier and modern. If you ask me, that’s an impossible task. And what about Sela?” Ali asked, almost nonchalantly. He had been dying to find out. He would never forget his first and only true love.
 
   “Oh, little Mozart is fine. Still plays the piano night and day and the wisest grand lady I know.”
 
   “Did she ever marry again?” Ali asked apprehensively.
 
   “Heavens no, that one is much too independent and loves her life just the way it is. I think she is just happy being by her family and of course she has her music.”
 
   “And the Song vase?”
 
   “Still with us, and majestically standing on the piano surrounded by photos and Sela’s playing.”
 
   “Good. That’s the way it should be. Sela, the music and the vase must always be one. Now, tell me what brings you here and why do you smell like the morgue in my hospital.”
 
    
 
   By dawn they had devised a plan.
 
   “I will meet you at the port with the truck. Be ready,” Ali said.
 
   “We will be.” 
 
   They left the villa and took off in different directions. Ali headed to the hospital and Nico went back to the boat. He told the group of the plan. Aleko was skeptical. “Can we trust them?” He asked.
 
   “As much as we can trust anybody in this war. Besides, what choice do we have?” Nico answered. 
 
   “Alright.” He looked at the others. They nodded in agreement.
 
    
 
   Less than an hour later Ali drove up to the boat in the port. Three men emerged from the truck. Aleko whistled in bewilderment at the vehicle. “Now, that’s a sight to behold.” The others looked at the mortuary truck. It was very dark green, almost black, sported a red crescent and the hospital logo on all sides. It was a mean, ominous and repulsive looking vehicle that reeked of death. 
 
   “That’s a monster baby!” Nico said.
 
   “Even I would think twice about stopping that thing,” the Greek doctor said.
 
   “Doctor,” Nico said, let me introduce you to Doctor Ali.” The men shook hands.
 
   Ali, in turn, introduced his own team. “This is Doctor Gibril, who is also my son, and Doctor Mohammed, my assistant.” They introduced themselves and then Ali placed a sign in front of the truck so that they wouldn’t be disturbed—it held a warning that the boat was contaminated with disease.
 
   Gibril went into the truck and brought out a medical smock and fresh bandanas for each of them. The decomposition was brutal. The bodies had to either be buried immediately or burned. The men were having a difficult time with the smell. It was so intense that they kept inhaling smelling salts. They put on the medical coats, wrapped the cloths around their faces and started removing the bodies. One by one they were placed in body bags provided by Ali and lifted into the truck. 
 
   Two German soldiers, who were patrolling the port, came a little too close for Aleko’s comfort. He watched them carefully, his hand on the knife handle in his belt. They came closer still, but when the stench hit them they stopped, and when they saw the dead bodies they started gagging. They turned away, covering their mouths and nose. Aleko took his hand off of the knife. The others, who had been watching, sighed with relief and continued their morbid task.
 
   “Alright, we are finished. Let’s go,” Ali said. He turned to his assistant. “Mohammed, take over at the hospital, Gibril will come with me. We leave right now.” 
 
   “But Doctor…” Mohammed stammered. Running the hospital was an overwhelming task. It seemed that patients, of all nationalities, were continuously pouring in to get healed, especially war wounded. 
 
   “With a name like yours, you can only succeed. You’ll be fine.” Nico said.
 
   Doctor Mohammed forgot his problems for a moment and shook Nico’s hand. He embraced Ali and Gibril. “Allah be with you, with all of you.”
 
   “And you, my friend,” Ali answered.
 
    
 
   The truck rambled out of Alexandria at dusk and headed south into the sandy wilderness. Gibril drove, Ali and Nico sat next to him. They watched the peach and lilac sky become purple and then the blackness of the desert night fell upon them. The men were grateful for the cover.
 
   Two hours out of the city they stopped. Aleko, the teacher, and the doctor jumped out from the back of the truck. The men in the front cab did the same. They stretched and drank some water.
 
   “Where exactly are we?” Aleko asked the teacher.
 
   “Do you have your map?” Ali said, taking another swallow of water. Aleko nodded and handed it to him. Ali looked at it for a moment and then motioned to the spot where they were with his flashlight. “There is an oasis about ten miles east of here and a Coptic church right next to it. 
 
   “This is as good a place as any. Let’s bury them here,” the teacher said, and then his eyes grew very big as he saw the coordinates on the map. That’s absolutely amazing! He thought. 
 
    The men went to the back of the truck and came out with shovels. They took off their medical coats and threw them into the front cab. They dug for hours and when the hole was big enough they brought the cadavers out of the truck and laid them in their final resting place. Just before dawn Aleko brought the last body bag and opened it up. He took out the radio, gave it to the teacher and waited. The teacher looked at the map one more time and turned on the wireless. He reached for the little codebook and sent a garbled message. When he finished he gave the radio back to Aleko. The engineer took his rifle and with the butt broke the transmitting machine and threw it in the grave. They covered everything up. 
 
   “When they eventually come to get the gold they will find the bars and the bones. The rest will fade with the sand,” the Greek doctor said. The teacher said a quick prayer. The Greek men crossed themselves and the Muslims recited a verse from the Koran.
 
    
 
   Headquarters received the message. They deciphered it and a messenger delivered it to Prime Minister Koulouris. He immediately read it:
 
    
 
   CORTEZ NOT SUCCESSFUL STOP FOUR MAYANS STILL THE RULERS OF THEIR LAND STOP THEIR SACRIFICE WILL BE ON THE 30th HOUR ON THE 30th DAY STOP SIGNED MONTEZUMA.
 
    
 
   Koulouris almost jumped for joy. “You are brilliant, great school teacher! Bravo to all of you. So you have destroyed the radio and buried the gold in Egypt at longitude 30and latitude 30. How did you ever manage that? Absolutely perfect, even better than Crete!” As happy as Koulouris was about the gold being safe he wondered who the dead Mayan was. He hoped it wasn’t Nico. 
 
    
 
   ♫
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
   Monster Baby, as the men had lovingly named the ugly, ominous truck, rolled back into Alexandria. People turned their head away from the morgue vehicle. Superstition commanded it, but the soldiers did not. They watched the vehicle and then an officer shouted an order. The soldiers ran out into the street and surrounded it. They pointed their rifles at the men inside. Gibril stopped. “RAUS! EVERYBODY OUT!” The officer shouted. One by one they came out. They were asked for their papers.
 
   “I am Doctor Ali. I am the head of the Alexandria Hospital. This is Doctor Gibril and these men are from the mortuary.”
 
   “So where are the dead?” The officer asked.
 
   “They have been burned.”
 
   “Your papers!” He shouted. Ali and Gibril produced them from inside of their smocks. The officer looked at them. As he was studying them the Greek men made eye contact with each other. At the exact same moment they bolted and ran in four different directions. The soldiers opened fire. Nico felt the bullets fly by him. He kept running and then he saw two of the men go down. The teacher and the Greek doctor lay limp on the street with crazy blood designs decorating their smocks. They didn’t move. Nico cursed and ran even faster. He saw Aleko close by and then the man did an obscene somersault. Blood sprayed away from his head and he fell sprawling to the ground. Nico screamed and ran toward him. Suddenly Aleko was moving and trying to get up. He was bleeding from a gash on the side of his head. Nico stopped to help him.
 
   “Get up, man!” Nico shouted.
 
   “Go on without me. I can’t go on. I’ve been hit.”
 
   “The bullet only grazed you. Now shut up and get up,” Nico said helping him. Aleko tried but his legs buckled and he fell back down. Nico lifted him up and threw him over his shoulder. He ran into the souq and disappeared. 
 
    
 
   Ali was tinkering in the shed behind the villa. He didn’t see them but he felt them. He whirled around. “You’re alive!” He whispered, seeing Nico and Aleko.
 
   “Yes, my friend,” Nico answered. 
 
   Ali saw the dirty rag around Aleko’s head. “Are you hurt?” He asked, putting his hand on the bandage. “Let me take a look at it.” He unwrapped it and saw the deep gash. “You’re a lucky man. A few more millimeters… Anyway, let me fix it up. I have my case in the house. I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Is anyone watching the house? We didn’t see any Germans.”
 
   “I don’t know. But I doubt the Gestapo would give up that easily. They’re trying to find you two. Oh, and good news. The teacher was shot in the legs and the doctor only took a bullet in the shoulder.”
 
   “That’s good news?” Aleko asked.
 
   “The good news is that they are alive and at the hospital. The soldiers didn’t bother with them. They were only interested in the ones who escaped. They thought the other two were dead. When they left we took them to the hospital. They’ll both be alright, but I don’t know if the teacher will keep his legs or ever walk again. Anyway, we’ll take care of them. Now let me go get my case.” Ali quickly and silently went to the house and came back a few minutes later with his medical bag. He also brought back some bread, fruit and water.
 
   “Ali, you’re always feeding me, my friend,” Nico said.
 
   “Always a pleasure. Now let’s get this cut fixed up.” As Nico ate Aleko stood still and gritted his teeth. Ali cleaned the wound, stitched it up and bandaged his head.
 
   “You have to get out of here. It is much too dangerous for you to stay in Egypt.” Nico nodded. “A plane is leaving for Crete tonight. It is all set. They are expecting you.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   “Compliments of the Resistance. I had a feeling you would come back here.”
 
   “You’re very wise, Ali, but why Crete? There is a war going on there.”
 
   “Of course, but it is better than the Gestapo following you around here. Besides, you can blend in. It is easier to be in the middle of a war than to be followed by those bloodhounds.” 
 
   Nico knew Ali was right. That was the best way to get away from the Gestapo. Even the Germans wouldn’t think that they would go back into the lion’s den.  Besides, he thought, he would be back in Greece and closer to his beloved family. “Tonight it is then, but you must promise to come to Athens after this damn war is finally over.”
 
   “I promise. You just stay safe and take care of those lovely ladies.”
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   CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
   Nico and Aleko stared at the Hamilcar. “Where’s the engine?” Nico asked.
 
   “I greatly respect German engineering, but this is a British jewel. It’s a high wing cantilever monoplane. It’s a glider,” Aleko answered, more enthused than he’d been in a long time. Nico just stared some more.
 
   “Come on, come on, let’s go!” A tall, big, British officer with a red face and ruddy complexion said as he hurried them into the aircraft. The Greek men climbed aboard and took a seat on the hard wooden bench lining the sides of the plane. They squeezed in between a unit of British soldiers. Nico took a closer look at their uniforms and suddenly realized they were wearing parachutes. “They’re paratroopers.” Nico whispered to Aleko.
 
   “Yes, I noticed that too.”
 
   “Oh, shit.”
 
   “My thoughts exactly. Well, maybe it won’t be too bad. We can pretend we’re Ikarus.”
 
   “Ikarus got too close to the sun and burned his wings. Basically, he crashed.”
 
   “Well, we won’t get too close to the sun, it’s nighttime.”
 
   Nico grimaced. “Sir, excuse me,” Nico said, turning to the British officer.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Those tanks up front, aren’t they heavy for a glider?”
 
   “They’re Tetrarchs, Light tank Mk VII to be exact. They only weigh a little over seven tons,” the officer answered proudly.
 
   “I see… only a little over seven tons,” Nico repeated.
 
   Aleko watched his friend and wondered how he could speak without breathing.
 
   “We’re going to have great fun, Laddy, you’ll see,” the officer said, and slapped Nico playfully on his shoulder with the biggest open palm he had ever seen.  Nico winced as the officer laughed all the way down to his seat.
 
   They rolled down the runway. Nico grabbed the sides of the bench so tight that his knuckles turned white. Moments later they were airborne and flew high into the night.
 
   “That was great! And it’s so wonderfully quiet,” Aleko said.
 
   “Yes, it’s uh, interesting.”
 
   “Ah, relax, Nico. It’s going to be fine.”
 
   “Mm, yes, I’m sure. How’s your head? Ali said you had a bad concussion.”
 
   “Just a headache, not too bad. He gave me some aspirin, Bayer, German pills. They work very well. I wonder where he got them.”
 
   “That’s good. At least you don’t have to contend with any engine noise.” Nico looked glum. Aleko laughed.
 
   “What’s wrong, Nico? Never been in a plane before?”
 
   “Oh, sure, just never jumped out of a plane before. A glider no less...”
 
   “Alright, ladies,” the British officer said, interrupting them, “time to get dressed.” He handed them each a parachute. Nico felt the blood drain out of his face. “We’ll be over the site soon.” He helped them into their gear and double checked the equipment. “Looking good, gentlemen, looking good.” Nico curled one side of his mouth. He couldn’t quite manage a full smile.
 
   “Are the tanks going to parachute out as well?” Nico asked.
 
   “No, just us.” The officer grinned at Nico. “They have another mission.”
 
   “I see.” He didn’t.
 
   “Oh, and by the way, change of plans. We’re not landing in Crete anymore.
 
   “Where are we going?” Aleko asked.
 
   “Mainland Greece.”
 
   A red light appeared over the door. Nico saw it. “Oh, shit.”
 
   “UP!” The officer bellowed. The unit stood up, as did Aleko. Nico didn’t. Aleko grabbed his arm and pulled him up.
 
   The door opened and the light turned to green. One by one they jumped out of the plane. Nico and Aleko were last, the officer behind them. “Remember to bend your knees when you land. Good luck men,” he shouted. “I’ll come visit you some day, Laddy.”
 
   “Yes, that would be lovely, please do.” Nico said, managing a polite whispered reply. What he really wanted to say was that he wouldn’t be around, that he would be down there, like a dead squashed cockroach.
 
   “Oh, and keep breathing,” the officer said. Aleko crossed himself, closed his eyes, and jumped. Nico saw his friend’s chute open and tried to follow him out, but he was frozen—more from fear than from the cold blast that was coming in from the open door. He noticed that his legs had turned to jelly and he couldn’t move. “Laddy, if you don’t jump I’m going to put me boot up your arse,” the Britisher said. Nico heard him laughing as he was pushed into the vastness of the night and plummeted down to earth.
 
   Nico screamed until his parachute burst open. When it did he was forcefully pulled back up. He lost his breath and wondered if his heart stopped beating from the shock. Then he floated down, swinging gently from side to side. This isn’t so bad, he thought, and smiled for the first time since boarding the glider. He also realized that his heart had its natural rhythm back. He stretched out his arms and sang: “Look at me! I’m a bird, I’m a bird, I can fly!” He thought of his beloved Valentina. “I am Apollo!,” he shouted, “I am flying to you, poulaki mou, my little bird, I will cradle you in my arms and never let you go!” Nico sang as loud as he could, happier than he had been in a very long time. The singing relaxed him, and the thought of his beloved wife completed him. Of course, there was still the landing. He tried to keep his mind away from the upcoming catastrophe.
 
   Nico saw the ground rushing up to him and at the last moment he remembered to bend his knees. He landed harder than he expected and groaned as he tumbled over himself. Nico kept rolling, a skein of silk, rope and limbs. When he finally stopped he wondered how many bones he had broken. He waited for the pain, but it was no worse than scraped chin and hands. My God, I made it, he said to himself. He looked up at the sky. The plane was gone and he was grateful for the dense blackness. “I don’t know which one of you is watching over me,” he said, whispering to the hidden stars, “but you must be working overtime. Thank you. If I may be so bold as to ask you for one more little favor, please try to make sure my family is alright, I would be very grateful.” 
 
   Out of the darkness a man ran over and helped Nico out of his parachute. “I am Costas, come with me.” They hid the bundle among some trees. Nico met up with Aleko and another man and followed them. Nico saw the British officer take off with his unit in another direction. He turned just in time to see Nico salute him. He grinned and saluted back.
 
   “Good luck to you, Laddie, good luck to all of us,” he whispered, as he disappeared into the darkness of the trees and the forest.
 
   Costas and his partner brought Aleko and Nico to their camp and motioned for them to sit down. “Have something to eat,” Costas said and walked away.
 
   They sat around a fire and ate heartily, grateful to be back in Greece and to the Palikaria, the courageous men who risked their lives to meet them. A young woman brought them some fruit. Nico looked at her. There was something familiar about her and then it hit him. “Oh, my God, Rebeka!” Nico exclaimed. She spun around and muffled a scream and then hugged him.
 
   “Kyrie Nico, Mister Nico!”  
 
   Costas, who had returned, stood behind her. “You know him?” He asked.
 
   “Oh, yes! He and his family saved my life and kept me in their house for months. They put their lives on the line to shelter me.”
 
   “It is so good to see you!” Nico said. “What about my family? Do you know if they are alright?”
 
   “I don’t know, it’s been a while since I left Athens, but they were fine then.” Nico nodded. She didn’t tell him about Melina and the Gestapo, or that they were looking for him.
 
   “Tell me Costas, where exactly are we?” Nico asked.
 
   “Not too far from Patras. Tomorrow we move on into the mountains near Kalavrita. That is where the Resistance has its base. You are welcome to come with us.”
 
   “Mission?”
 
   Costas nodded. “Yes. We can use all the help we can get.”
 
   “It will be my honor. It is the least I can do. You came to my rescue and I am available to do anything to get these enemies out of our country.”
 
   Costas looked at Aleko who was nodding off to sleep as he was eating. “What’s up with him?”
 
   “He was shot and has a concussion. He’ll be alright.”
 
   “He was shot in the head?”
 
   “Well, yes. Actually the bullet grazed him. He just has a big gash and a few stitches. He’ll be as good as new in no time.”
 
   “Will he be alright for the mission?”
 
   “Absolutely, don’t worry about him. He’s an amazing guy.”
 
   A man ran up behind Costas. “He’s coming! He’s coming! The Amerikanós is coming!” He cried.
 
   They could hear the sounds of a jeep in the distance. Costas ran off toward the woods and beckoned to Nico who immediately jumped up and followed the men. They crouched behind some trees and waited for the all-terrain vehicle to come to a full stop. The driver turned off the engine and waited. The guerillas came out of their hiding place and went up to him. Costas greeted him with a strong handshake. “Good to see you, my friend!”
 
   “And you too, Costas,” the American answered in fluent Greek. “I brought you some goodies,” he said grinning. The jeep was full of supplies. “Rifles, pistols, ammunition, grenades, dynamite and cans of food.”
 
   “You are an angel from heaven.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know about that. What I do know is that we’re winning this damn war. The Germans are being pushed out of Greece inch by inch. We’ll get it done,” the man said, with typical American confidence. 
 
   Costas smiled. “Yes, that is good news, my friend.” He looked at the car. “What happened? It’s full of bullet holes!”
 
   “Yeah, one of the patrols saw me and started firing. Those bullets flying by my face didn’t do much for my poor eardrums. I’m still hearing bells in my head and I’m really glad the ammunition wasn’t hit!”
 
   “Well, I’m just very grateful that you’re alive and you didn’t become a firecracker. Let me introduce you to Nico, a great patriot, First War and now this one.” The two men shook hands. Costas continued: “This is William Walters from the U.S. State Department—a great ally and a great man.”
 
   “That’s enough of that,” William said, “do you have anything to drink?”
 
   “Ouzo?” Costas said.
 
   “I was thinking of water, but that’ll work.”
 
    
 
   The next day they headed out toward Kalavrita. William drove the jeep with Nico and Aleko. Costas and the rest of the group of resistance fighters, including Rebeka, followed on horseback or mules. Kalavrita was difficult to get to, which was another reason why they chose the village. They took small windy roads and passed by deep gorges. By late afternoon they arrived at a monastery. The fighters dismounted and William stopped the jeep.
 
   “The little church is beautiful. Do you know anything about it?” William asked Nico.
 
   “Oh, yes!” Nico answered, always thrilled when asked to share knowledge. “Greece was under Turkish occupation for four hundred years and it was here at Aghia Lavra on March 21st of 1821 that Archbishop Germanos of Patras proclaimed a revolt for an independent Greece. The monastery is famous for its role in the liberation of our war of independence.”
 
   “And it is only fitting that our headquarters is located here,” Costas added proudly. He was standing behind them. “We will push the Nazis out like we did the Turks. And recently, when Metaxa, our Prime Minister at the time, was given an ultimatum by the Italians asking us to surrender, his answer was Oxi! No! That’s all he said. When the Italians attacked we threw them out of Greece and pushed them back into Albania. Since the Italians couldn’t handle it, the Germans came in.” 
 
   William came to realize that all Greeks loved talking about their history, and were damn proud of it. They entered the monastery and were met by a priest who immediately embraced Costas. “It is good to see you again, my son.”
 
   “You too, Father.”
 
   “Let me introduce you. This is William, an Amerikanós who has come to help us, and Nico and Aleko, heroes all.”
 
   “I have information for you, actually, it’s more of a message,” the priest said seriously. “The Germans are all around Kalavrita and the other villages. The villagers around here are begging you not to have your headquarters here because the Germans will retaliate. They have promised you support and anything you need, but to please not stay around here.”
 
   Costas face flushed red. “We are the Resistance! We are fighting and dying to free this country and it is only fitting that we are based here. We live in the wild like animals so that others may live as humans. Their request is absurd.” There was no moving him. Costas was adamant and the subject ended right there.
 
    
 
   The next morning Costas sent a man with a shovel to dig a hole. “I want you to dig it deep so that a man can fit into it standing up. Understood?” The man nodded and went off into an open field.
 
   That afternoon the Germans were on patrol. The troops searched the surrounding area and spotted the Guerillas. They opened fire. The Resistance retaliated and Costas ran to William. “Come with me!” He shouted. William followed and Costas led him to the hole. “Get in there and don’t move!” He ordered.
 
   “What the hell is this? Why should I get in this hole? There’s a war going on!”
 
   “Because we need you alive, you are very important to us,” Costas said, almost lovingly, “and we do not want your blood spilled in Greece. Now, please, get in!” He said, gently pushing him along. William gave in to Costas, jumped into the hole, mainly because he did not want to hurt this leader’s feelings and because he understood that these people had come to love and respect him. It would be a love affair with Greece and the Greeks that would last William’s entire lifetime. 
 
   Costas left. William was in his hole when he started laughing. He was safe, except for one thing—his head was sticking out. The hole had been dug for a short Greek man, not a tall American. He made the best of it as he watched the skirmish in front of him. An hour later it was over. Several men from both sides had been killed. William squeezed himself out and went to the camp. He watched as the Greeks debated what to do with three German soldiers.
 
   “I say we kill them,” Costas said.
 
   “But they are prisoners,” Nico countered.
 
   “They are soldiers and certainly aware of the possibilities of death. Besides, we don’t have enough supplies for ourselves, let alone prisoners. What would you like to do with them? Drag them around with us? Tell them to be still while we are fighting? We don’t have a prisoner of war camp.”
 
   Nico still did not agree. “I understand what you’re saying, but there are rules in war, humanitarian rules.”
 
   “I promise they will be executed humanely.”
 
   “Costas, think about it,” William said, “the Germans will retaliate.” 
 
   “So we will give them some of their own medicine.”
 
   William also realized that the Greeks were stubborn. They shot the prisoners.
 
    
 
   True to their reputation the Germans retaliated. They bombed the villages from the air, brutalized the villagers, killed some of them and issued a warning: For every German killed fifty Greeks would die. They spoke to the Monks at the monastery who were to become the negotiators between the two sides, but little did they know that later that afternoon when they were led to the top of a cliff by the German soldiers. The Monks were made to jump to their deaths.
 
   Costas was beside himself. He was raging.
 
   “Humanitarian you called it! Eh, Nico, they murdered the priests, men of cloth! Men who had been nothing but kind to everyone and anyone, men who gave of themselves and never hurt a soul. Now they’re at the bottom of the gorge like discarded filthy rags. They will pay for this!” Costas ranted on and kicked everything around him. After a while he calmed down and spoke to Nico and William. “I want you two out of here. I want you to go to the Allies and get more help. I want you to tell them what kind of filth we are dealing with. If anyone can do it, you can. I already talked to Aleko, he wants to stay here with us and fight.”
 
   “We’ll leave now,” William said. “I’ll send more help.” Nico and William said goodbye to the guerillas. 
 
   Nico hugged Rebeka. “Do you want to come with us?” He asked her.
 
   “No, but thank you. It would be too dangerous, besides, I’ve found my place,” she said, turning her gaze to Costas.
 
   Nico smiled. “Be safe, little one. I hope this will be over soon and you can have a wonderful life with your man. Take care of each other.” 
 
   “We’ll try. Thanks for everything again, and you be careful too.” 
 
   Nico nodded and turned away, sadly marveling that Rebeka had grown into a tough adult much too quickly.
 
   “God be with you,” Costas said. 
 
   William and Nico left in the jeep and crossed the mountains. More than once they were spotted, more than once the bullets flew by their faces and more than once they made it through alive. Nico was constantly amazed at the tenacity and the focus of the Amerikanós. He never seemed to lose control. His nerves were made of steel and every once in a while his sense of humor surprised him. He was a man’s man, and he had no doubt that with his good looks quite a lady’s man as well. He admired and respected him immensely.
 
   True to his word Costas and the Resistance retaliated, rounded up prisoners, shot them and threw them over the same cliff where the monks had been killed. The Germans couldn’t stop the guerillas, nor could they find them and the next day they rounded up the villagers of Kalavrita. They separated the men and the boys over twelve on one side and the women and smaller children on another side. The fathers kissed their children and wives, held back tears and walked heads low to a field. They were made to sit and watch helplessly as they burned the town, watched their lives and everything they owned and worked for go up in mad clouds of black smoke. All they had left were the memories of what once was. They watched for hours. By the end of the afternoon an order was shouted and the hidden machine guns opened fire. They were all shot and their broken bodies fell in what was quickly becoming a field of ugly crimson. A few survived, but the soldiers went around and shot the ones still living. A total of over 1300 men and boys were slaughtered. When the soldiers finished, they marched off singing. The women of the town were made to dig their graves.
 
   A few days later, most of the women and small children were ordered into the church, the monastery of Aghia Lavra, where the flag of independence was first raised in 1821. The doors were locked behind them. They waited, wailing and crying, not knowing what fate awaited them. An order was shouted and the soldiers set fire to the church and left. The flames engulfed the outer walls. They were to be burned alive and the monastery reduced to ashes. A young German soldier, who couldn’t bring himself to take part in the massacre rushed to the doors, unlocked them and told the women to escape. They grabbed their children and ran into the hills and to safety. The soldier was shot. 
 
    
 
   After the war, a silver kandili, a votive, was placed in the church for every person who perished and a gold one for the young blond German who gave his life to save so many.
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   CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   Nico and William said goodbye. They had traveled and fought side by side for many days and saved each other’s lives more than once. Nico regarded the younger man as a son and William was grateful to have inherited the love of a father. The two men spent a great deal of time together and when they hadn’t been dodging bullets or fleeing from their enemies they would be huddled in some safe spot. And they talked. For the first time William opened up all the pent up emotions and pain he had inherited from his father, related his bi-continent childhood and arduous adolescent years. Nico, too, told him about his own painful memories, about the difficult journey from Oniraki and to the place he now was at, the loss of his family’s fortune and the women in his life he adored. Each man was fascinated by their stories and grateful for the other’s presence in their lives. They respected each other, and their bond would be like none other they would ever know. It was as if a missing piece of their lives had been found. 
 
   They knew the end of the war was near. The time had come to part ways and to follow their respective paths. When the moment came to say goodbye they embraced and cried as only a father and son could. They promised to find each other after the war. 
 
   William headed out to find where the Americans were. Nico’s objective was to make his way to Athens and his family. He started walking; there was no other way. He stayed hidden from the occupiers and traveled during the cool nights. The days were too hot and much too dangerous. The Germans were everywhere, but the atmosphere had changed. They knew they were beaten, and were scurrying out of the country. As they did, they killed anyone they came across. They too were scared; death lurked around them as well. Nico kept walking, crawling, hiding. He was exhausted, but he kept on marching toward Athens. He had all the energy he needed: some bread, olives, water and the motivation of seeing his family again. He often mused that this was a second beginning, very much a repeat of his first trip from Oniraki. How he longed for the mother goat with her milk and the kids for company. Yes, he would rebuild his life and his publishing empire and this time he had his family to share it with. 
 
    
 
   By the time Nico arrived in Athens he had walked more than two hundred kilometers. Just thinking about his family and the good times ahead made the journey easier. He hardly felt the blood that filled his ragged shoes from the blisters that had burst and rubbed his feet raw and his thin frame paid no attention to his hungry stomach. He hungered more for those he loved.
 
    
 
   Nico walked the last few steps into the Plaka. Even in his exhausted state he moved like a panther in the night, sleek and quiet. He entered his house through the open kitchen window and silently went upstairs to Melina’s bedroom. His daughter was sleeping, one arm dangling over the side of the bed. He wanted to lift it back onto the mattress and hug her, but he knew it wasn’t wise. He didn’t want to put her in jeopardy. He knew the Germans were still after him, even though the British and Allied troops were on the outskirts of Athens. He knew liberation was close, but didn’t want to take any chances. He blew her a kiss and went to Valentina. Sela saw Nico come in and was thrilled that he was alive and well. He was thinner than when he left, and his tattered clothes and bloody feet convinced her that he had been through hell. She didn’t say anything and watched him. Nico never saw her and she let him be. Her eyes followed him when he went to Melina’s room and then to the master bedroom. When he didn’t come back out she just smiled and went to the piano. 
 
   When Nico looked in he saw Valentina asleep on their bed, the bed where they had shared so many wonderful intimate moments together and created a lifetime of memories. His heart skipped a beat, and his body filled with joy. He went to her and gently covered her mouth. Valentina’s eyes flew open. She was ready to fight when she realized it was Nico. Her eyes grew wider and calmer, and then the tears slid down the sides of her face. Nico slowly leaned forward and as he removed his hand he sweetly kissed the most delicious lips in the world. Valentina hugged her man and they held each other for a very long time without saying a word.
 
    
 
   Sela sat on the bench at the piano, looked at her pictures, and caressed the Song vase. She didn’t move from her spot for a couple of hours and daydreamed about her life and her family. Normally she would have just looked at the photos, sat down, lit a cigarette and played. Today she didn’t make a sound and gave Nico and Valentina some very much-needed time alone.
 
   Sela waited until daybreak when the rays hit the vase. The brilliance radiated the light around her and into her. Sela touched it and smiled. It was their special moment. She stroked the ivory keys and gently tapped the little ebony steps. She then lovingly spread her fingers across the octaves and played with more gusto than she’d had in four years of enemy occupation. 
 
   It was as if Sela had a premonition. Suddenly every church bell in Athens, and indeed around the country, rang and rang and seemed to never stop. British soldiers in jeeps, tanks and on foot moved into the city. A few Nazis that were left disappeared. People ran out of their houses and into the streets. They stopped everything they were doing and started to shout, scream for joy, sing and dance. Everybody embraced everybody else, whether they knew them or not. Music and bouzoukis could be heard everywhere, entire neighborhoods danced syrtakis and every other Greek dance imaginable. The bells continued to ring. The news spread like wildfire. The sun was shining in a cloudless bold, blue sky. The sea surrounding the country was calm yet powerfully blue, and when Nico and the beloved women in his life walked outside of the villa they saw waves of Greek blue from tiny flags flying from what seemed every door, every window, every street corner, every building and every child’s little hand. When they looked up the Aegean blue flag was being raised at the top of the Acropolis by proud and handsome Evzones in authentic revolutionary uniforms with pleated skirts, knives in their sashes and red pompoms on their tsarouchia, their clog-like shoes that originated during the Homeric times. They saluted their flag that danced gracefully and elegantly in the warm breeze. The entire city, and indeed the rest of the land, was having a party—it was liberation day.
 
   ELEFTHERIA! FREEDOM! could be heard from every corner of the country. Nico, the seal point cat, who had sworn to help free his nation, let his breath out. He had done his part in reclaiming its rightful color and its soul. Greece was once again free and a joyous blue.
 
   ♫
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
   Several days later Nico was drinking his coffee in his beloved patio. He was thinking about the steps he needed to take to get his business up and running, when he heard a familiar and very loud sound. “What the devil?” He stood up and hobbled in his bandaged feet to the outside wall of his home. He looked over and burst out laughing, as he watched a Hamilcar tank pull up to his front door and recognized the British officer from the glider. 
 
   “Hey, Laddy, I told you I’d come for a visit. Do you have any Scotch lying around this beautiful mansion?” He shouted from the top of the tank’s hatch.
 
   “I have a bottle with your name on it!” Nico shouted back and ran out into the street as fast as his sore feet would let him. The officer jumped off the seven tons of metal vehicle and Nico hugged the jovial man. “What’s with the tank? You couldn’t find a taxi or a mule?”
 
   “Sentimental, Laddy, sentimental. Besides, all the jeeps were already taken.”
 
   The entire neighborhood came out to witness what the commotion was all about. When they saw the tank they cheered, and the children climbed up and played. They were all over the Britisher and he hugged each and every one of them. He let them sit inside and explained the machinery to them. After a little while he scooted them all out. 
 
   “If you’re finished playing come in, I want you to meet my family,” Nico said. The officer followed him into the house and met the women Nico was so proud of. He presented them with a very large can of corned beef. Valentina was thrilled, and for the next two weeks she managed meals for the family. She prepared the beef boiled, fried, baked, hashed, sautéed and any other way her creative mind could concoct. It would take the family a long way, but it would also take them a very long time before any one of them could eat corned beef again.
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   CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
   The Liberation Ball at the Royal palace was the first great social event to take place after the war. At the invitation of Greece’s King Paul, the crème de la crème of Athenian society was prominently present, as were foreign Ambassadors and delegates and many Greek and allied heroes. Evzones, Royal Guards of the King, lined the streets leading up to the palace, the entrances and were posted throughout the building. 
 
   When the Malandros family walked into the great hall all those present gasped. They hadn’t been seen in years. They were thinner, but they stood tall, proud and looked exquisite in their long gowns and Nico in his tuxedo. They were greeted with applause. Not only were they celebrities and members of the Athenian aristocracy, they were also Greek heroes. Nico was getting his business running again, with a little help from the Prime Minister (it was the least he could do in return for what Nico had done for the country, the Minister had said), Valentina and Sela were booked to perform together at the prestigious Herodus Atticus theater at the Acropolis, and Melina was continuing her studies at the conservatory. They mingled with the other guests. Nico was talking to the Greek Prime Minister, others were begging Valentina and Sela to play and sing and Melina disappeared to the food tables. She was still hungry. It would take her mind a while to understand that her body wasn’t craving food anymore. 
 
   As she hurried toward the buffet she never noticed the big tall man in front of her and ran into him. He was carrying a glass of champagne. His reflexes were fast enough so that he didn’t drop the crystal, but it didn’t prevent him from getting the bubbly liquid on his tuxedo. Melina gasped, mortified at what she had done. She timidly lifted her eyes up. To her great surprise the man was smiling and apologizing. It was his fault, he was saying. Melina stared at him. He looked very much like John Wayne. His hair was very blond and wavy and his eyes were soft and powder blue. 
 
   “Miss, are you alright?” He asked.
 
   “Oh, oh, yes. I’m so very sorry,” Melina apologized, “I’ve ruined you’re beautiful tuxedo.”
 
   “Nothing the dry cleaners can’t fix. Besides, nobody will see it. Can I get you a drink?”
 
   “A drink?” 
 
    “Yeah, a Scotch, Cognac…” He looked at her. She was still a little shaken. “A lemonade?” 
 
   Her eyes lit up. “Oh, yes, please, a lemonade.”
 
   “One lemonade coming right up. You stay here and I’ll be right back. Okay?” Melina nodded.
 
   True to his word he came back with a glass of freshly squeezed lemonade and another champagne for himself. Melina looked at the flute apprehensively. “Shall we try for seconds?” The American said.
 
   Melina giggled. “No, I promise to behave myself and not spill anything else on you tonight.”
 
   “Well, that’s a relief,” he said. “By the way, my name is William.”
 
   “Melina.”
 
   William and Melina enjoyed each other’s company and talked for a long while.
 
   “How long have you been in Greece?” Melina asked.
 
   “About two years. Mainly in the hills, with the Resistance and with the American embassy.”
 
   Melina was grateful that this American had fought alongside her countrymen. “We thank you for coming to our aid. We couldn’t have done it without the Allies.”
 
   “It has been a great experience.  As a matter of fact, I met this incredible guy who taught me a lot about your country. I’ve come to love it very much, Melina. One of the things he told me was about the Evzones.” He looked around. “They seem to be everywhere tonight.”
 
   “Yes, they guard the King, the palace, the flag, the tomb of the Unknown Soldier and are ever present at functions like these.”
 
   “Yes, this guy told me all about them.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Oh, this man seemed to know everything about everything.”
 
   “Sounds like my father,” Melina giggled. “So, what did he tell you about the Evzones?”
 
   “Well, I was fascinated by the history and their uniforms. They date back to the Homeric period, and making them is no easy task. They’re all hand made by master artisans. The fustanella, the skirt, is made from thirty meters of white cloth and there are four hundred pleats, each one symbolizing a year of the Ottoman occupation. The hat is of red felt with a black silk tassel; the vest is hand embroidered with gold and white thread and depicts different traditional and ethnographic motifs. And of course, the tsarouchia, the shoes, are hand cut from hard red leather and have sixty round nails on the bottom of the sole. And there is a black pompom attached to the front.” William looked at her. “How did I do?”
 
   “Very impressive. Most Greeks probably don’t even know those details.”
 
   “And I didn’t even tell you about the leotards or the garters.” 
 
   Melina laughed. William was so easy to talk to. “I told you, I had a good teacher. By the way,” William said, changing into a subject he was a little more interested in, “did you come here alone?” He wondered if she had a boyfriend. Hundreds, probably, he thought.
 
   “Oh, my God!” Melina gasped. William’s heart sank. He was starting to really like this young woman. “I completely forgot!” There was hope after all, he mused. Had she forgotten the boyfriend? “Oh, please, come with me, I’ll introduce you,” she said, pulling his hand. William wasn’t so sure he wanted to meet the other man, but he followed her respectfully. Melina found her mother. “William, I would like to introduce my mother, Valentina Malandros.” 
 
   William kissed her hand. “Now I see where the daughter gets her beauty from,” he said gallantly, actually meaning it.
 
   “You are very kind, sir,” Valentina said, accepting the compliment graciously.
 
   “You know, I used to know a Nicolaos M…” William felt a hand on his shoulder and stopped.
 
   “What do you mean used to know?” Nico whirled William around and held his arms out.
 
   “Nico! You old son of a b…” The two men embraced and smacked each other on the back. “You made it, man, you made it!”
 
   “You had doubts?”
 
   “Never!”
 
   Melina stared open-mouthed. “You know my Daddy?” She asked.
 
   “Nico is your father?” William asked Melina, incredulously. She nodded. He turned to Nico. “Nico, you didn’t tell me you had a daughter.”
 
   “I most certainly did. And a gorgeous wife and a delightful mother-in-law.”
 
   “Yeah, but you didn’t say they were so beautiful.”
 
   “Yes, I did,” Nico insisted.
 
   “Uh, boys, it doesn’t really matter. What does matter, though, is that you are both safe and sound and that we are together,” Valentina interrupted.
 
   “You’re are absolutely right, poulaki mou, my little bird,” Nico agreed. “I thought life was already perfect, but I was wrong, it just gets better every day. It is so very good to see you, William.”
 
   “You’re absolutely right, Nico,” William agreed.
 
   “So what are you up?” Nico asked.
 
   “I’m still with the American embassy,” William answered, “I wanted to stay in Greece, help out where I could. Of course, one of my priorities was to find you. I couldn’t imagine it would be this easy.”
 
   “And find me you did. Oh, I’m very glad, William. You will have to come to the house and often. Ah,” Nico said, seeing Sela coming toward them, “may I introduce you to Sela, my divine mother-in-law?” Nico asked.
 
   “It is a great honor, Madame,” William said, kissing her hand.
 
   “It really is,” Melina said proudly, “she’s the best concert pianist in the world.” William’s heart skipped a beat as he thought of his own mother.
 
   “Ah, Melina, you shouldn’t say such lies to this nice young man,” Sela said. 
 
   “I very much doubt that she’s lying,” William said, playing along. “I’m sure you’re a magnificent pianist, besides, I know a good one when I see one.”
 
   “Oh? And how’s that?” Sela said simply.
 
   “My mother was a concert pianist.”
 
   Nico’s lips curled into a sly smile. He looked at Sela and raised a questioning eyebrow. That’s all the coaxing Sela needed. She turned to William. “Do you have a cigarette, young man?”
 
   “Of course, Madame,” he answered. He opened his gold case, offered her one and then lit it.
 
   “Thank you, William.” Sela of course knew where the piano was and headed toward it. Nico gently nudged Valentina and William. They followed, as did Melina.
 
   “Nico, you are incorrigible!” Valentina whispered.
 
   “Oh, yes, my darling, and loving every minute of it.”
 
   Valentina chuckled and watched as her mother sat on the bench at the piano, the cigarette dangling from her lips. William raised his own eyebrow. The lovely lady has spunk, he thought. At the first sounds all the people in the great hall turned around. When they saw who was playing they immediately clapped. The great Sela Vidalis was at the keys
 
   “She’s really famous, you know,” Melina said proudly to William.
 
   “Yes, world famous,” Nico said.
 
   “Nico, you’re nothing but an old dog,” William said.
 
   “Mm, with great blood lines.”
 
   Sela decided to show off and played Rakhmaninov. She wanted to impress William. She liked him, and from the way Nico acted with him, seemed quite a guy. She also thought he would be an interesting beau for her granddaughter. She knew something about men and the way to their hearts. 
 
   She completely mastered the difficult piece, letting her fingers fly across the keys as she seemed to be one with the instrument. When she finished, King Paul of the Hellenes approached her and kissed her hands.
 
   “You honor us, Madame Vidalis, thank you so very much.”
 
   “It is my pleasure, your Majesty, I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty…”
 
   “No, no, of course not. Please, play, as much as you wish, it would be our pleasure.” Sela lowered her head in agreement and thanks, and the King kissed her hands again and went back to his guests. It was, for him, a nice little coup. He was showing off the wonderful talent his country had to offer. Sela looked for William and beckoned him over with her eyes. William was immediately at her side. 
 
   “Well, young William, how did I do?”
 
   “The Rak was exquisite. I’m sure Sergei never played it so well himself.”
 
   Sela smiled. He knew his music. “It’s a good thing I’m not twenty-one anymore, you wouldn’t stand a chance.” 
 
   William laughed. “But I was under the impression that you were my age, I do apologize,” William said, coming back with a quick answer.
 
   “I like you, young William. This one’s for you.” She played Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue for her new American friend.
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   CHAPTER 37
 
    
 
   “So, this is the plan,” Sela said with authority. We are going to catch William, the Amerikanos, for Melina.
 
   “Oh, Mother, let them do it themselves,” Valentina said.
 
   “A little help can’t hurt,” she said quickly. 
 
   Nico raised an eyebrow. What the devil was she up to? “So what is this plan?” He asked.
 
   Sela looked at Nico and answered him: “I will play the piano, Valentina will cook all of his favorite foods, you will be his friend and Melina will be the belle.”
 
   “I think we can handle that. Sounds like a good plan, Musical Note,” Nico said.
 
   “Whatever you do, Nico, don’t tell him,” Sela said.
 
   “Not a problem,” Nico said, smiling. Sela stared at him for a moment and grunted.
 
    
 
   A little while later William arrived at the house in one of the embassy jeeps. He and Melina had been together for a while and it always thrilled him to come visit this harmonious family. Why couldn’t all families be like this one? He wondered, thinking of his sweet mother and rigid father. Even through their hardships the Malandros were as if one heart. William also thought that he would like to remain a permanent member of this family.
 
   “Hey, Nico, where are you?” William shouted, getting out of the vehicle. He reached in the back and brought out two large bags full of groceries he had picked up at the commissary. He always came bearing gifts for everyone, and always had a bouquet of flowers for Melina.
 
   Nico met him at the gate. “I’m good, but I have to tell you something,” he said, helping William with the bags.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “The girls are on a mission. They are planning to catch you.” Nico’s hand flew to his mouth and covered it. “Oh, that was supposed to be a secret. They are going to kill me!”
 
   William laughed so hard he almost fell down. “It’s okay, Nico, I’ll save your ass one more time. I won’t let them kill you, besides, I want them to catch me. I promise I won’t say a word.
 
   “Thank you,” Nico said, “that’s very good of you.”
 
   “Don’t mention it,” William said, still laughing. 
 
    
 
   Valentina had, of course, outdone herself. The meal was exquisite and William was a very happy man indeed. 
 
   “Melina,” William said, getting up from the table. I have something to ask you. I wasn’t really prepared to do it today, but it just feels right.” Melina felt butterflies in her stomach, and she knew it didn’t have anything to do with the food she had just eaten. “I don’t have any kind of speech prepared and I haven’t gotten you a ring yet, but would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
 
   Sela and Valentina beamed. Nico grinned, loving the Amerikanos’ style—totally unprepared and meaning every word. Melina looked around the room. This wasn’t exactly the way she had expected William to propose, in the kitchen and all. William went down on one knee, took her hand and kissed it. “Well?” 
 
   Melina simply nodded, and then whispered in his ear. “Yes, my darling.”
 
   William jumped up, lifted her in his arms and twirled her around the room. The family clapped and cheered and Monsieur Chat ran out of the kitchen. Humans always made so much noise. “Wait! I have one more question,” he said to all of them. They waited. Now what was on his mind? “Would this lovely family marry me too? It wouldn’t be complete without you.”
 
   “I like your style, my boy, always have,” Nico said, and embraced the younger man. Valentina hugged William as well. 
 
   Sela went up to the American and looked at his baby blue eyes. “You couldn’t get me so you went after my granddaughter, eh?”
 
   “Something like that,” William said, grinning.
 
   “Melina, come here,” Sela said. Melina went to her grandmother. Sela took their hands and put them together. “I know you will both be very happy. Take care of each other.” The grand old lady looked at her hand and then at William and Melina. She took off the heart-shaped ruby ring Ivan had given her so many years ago and slipped it on Melina’s finger. 
 
   “That is a thing of great beauty, just like you Sela,” William said.
 
   “Young William, never stop flattering this old lady, she approves.”
 
   Melina held her grandmother. “You are the best Yayá, absolutely the best.”
 
   “I know your grandfather would be very happy right now,” Sela said to the young woman. She turned to William. “He would approve.” Her eyes started tearing, but she composed herself quickly and went to the piano. “Let’s make some magic. We are celebrating! William, I know you can play and even though you made some silly promise, today is an exception.” William couldn’t refuse her. He sat down next to her, looked at the photographs on the piano and stared at the vase. “Amazing, isn’t it?” She said. 
 
   William nodded. “Yes, and I would love it if you would tell me all about it one day.”
 
   “With pleasure, young William, with pleasure. It has a lot of history.”
 
   For the first time since his mother died, William touched the keys of a piano and he and his new grandmother-in-law played à quatre mains.
 
   A little while later a voice rang out from the patio. “Hey, is there a party going on in there?”
 
   Nico went out to see who was calling and immediately stopped, immensely delighted as he recognized who it was. “This is turning into an absolutely amazing night. Why didn’t you let us know? You are going to be such a surprise, Ali! Come, come in!” The two men hugged each other. Their smiles more than conveyed their mutual fondness and delight. “Let’s go and really kick up this party!”
 
   Nico and Ali snuck into the house. Ali hid behind a wall and Nico went into the living room. “I have an announcement,” he said. Sela looked up from the piano. Now, what does Nicolaki have up his sleeve? She knew that sly look on his face. He was definitely up to something. “I have a wonderful surprise. Look who stopped by to say hello!” Nico put his arm out and Ali stepped out from behind the wall. Sela almost missed a note, almost. Ali’s hair was almost completely white. He was still good-looking, tall and distinguished and when he saw Sela he was twenty years old again.
 
   “Goddaddy! What a wonderful surprise,” Valentina said, interrupting his thoughts. It’s so perfect that you’re here, Melina just became engaged!” She shouted with joy, ran up and hugged him.
 
   “How is the most beautiful Godchild in the world?” He said, beaming with delight.
 
   “Not so little any more.”
 
   “I can see that. And little Melina isn’t so little either, and is a beauty like her mother.” He grabbed the young woman and embraced her.
 
   “Look, Ali,” she said, showing him the ring.
 
   “But don’t I know that ring?”
 
   “Yes, Yayá gave it me.”
 
   “Then the man you have chosen must be very special.”
 
   “Oh, yes, Ali. Please meet my fiancé, William.” The two men shook hands.
 
   “Congratulations, William, you are marrying into an incredible family.” Ali said, hoping his envy was not showing.
 
   “Yes, I’m very much aware of that and extremely happy,” William answered.
 
   Ali made his way to Sela and sat on the bench next to her. She took her hands off the piano and they looked into each other’s eyes. They were older, and wiser, but the fire of their youth still lived on in them. “You look wonderful, Sela.”
 
   “You don’t look so bad yourself. How’s your family?”
 
   “The boys are fine. My wife died a couple of years ago.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that. Are you still at the hospital?”
 
   “More or less, sort of semi-retired, which is how I had the time to come to Athens. My son Gibril is running most things now. And what about you? Are you still torturing all the men and breaking their hearts?”
 
   “Of course, that’s the best part.”
 
   “Good. I wouldn’t want it any other way.”
 
   “Oh, really, and why not?”
 
   Ali took her hand and kissed it. “Because I want us to be twenty years old again, I want us to take a chance. What do you say, Sela, shall we give it a try?” Sela looked at him and didn’t say a word. “Look,” Ali continued, “you’ve even taken Ivan’s ring off, and on the day that I show up no less, surely that’s a sign.” 
 
   The family was gathered around them, listening and holding their breath. They knew how much Ali had loved Sela. They wondered if she would really give him, give both of them, a chance at love and companionship. Sela sensually caressed Ali’s face. The family stared at the silent music Sela was producing with her amazing hands. She slowly and tenderly kissed Ali on the lips and said: “I think it would be wonderful.” The family roared. Ali did his best to block out the noise and not fall off the bench. He held Sela as tears spilled from his eyes. His lifelong dream was just beginning, and he felt his heart grow larger. As a medical doctor he was amazed by this phenomenon.
 
   “I’ll get more champagne!” William shouted. He came with a bottle and extra glasses. He poured some for everybody and handed them out. He gave Sela hers and whispered in her ear. “You work fast.”
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Well, you couldn’t get me, so you found somebody else.” Sela winked at him, and gave him one of the most endearing and happy smiles he had ever seen on a woman. She not only looked radiant, he mused, she actually looked younger, but then he thought her heart would always be young. He turned to the crowd. “I propose a toast! To new beginnings and full circles!”
 
   The Song vase radiated its brilliance, the colors penetrating into every soul in the room, as it stood guard while the family celebrated late into the night with music, love and devotion.  
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   PRESENT DAY
 
   BEIJING, CHINA
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   The immense ruby-red velvet curtain stood at attention above the stage at the Beijing Concert Hall. The crème de la crème of Chinese society, prominent international celebrities, foreign representatives from the worlds of politics and the arts wore their finest designer gowns and elegant tuxedos to witness an unprecedented show. They knew they were of the lucky few and buzzed in hungry anticipation for the one-time event. 
 
   Davina Walters sat quietly on the bench in front of the Steinway in the center of the stage behind the curtain. The piano, too, was a deep red, and Davina lovingly caressed the keys with her long fingers. She was deep in thought and focused on her program. This would not be her usual concert. No, this would be one of her most important. Her long, silky amber-blond hair was elegantly tied back in a chignon and decorated with a white lotus flower. Her eyes, the color of liquid jade, had a natural brilliance. They were even more striking during her performances and hypnotized her audience. She adored what she did. Music was her narcotic. It gave her a natural high that emanated from deep within her soul. Davina closed her lovely limpid eyes. Lids, with heavy theatrical make up, were covered in rainbow colors and matched the wavy iridescent pattern of her long silk Chinese-cut gown, made especially for the show. Her full sensual lips were also blood red, again matching the Chinese theme of the evening. Davina was not only a stunning woman—she was also revered as one of the greatest entertainers in the world. The night would be one to remember.
 
   Davina looked to her side. The orchestra was ready—China’s finest. The men dressed in their best tuxedos with red silk bowties, and the ladies wearing exquisite copies of ancient Chinese gowns. Davina nodded to the Maestro and blew him a kiss. He smiled back. He adored her. They had been together for many years and he knew what every look, gesture and movement meant. A wonderful musician and leader himself, he managed to make Davina shine even more. They had been through wonderful times together, performed in over eighty countries, innumerable stages and recorded their music with professionalism. They had also been through difficult and troubled times and were as close as brother and sister. Their bond was unwavering. He slightly nodded to her and then looked at the musician next to the first violin. A young Chinese woman smiled and nodded back. Her hands were placed on her qin, a seven-string zither. The instrument was adored by poets and painters and hailed as one of the oldest known instruments in China. The maestro lifted his arms. The orchestra had his full attention. 
 
   Soundlessly, the heavy curtain rose, the stage in complete darkness as the audience stared silently at the black void. No sound, not a whisper from anyone. A lone spot slowly opened on the qin; nothing else visible, as the sensual voice of the instrument slowly exuded its first notes. The audience was mesmerized by its music, classically oriental in its sweetness, which gently vibrated through their bodies and took them back in time hundreds of years, when the qin originated its charm to their ancestors. Davina, still in total darkness, softly entered on the piano. The lights, expertly on cue, enveloped her in a halo so that only her silhouette and the Chinese woman’s hands were visible. The rest of the lights, covered with warm red gels, slowly bathed the entire stage. The audience gasped at the magical, heart-stopping overture, perhaps feeling the talent of the musicians’ art, their own love for their ancestral heritage, or possibly the splendor of the music—a combination of classical and oriental, with a slightly modern twist. The maestro led the orchestra, making the entire ensemble flow. The stage was now completely lit by colored lights—except for one small solitary area on top of the piano. The members of the orchestra, including Davina, started to perspire. Small beads formed on their foreheads, bodies became clammy, and hearts beat wildly like athletes giving their utmost. At times they held their breath, playing delicate notes, then pushed themselves and their instruments to their limits, never wavering a moment, never faltering. Davina lifted her hands from the keys and took the microphone reposing patiently on the piano. She held it as if it were a delicate Lalique crystal filled with France’s most exquisite champagne, and brought it close to her lips. She opened her mouth, revealing lovely straight white teeth and formed a perfect circle with her lips. Her breath pushed out a powerful flawless note as the audience clapped thunderously. Davina stood up from the bench and gracefully walked to the front of the stage as her free hand made elegant patterns through the air. Her voice rang out, rich and vibrant, with the power and range of a classical opera singer, yet modern and sensual. Men immediately fell in love with her, women wanted to be her best friend.
 
   The composition peaked to a crescendo, and then slowly, gently, it came back down, and ended with a solitary note from the qin. The audience exploded into applause. Davina gestured to her maestro and he bowed deeply. He turned to the orchestra and motioned first to the young qin player, who received great appreciation, and then to the rest of the musicians. 
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, good evening,” Davina said to the spectators. “I am very honored to be here. Although I am American, I feel I am a citizen of the world. China has always made me feel welcome in that, I too, at least a little part of me, belong to this glorious nation.” More enthusiastic applause. Davina stood regally, like an adored empress among her subjects. “Tonight is very special,” she continued, “I see among us many prominent citizens from around the world—Ministers, Ambassadors, brilliant Nobel recipients and unique entertainers.” The audience clapped politely. “I would like to extend my gratitude and appreciation to his Excellency, the Prime Minister, Mr. Zheng Lee.” She raised her hand toward him. The minister stood and took a bow. The viewers clapped again. She smiled, a sly smile. “He and I have a secret… and we will divulge it… but a little later.” The crowd groaned and laughed. The Chinese loved a good riddle.
 
   The orchestra, started up, perfectly on cue, and Davina began her next song. Not only was she a singer but also a composer who wrote all of her songs. Tonight she performed as she had never before, with the uniqueness of her voice and with her heart and soul. She was sure, or at the very least she thought she sensed, the great musicians of her past lovingly watching her from their garden in the sky. 
 
   The concert was coming to an end and Davina, now back at the piano, nodded to the Prime Minister. He went up onto the stage and stood next to her, respectfully watching her play. They bowed to each other and she continued to sing, and then to the spectators she said: “No, this is not our little surprise. Unfortunately the Minister did not want to do a duet with me tonight.” The audience laughed. “But now, as promised, it is time.” A big aahh came from the crowd; they were practically sitting at attention. “Ladies and gentlemen,” Davina continued, “our little secret is… right here.” She gestured to the dark spot on the piano and started humming another song; a melody with mystery in it, a combination of intrigue and enlightenment. The theater was once again bathed in complete darkness. Davina sung several notes to one syllable, a tune with lovely made-up sounds that resembled words. The aficionados heard the melisma, though they could not see her. 
 
   A solitary spotlight opened very slowly on the small, once dark area on the piano, and continued to grow brighter until the full zenith of the lights made everyone present gasp and stare. 
 
   They were blinded by Davina’s secret.
 
   Davina Walters’ song came to an end. The audience, still blinded by the brilliance and exquisiteness of the vase, could only stare. The Prime Minister, Zheng Lee, came back on stage and extended his arm to her. She took it graciously and together they went and stood behind the vase on the piano. The audience was standing and clapping. The Minister took the microphone and together they proceeded to the front of the stage.
 
   “The secret as you have now seen is this wonderful vase,” the Minister said. “We are immensely proud that this magnificent piece dating back to the Song dynasty is back in China. We, the people of China, owe a great deal of gratitude to Miss Walters. She has brought it here tonight and is gifting it to the country of its origin, to be placed in a museum so that the entire world may see it.” More applause from the crowd. “It has been in her family for generations. I do not have to tell you what an honor this is for us.” Turning to Davina he bowed deeply. She in turn put her hands together and bowed back. “I know how much this vase means to her and how much she will miss it. If we could reproduce an exact copy and give it to her it still would not do it justice. The only thing we can give her in return is the gratitude we have in our hearts, a lifetime visa to come to our country,” Davina and the audience laughed, “and one more little thing.” The Minister reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a red velvet box. “I am honored, Miss Walters, to bestow upon you, with my gratitude and the gratitude of the people of China, our highest merit, the medal of Good Citizenry.” The audience roared with enthusiasm and support and the orchestra stood and clapped. The Prime Minister opened the box, removed the medal and pinned it on her dress. Davina’s eyes were wet with tears. The Minister bowed again, as did Davina. He handed the microphone over to the singer. 
 
   “Oh, Mr. Prime Minister, the honor is truly mine. As you mentioned, this most exquisite piece of history has been in my family for more than a century. But it was only on loan. I do not know its exact origin other than dating back to the glorious Song Dynasty or the great Master artist, the See-Fu, that produced it, but I know for sure that it was made with great love and perhaps also with music—I would like to think so, since it is from the Song Dynasty.” The audience clapped, enjoying her play on words. “All my compositions were made at my piano, sitting next to this great friend. It inspired me. And before my time, it was in the wonderful hands of my mother, Melina Malandros Walters, who was an opera singer and before her with my grandmother, Valentina Vidalis Malandros, also a great opera singer and as far back as my great grandmother, Sela Vidalis, who was a glorious and amazing concert pianist. We all have loved it, and of course it was always surrounded by music. Now, who inspired who, I am not sure. Was it the vase that moved us to be musicians? Or did we contribute to the legacy that the vase insist it be surrounded by music? Either way, it is an inspiration. Perhaps its soul has music, as I’m sure the great artist must have been listening to beautiful sounds when he made this, not to mention the great love for his daughter, since it was dedicated to her. 
 
   I thank you all, wonderful people of China, for your kindness, your traditions and the refined beauty of your talented artisans.” Davina touched the vase one last time and looked at her audience. “Before we leave tonight I would like to dedicate this vase from the Song Dynasty to all musicians who produce music from Sound, the very first gift from the Universe. May each soul understand its power and use it to promote peace of every kind. Goodnight and thank you.”
 
    
 
   Davina looked at the Steinway and saw the most beautiful Chinese woman sitting on the edge of the piano. She was absolutely stunning, elegant in her long white gown, which seemed translucent but really wasn’t. One could sense the power and wisdom of this being, yet also her gentleness and kindness, as well as the aura that encocooned her that emanated from her heart. She looked at Davina and smiled, the smile that said: “Thank you, I’m proud of you. You have touched many people this evening, here and around the world. You have given them great joy and you merged with the soul of the vase. When you composed, played and sang your music its energy was with you. You became one with it. Now you have brought it back to the country of its birth and it will continue to touch all of humanity, not just in China, but throughout the world, with the music and beauty of its soul.”
 
   Tears gently ran down Davina’s face. She stared at the divine Goddess until the vision floated upward and disappeared. Her elderly mother, Melina, was in the audience and Davina was sure that William, Valentina, Nico, Sela, Ivan, Ali and even Simeon, were sitting on the rightest star in the sky watching the show with great enthusiasm and pride. Davina looked up, as See-Fu had so many centuries ago and said: “Thank you Quan Yin, thank you for this beautiful family and for this peace of music.”
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   A true friend is the most precious of all possessions and the one we take least thought about acquiring.
 
    
 
   La Rochefoucauld, Maxims, 1665
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MIAMI BEACH 1985
 
    
 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   The villa on the secluded Miami Beach island was peacefully quiet. The house was surrounded by elegant gardens of tropical flowers and palm trees militantly guarded the periphery of the manicured grounds. It was a typically warm Florida night, and the moon serenely bathed the small land mass off Biscayne Bay, but this tranquility was suddenly shattered when Davina Walters felt a harsh pounding in her head. She was trying to understand what it was, and then it stopped. And started again. She had given specific instructions not to be disturbed, but wait, she wasn’t in a hotel, she was at home in her own bed, and the pounding was the phone ringing. This was her first night off after returning from her world tour.
 
   Exhausted after six months on the road, performing in twenty-five countries, for hundreds of thousands of spectators, she was regarded as one of the greatest singers of the century. Davina Walters was fluent in half a dozen languages and sang in at least as many more without the slightest trace of an accent. She was one of the very few in the world who had that wonderful inbred talent, in addition to the velvet and crystal vocal chords. That was her forte, her charm, and her success. She mesmerized her audiences with traditional songs in their native language, and with her original compositions. They were honored that an American was so well versed in their culture and history. Her repertoire was pure finesse. She wrote and composed many of her songs, and sang of love and friendship in a style all her own, and her audience worshipped her. No other entertainer had such a range of devotees and they always were part of the show—and it was their show. The men adored her and the women all wanted to be her friend. The audience never wanted to leave, and the encores were incessant. And that was her high, her natural high, her triumph, and her pride.
 
   But the gongs were still going off in her head and she was still spinning from the last non-stop twenty-four hours.
 
   She picked up the phone. “Yes?” She couldn’t hear a thing. This better not be a crank call, or a lucky fan who had found her number, she thought. “Hello?” She repeated. An uneasy feeling suddenly came over her. She looked at her Piaget. Three a.m. Something was very wrong. “Yes, hello,” she said again.
 
   “Jes,” an agitated voice replied, “dees eez Conchita, Miss Jean’s neighbooor. Jou must come queeckly.” Oh God, Davina thought knowing immediately what was coming. “Very bad ‘appenigs next door, many shouts, many screams, much high voices.” Davina heard a thunderous clap in the background, like a firecracker. “Ay Señora, por favor, pleez queeckly, I think that monsterman, that hijo de puta, shoot poor Señora Jean, pleez, pleez...” Conchita started rattling off in Spanish knowing that Davina Walters spoke and understood her language fluently.
 
   “Conchita, calm down…” But the line was dead. Davina’s mind was racing. She jumped out of bed, pulled a sweat suit out of the closet, picked up a Colt .45 from the top drawer of her dresser, hobbled into a pair of sneakers, and ran through the house grabbing her keys from the table next to the front door. She was a sight to behold. Wearing nothing but her shoes and her birthday suit—she always slept nude—she ran out of the house. Her superb athletic body was trying to break the hundred-meter dash in less than nine seconds, all while putting her sweats on. Her amber hair left a trail of luminous silk waves as it followed the firm body running down the driveway. Davina Walters was tall, with sensual curves and perfectly shaped opulent breasts that bobbed slightly as her long legs powerfully carried her to the parked car. With the gun still in her hand, she pressed the remote control on the key chain. The door to the Porsche automatically unlocked and opened. She inserted the key in the ignition and immediately the faithful concoction of engineering sprang to life. Thank God for German technology, she thought. The drive from the villa to her friend’s house usually took ten minutes. She pressed harder on the gas pedal. Already the speedometer indicated 85 mph. Four minutes, she calculated, would be all she needed. Where were the police when you needed an escort? She fumed, already putting a call through to the police station.
 
   “Put me through to Sergeant Alfonso Martinez, this is Davina Walters, she told the police operator.
 
   “The singer?” The operator asked incredulously, an obvious fan.
 
   “Yes!” She answered irritated; “this is an emergency! Please patch me through...”
 
   “Right away...”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   The sergeant came on the line. “Davina?”
 
   “Alfonso?” She said, hearing a sleepy voice through the cellular phone.
 
   “Yes, what is it?”
 
   “He’s at Jean’s house. I think he’s trying to kill her. I heard a shot. I’m in the car now on my way to her house, I’ll meet you there,” she said hanging up.
 
   “Davina wait! Wait until we get there...Davina? Davina!” He shouted through the mouthpiece, but it was no use, she had already hung up. The sergeant cursed as he put his own call through to the station, and in turn ran out of his house.
 
    
 
   Through the windshield Davina could see two things. The road and visions of her friend Jean, and the good times they had spent together. Was she still alive? Had that son-of-a-bitch finally killed her this time? God knows he had tried numerous times before. Had he blown her brains out the way he had threatened so many times in the past? This was Davina’s constant nightmare: Simon holding a gun to Jean’s head and pulling the trigger, the insides splattering all over the wall behind her. Was this cauchemare now reality? She shuddered and pushed down harder on the accelerator. Just a few more seconds and I’ll be there, she thought. Please don’t let her be dead. Please. Through the five thousand dollar Alpine stereo system she faintly heard a familiar melody. She hadn’t realized it was on. Oh God, she prayed, please, let her be alive. Smokey Robinson was singing his heart out: “Just to see her…”
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   BRAZILIAN RAINFOREST 1975
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   She was only fifteen but you could not help but wonder where she was going once she made that inevitable secret slide into young womanhood. Davina Walters was beautiful, but still too young to know it. Such uncomplicated beauty, her father thought, if only it would last forever. She had her mother’s heart-shaped face, with distinct traces of every Athena William Walters had ever seen in his wife’s native Greece. Davina’s eyes were the color of shiny dark jade, and she had a mane of honey-amber hair that cascaded in waves over her shoulders and down her back. She was the only child her parents ever wanted, and they never missed an opportunity to shower her with love and gifts. Her father’s career in the U.S. diplomatic field gave her an entrée to horizons few Americans knew. She had traveled to most of the European countries and several others around the world by the time she was ten years old. By then she spoke five languages fluently. It all combined to make her charming, mature long before her years and altogether fearless and independent.
 
   Now in her teens, she sat cross-legged among a group of dark-skinned youngsters in a Brazilian rainforest, listening to them sing. They were singing to her of course. Not to her father William Walters, the distinguished American diplomat, and not to Carlos da Cunha, arguably the wealthiest and one of the most powerful men in Brazil, or to Carlos’ son Zeferino, who was Davina’s age, or even to Melina Malandros Walters, her elegant and sophisticated mother. No, they sang to her. It was she who had enchanted them, who had captured their hearts. In no time, she was humming along with the tune and clapping to their rhythm.
 
   “What do the words mean, Zeferino?” Davina asked.
 
   Zeferino, his blue eyes watching her intently, took this as an opportunity to get closer to her. He squatted beside her. “The song says they are proud of the beauty of our land. They say they are noble like our land.” He turned and saw his father and Mr. and Mrs. Walters walking together toward the Jeep that had brought them to this mountaintop village in the lush jungle. “I think it is time to go.”
 
   As Davina stood, a little girl with two missing front teeth pulled on Davina’s shirt and presented her with a flower the color of the sunset. “Obregada,” Davina said taking it from the girl. “Muito obregada, thank you very much,” she said, sounding as if the child had given her something much more precious than a wild flower from the jungle.
 
   “Daddy, what’s this flower?” Davina asked. They had a tacit understanding between them, as every father and only daughter must. It was simply this: that every father knew the answer to every question his daughter asked, no exceptions.
 
   “This,” he said, “is a very special flower. I’m sure Zeferino knows what it is.”
 
   Zeferino shrugged, wondering why this flower was so special. There were a million of them in the mountains. But he said, “Yes, a special flower.”
 
    
 
   Melina found a tiny vase from the da Cunha’s curio for Davina’s flower. “What about we put this on the piano, agapimou, my love.” She asked, using a Greek term of endearment. Melina always knew how to make her little girl happy. The vase was fine with Davina, and when she was asked by Senhor da Cunha to play a song after dinner, she could see the flower as she touched the keys of the baby grand.
 
   “Mozart!” Zeferino suggested.
 
   His father hushed him. “Don’t make her nervous,” he scolded him in Portuguese.
 
   Davina played at the keys, slowly humming the song she had heard in the village that morning. With one hand she delicately played a chord, and then another and another. When she brought her other hand to the keyboard, she had worked out the refrain, and now she sang the words of the rainforest people, adding a bit of samba here and there but keeping to the heart of the tune. She had pried the words out of Zeferino, made him teach her the words when he only wanted to kiss her. 
 
   “Not now, Zeferino, you have to teach me the words,” she insisted. “We’re too young to fall in love. You don’t really know me. You know only what you see.”
 
   He was crazed with his new desire and helpless but to please her. So they went through the words of the song. 
 
   Davina had the melody and this Senhor da Cunha appreciated. He almost stood at attention, transfixed, as she played and sang, mixing the melody of a folk song with the other heartbeats of Brazil. When her fingers finally came off the keyboard, a solitary tone of her voice lingered. And when there was silence finally, Davina opened her eyes to the applause, to the flower, to the glow on the faces of her father and mother and the da Cunhas.
 
    
 
   Before they boarded the private jet taking them back home to Washington D.C., Carlos da Cunha took Melina’s hands in his. “I must tell you Melina, ever since my wife died, we have been somewhat lonely, but you always bring this wonderful feminine energy with you. It makes us men appreciate beautiful ladies like you and your daughter. It brings the spark that makes life’s details so worthwhile.”
 
   Melina gracefully kissed Carlos on the cheek. “Obregada, Carlos. In our lifestyle, you know, constant, constant moving, good friends are very special. Thank you, be well.”
 
   Once boarded, the Walters took their seats and Davina asked her father if she could ride in the cockpit with the pilots. William Walters raised an eyebrow and smiled. She knew better. He made a fist, thumb out, and motioned upward. Only after takeoff could Davina sit with the pilots.
 
   Walters turned to his wife. “You know, the government thinks I’m a great diplomat. Do you know why?”
 
   Melina waited for what she knew would be an interesting answer.
 
   “Because I have a secret weapon.”
 
   “Is that right.”
 
   “You. I have you.”
 
   “I’m your great weapon?”
 
   “Yes, you’ve won the respect of Carlos da Cunha, and we’ve won the bid on his equipment. Mainly thanks to you, my darling.”
 
   “You may have a point, William, but I also think that your daughter may have had something to do with it this time.” 
 
   William Walters looked into his wife’s warm dark eyes. “I am the luckiest man alive. I have the most beautiful and remarkable wife in the world, and a daughter who is just like her mother.”
 
   “And just like her father.”
 
    
 
   As expected, William Walters was promoted to become the U.S. Ambassador to France. He and his family left their home in Washington, D.C. for their new home in Paris. 
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   SWITZERLAND 1978
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   In finishing school in Switzerland, Davina’s best friend was Monique Ravel. They were like sisters. They were both only children and did everything together. They studied together, they ate all their meals together, they roomed together, they raced each other down the alpine slopes that surrounded their school in the Swiss village of St. Gallen. They were both on their school’s ski team and on the weekends they competed at various resorts for the school colors. They knew well the slopes of St. Moritz, Cortina d’Ampezzo, Garmisch-Partenkirchen.
 
   They sang together, too. They spent hours together singing and composing songs. Their repertoire was international. They knew songs by John Denver and Barbara Streisand as well as Julio Iglesias and Nana Mouskouri. Monique was a gifted guitarist and Davina had a flair for composition and lyrics. They were well versed in their music, from classical opera to local folk ballads. Monique, who her friends lovingly called the French nightingale, never had any doubt that music would play an important role in her life. She wanted to be a singer after the greatest of them, especially the French chanteuse. She would be the next Edith Piaf. She would sing La Vie En Rose in every capital city of the world. It was a secret goal she shared with Davina, who didn’t doubt for a moment that her friend would not achieve it. Davina was happy enough to sing with her friend, to carry the harmony, but she was gifted in other ways as well and she felt that her path would lead to a career that let her use her talent for languages.
 
   Their days together in Switzerland passed with the happy innocence of eighteen-year-old girls reaping the benefits of a fine education. Davina was in her dormitory room doing homework when the announcement on the radio made her heart stop …Richard Ravel, the French politician, and his wife Brigitte were killed…
 
   Monique was in the shower and could not have heard. Davina loved Monique’s parents. They were like an aunt and an uncle to her. The two families had been very close. As she thought of her friend, she could feel the pain searing through her. But what could she do? She sprang up from her bed, scattering the books and papers in her lap onto the floor, and ran through the halls banging on the doors. The other girls came out of their rooms, some had already heard. News of the tragedy spread quickly in the small dormitory. 
 
   “Monique does not know yet,” Davina cautioned them. “Turn off your radios until I can tell her.” The girls obeyed.
 
   Davina ran to the administratrice’s room and, trying to retain some composure, knocked on the door. “Madame Dupont! Please open quickly, this is an emergency!”
 
   The headmistress immediately opened the door. “What is the matter?”
 
   “A terrible thing has happened. Monique’s parents were just killed in a car crash. We just heard it on the radio. She doesn’t know yet.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’ll call my father, he’ll know.”
 
   “Mon Dieu,” the woman said, “but of course, use my telephone.”
 
   Davina dialed. Busy. The world must be calling him. She redialed. It rang and then the receiver clicked.
 
   “Daddy, Monique’s parents?”
 
   Does Monique know yet?”
 
   “No. I heard it on the radio. Daddy, what should I say to her?”
 
   “Your mother and I will of course take care for her. You tell her, Davina, and be there for her. We’ll get there as soon as we can.”
 
   “Okay, Daddy, I will.”
 
   Even at such a young age, Davina could take control of a situation and handle it well. But this was different. How do you handle death? It was her first encounter with this ultimate human pain. 
 
   Davina turned finally to the headmistress, who saw the anguish on her face, such a young face for so much pain. She took Davina in her arms and kissed her forehead. “Go to Monique,” she said. “Only you can help her now.” She knew how close the two girls were.
 
   Davina walked slowly down the corridor to her room. Monique was sitting on the bed singing. She was so pretty and sweet, so kind and loving. Why did this have to happen to her?
 
   Monique could tell from Davina’s expression that something was not right. “What’s up?” She asked.
 
   Davina could not answer.
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   “Yes, I’m... Monique, there’s been an accident. A terrible accident.”
 
   Davina tried but failed to stop her tears. She sat on the bed and put an arm around Monique. “Your parents were driving home and a truck ran a red light.”
 
   “My parents…? No.” Monique covered her mouth with her hands.
 
   “Oh, Monique, they...Tante Brigitte, Oncle Richard...They were killed.”
 
   Monique did not speak. She began to cry, slowly at first, and then her cries built to heaving sobs. The two girls held each other.
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   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   William and Melina Walters took Monique in as if she were one of their own. The Walters were now her family. Davina was her real strength; she was like a glue that held Monique together, in those first months after the accident. The girls were already inseparable, but the bond that held them grew stronger. Now they were really sisters.
 
   They passed into adulthood together as they continued their studies at St. Gallen. Before their last weeks of school and final examinations, Davina and Monique decided to take some time off and go to their favorite resort, Zermatt, a village in the Swiss Alps below the Matterhorn. So small was the village that only horse-driven sleighs and bicycles were permitted. There were no cars and no pollution. Only clean alpine air, skiing, and the nightlife. By day they skied and they stopped for lunch at the chalet-restaurant on the slopes, and sometimes, passports in tow, they skied down the Italian side of the Matterhorn for a lunch of pasta. Their evenings were spent in the hotel pool and sauna until they felt refreshed from their day’s grueling workout. At night, the many dance clubs and pubs in the area were their favorite hangouts. They were beautiful young women, too beautiful not to attract more than the usual attention.
 
   One particular evening at the Golden Moose, they were joined by friends from the Austrian and Liechtenstein ski teams.
 
   “Hallo, liebchens, darlings, how are you?” Franz, the Austrian skier, said. “We heard you were in town and have been looking for you!” 
 
   The two girls looked up from their glüwein, that wonderful mixture of warm red wine and cinnamon. They were thrilled to see their old friends.
 
   When the piano player stopped to take a break, Gerd, a member of the Liechtenstein ski team, went to the small platform that was the stage and grabbed a guitar. Friedrich, the burly jovial owner of the pub, saw him and nodded to the young man. 
 
   Gerd asked Monique and Davina to sing for them. They demurred, but Gerd was insistent and Monique finally took the guitar from him. Excellent, the owner thought, it will be another profitable evening tonight—may these young ladies live a thousand years. He knew well their talent for music.
 
   “I think it would be appropriate if we started with a tribute to our wonderful Austrian friends who have gathered here tonight,” Monique announced into the microphone as she softly strummed the guitar. “What do you think, Davina?” she asked and winked.
 
   “But of course, you must be talking about that exquisite little wild flower that grows only in the beautiful Austrian mountains,” Davina answered. The Austrian ski team beamed, as did the pub owner who called for his wife. “The fraüleins are singing!” he yelled.
 
   The song Edelweiss was the first of many sung by Davina and Monique that night. The pub filled and many there joined in, their friends and passers-by alike. Friedrich told his wife what he had told her before. “I would bet my business that one day they will be very famous.”
 
    
 
   Graduation was the finality all the seniors longed for but did not exactly look forward to because it would mean a parting. Au revoirs and aufwiedersehens were said, addresses and telephone numbers exchanged. Kisses and tears intermixed as they embraced one another. And so it was with Monique and Davina. They went their separate ways. Davina, who spoke six languages fluently and could communicate fairly well in a few more, had decided to continue her studies in Geneva at the famous interpreter school. Some day, she thought, she might follow in her father’s footsteps as a diplomat for her country, the United States of America.
 
   Monique knew that Davina had a natural flair for languages, but she could not see her friend in a career as a simultaneous interpreter, sitting in a cubicle with a microphone and headphone, not Davina. She should be singing into microphones. Music was also her natural talent. 
 
   “We can sing together,” Monique said. “We would be a terrific team, just like on the slopes. And you with all your languages, we could sing anywhere in the world in every language!”
 
   Davina only laughed.
 
   “Please, Davina.”
 
   Davina hated to say no to her. “I’ll make you a deal, Monique chérie, if it doesn’t work out, I’ll quit what I’m doing and I’ll sing.”
 
   “Promise!”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “Shake on it,” Monique insisted. 
 
   They did.
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   PARIS 1979
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Monique Ravel needed an agent and a good one, one she could trust, but also one who would trust her, a complete unknown in the world of professional music. A friend recommended a man who agreed to meet with her. 
 
   Monique stood at his office door for long moments, reading the plaque on his door, over and over again:
 
    
 
   AGENCE JACQUES LAFFITTE
 
   REPRESENTATIONS ARTISTIQUES
 
    
 
   Monique knocked on the door and listened with increasing nervousness at the footsteps approaching from behind the door. 
 
   “Entrez, s’il vous plait, please, come in,” the distinguished man with soft dark eyes and black hair said. He had an attractive inviting smile that made people comfortable. 
 
   Jacques Laffitte had graduated from the Sorbonne with top honors. His specialties were entertainment law and public relations. He wanted desperately to be the best in the business and he would not quit until he had achieved that goal. He had worked nights after school as an usher in theaters, movie houses and at the Opera in Paris. He had seen the best entertainers in the business perform. He was a master at remembering details, especially the quirks and antics of the superstars. By the time he graduated, he had saved enough money from the playhouses to buy a desk, two chairs, a sofa, a file cabinet, a bookshelf, and the three months rent he needed to open up his studio office on the glamorous Champs Elysées. 
 
   He had decorated the office himself. He hung mirrors on two walls of the small room to make it look bigger. He arranged the desk and chairs at the far end of the room so they looked out onto the boulevard. The file cabinet and bookshelf were set against the wall facing the desk. On this wall were more than a hundred autographed photographs that Jacques had meticulously collected from the artists he had seen perform. In each corner of the office were large potted plants which gave the room a warm atmosphere. The office was complete. All he needed was a break.
 
   Jacques now stayed rooted before Monique. His hand seemed stuck to the door handle. He had never seen Monique Ravel before. She was petite and pretty, what the French called mignone. Her hair was black and short, and her skin reminded him of fresh cream. She was perfectly proportioned, from her rouge-colored lips and her small full breasts to her slim legs. She was like a china doll. For long moments Jacques could not move. His heart skipped a beat, his lungs wanted to burst, his throat became parched and dry. He wanted to embrace her, to make love to her right then and there. Never had a woman made him react in such a manner.
 
   Monique did not expect to see such a young man or such a good-looking one. 
 
   They both spoke at the same time.
 
   “Jacques Laffitte?” she asked.
 
   “Monique Ravel?” Jacques said.
 
   “Yes.” They both answered simultaneously. They stared at each other for a moment and began laughing. The tension was gone, the pressure was off, and they both sensed that this was the beginning of something special.
 
   Jacques was immediately impressed with her singing. He laid out a plan to bring her the stardom he knew she deserved. For the next two weeks he practically worked around the clock, sleeping and eating in his office, his energy fueled by new devotion. Every day Monique brought sandwiches or a home-cooked meal. She worried at his furious pace. “Jacques, you are going to kill yourself and then I will be all alone,” she teased. “That wouldn’t be fair.”
 
   “Non, ma petite, never.” He looked up from his desk. “And anyway, I have plenty of energy. All I need is to see you and you fill me with such strength, I feel like Hercules!” 
 
   They fell in love. They were like teenagers. They were inseparable, made for each other, and they had known it from that very first gaze. 
 
   “Look, chéri,” Monique said. “I brought some cheese, a baguette and a bottle of Bordeaux. What do you say we take a little break?”
 
   “Yes, you’re right,” he replied with a gleam in his eye, “I’m famished.” He stood up from his desk and went to her. He took the grocery bag out of her arms, deposited it on the desk, and turned back around to embrace her. “I love you, my sweet,” he said. He took her china doll face in his hands and tilted her chin towards him. Slowly he lowered his face until his lips met hers. He kissed her deeply and passionately. Her hand came up and touched his chest as he kissed her chin and her neck, where he lingered.
 
   “Oh, Jacques,” she moaned, “you truly are famished.”
 
   He put his hand in her blouse, cupped her breast. His loins were bulging. He pressed his body closer to hers and slowly moved his hips back and forth. She could feel his desire and how she wanted him. 
 
   Jacques lifted her in his arms and brought her to the couch.
 
   “Oh, my love, what a marvelous man you are. I love you so much.” 
 
   His breath caught in his throat. And then they were together, their bodies melted into one. Their need for each other was plain. They were flooded with passion. Monique gasped for breath. She felt him absorbing her inch by inch, and when the entry of his manhood filled her, she was obsessed with giving all of her, her body, her love, her soul. She belonged to him. God had created her for him. Their bodies moved in perfect rhythm, the waves of their passion rising higher and deeper, pushing them forward to their ultimate fulfillment of ecstasy or, as the French call it, la petite mort. The little death.
 
   “Now you know why we Frenchmen are known as divine lovers.” Jacques said after they had finished.
 
   “Jacques, your ego is bigger than your...” Monique caught herself and laughed. “But your heart is bigger than your body,” she continued quickly, “and that is made of gold.”
 
    
 
   Jacques prepared everything perfectly, to the last detail. Monique appeared on television talk shows, opened for famous singers and cut her first album. The European continent fell in love with her. Jacques pushed harder. Soon, she was to begin a tour; she would perform throughout the Mediterranean. Her launching into the international market would be in Cairo, the first venue, a concert at the foot of the Pyramids.
 
   But Monique’s greatest love was no longer music, what had obsessed her for so many years. Her greatest love was now her man, who happened to be her agent. Jacques saw and understood this, and on the night of her last show before her upcoming tour, two years to the day that they had met, he asked her to marry him.
 
    
 
   They were married three months later in a chapel outside of Paris. The wedding was small. Monique and Jacques invited only their closest friends. Among them was Jacques’ best friend Alejandro del Valle, their best man. He was also the consular attaché to the Spanish Embassy in Paris. Jacques and Alejandro had met at the Sorbonne.
 
   Alejandro drove Monique to her wedding in a white Rolls Royce decorated with flowers and banners. The Rolls turned the corner into the gardens of the chapel and stopped in front of the stairs. Alejandro rushed out to open the door for the beautiful bride. She looked dazzling. Her dress was made of silk, taffeta and lace with miniature pearls sewn on the upper bodice and sleeves. The effect was breathtaking. Melina Walters had designed the dress herself and had organized every detail of the wedding with her usual finesse.
 
   Davina’s father hurriedly went to greet Monique. He looked dashing in his gray tails and top hat. He would be giving his second daughter away. He took her hand and carefully helped her out of the car. Gently he placed her arm on his and they proceeded to the chapel.
 
   “You look beautiful, sweetheart,” he said.
 
   “Thank you, Uncle William. Have I ever told you how much I love you? It’s thanks to you and Aunt Melina that I am so happy today. Thank you for everything. Through the good and sad times, you were always there for me. I will never forget that.”
 
   William Walters’ eyes filled. He knew Monique meant every word, and he knew she must be thinking about her parents. “My dear child,” he said, “your happiness is all that counts, and I know that Brigitte and Richard are with us today. They loved you so, and were very proud of you. They wouldn’t miss this special occasion. They are up there looking down at you. Be happy. They are.”
 
   Davina poked her father in the ribs. “Come on, you two, or Jacques is going to change his mind.”
 
   They all entered the church. At the altar, the silver-haired William Walters presented his second daughter to Jacques. The two men looked at each other. Words were not needed; their eyes spoke for them. We both love her, my friend, the older man’s eyes said, but now it’s your turn to take care of her. I will, the younger man’s eyes replied, rest assured. They smiled, their messages clear and understood.
 
   As they emerged from the chapel, the bride and groom were showered with flower petals, an old Greek village custom. It gave the impression of a hailing rainbow.
 
   Before Monique got into the car with her new groom, she threw her bouquet. Davina caught it. The two women looked at each other, a smile and glow spread over their radiant faces.
 
   Alejandro led the procession in the white Rolls Royce, followed by the other cars, to a bistro for a reception before the newlyweds escaped on their honeymoon. The descending sun now bathed the horizon with peach and amber hues. 
 
   Inside the pub, the champagne was flowing. Davina tapped her glass. “Ladies and gentlemen, may I please have your attention. I would like to dedicate a song to Jacques and Monique.” Everyone applauded. Davina wondered if it was for the song she knew they would like to hear or for not giving a long teary speech. Davina was excited about singing now. She missed her music. Her life had changed so utterly since her days in Switzerland with Monique. After school in Geneva, she started translating professionally as a simultaneous interpreter. She was in demand because she was quick and reliable. Her memory for the right word never seemed to falter and she could handle the pressures of the job as well. Working under extreme pressure was essential in this line of work. Panic was the interpreter’s worst enemy. Davina knew several of her colleagues who were not able to endure the stress; they went to special clinics for ‘nerve therapies’. Davina seemed to thrive in the hectic environment of this profession. After six months in Geneva, she was transferred to the United Nations in New York City. Davina completely threw herself into her work, leaving little time for anything else, including her music.
 
   Davina picked up the guitar she had brought and sang Sunrise, Sunset, a song from a well-known musical about a couple getting married. Davina changed the original names in the song and replaced them with the names of Jacques and Monique.
 
   Monique had told Jacques of their singing together but he could not have imagined the effect Davina Walters had when she sang. It was not possible not to listen, he thought. He had just witnessed something astonishing, and as he looked around the room, he realized that the others had been just as hypnotized by her performance.
 
   “Why the hell don’t you sing?” Jacques asked Davina. 
 
   “I did!”
 
   “No, no, I mean professionally. You are incredible.” He meant it. She had something Monique did not have. She had something that few singers have. It was a charisma certainly but it wasn’t just the voice, which was beautiful enough. And it wasn’t just the sensuality in the vocal chords. Something. There was something else he couldn’t identify. With her looks, he thought, she could take the world by storm. “I’m serious,” Jacques persisted. “You must. Such waste, you should be ashamed of yourself, Mademoiselle!”
 
   “Jacques, you are a love,” Davina replied. “I will think about it and if I ever decide to be a singer, it will be with one condition.”
 
   “What would that be?”
 
   “You must be my manager.” 
 
   “But of course, I would be insulted if I weren’t.” Jacques grinned but he knew she hadn’t taken him seriously. 
 
    
 
   Davina had been stealing glimpses at Alejandro all evening. He was devastatingly handsome and the most sensuous man she had ever set eyes on. He not only exuded power and strength, but also warmth and charisma. He was the kind of man she had read about in romantic paperbacks and fantasized about. He had that Spanish aristocratic face, dark hair, a quick smile and perfectly white teeth that seemed to light up his whole face, and the most astonishing violet-blue eyes. She moaned at the thought of his lean athletic body sculptured under his shirt. Every time he brushed her arm or touched her, she felt her heart thump. What has gotten into me? She wondered. She’d had several boyfriends, but none of them had ever made her feel like this. But then, she reminded herself, she had never known such a specimen. She knew from Monique that Alejandro was a diplomat for his native country of Spain. He was the consular attaché in Paris. Alejandro reminded Davina of her own father—tall and elegant, well mannered and distinguished. She also knew from Monique that Alejandro was followed by the most beautiful and affluent of women.
 
   “Daydreaming are we?” The familiar voice came from behind her.
 
   “What?” she said turning around.
 
   “Would we be dreaming about a tall Spaniard perhaps?” Monique asked.
 
   “No. Well… Monique, you know me too well. He is rather smashing though, isn’t he?” 
 
   “Absolutely. And you’ll have plenty of time to talk to each other. You and Alejandro are taking us to the airport. Remember?”
 
   The Rolls Royce, still adorned with flowers and banners, slowly crept away from the pub. Davina sat in front next to Alejandro, who drove. Jacques and Monique, in the back, were in their own private world. Davina worried that the hour’s drive to the airport would be an eternity. She didn’t know what to say. How was it that a man could do this to her?
 
   “We really haven’t had a chance to meet,” Alejandro said, interrupting her thoughts.
 
   “Yes, you’re right. It’s been a rather hectic day.”
 
   “It was nice, don’t you think? Jacques and Monique make a marvelous couple.”
 
   “Oh, yes.”
 
   “And you looked just as beautiful. You are the loveliest maid of honor I have ever seen.”
 
   Davina was sure her face was red. She was glad it was night. 
 
   “Thank you, and you look quite dashing yourself.” She regretted saying it the moment she heard her words. It sounded so, so young, so silly. She was glad to be able to get out of the car at the airport.
 
   “You know, I really can’t understand why you are taking suitcases with you,” Alejandro joked. “I mean, you’re going to a deserted Caribbean island, and you’re on your honeymoon. Why would you need any clothes?”
 
   Jacques mockingly punched his friend in the stomach. “You sly old fox, you just take care of yourself. And Davina of course. I’ll handle my end.”
 
   The men laughed, but Davina turned crimson. Monique came to her rescue. “Now, don’t forget, we’re meeting in Cairo next month for the opening of my tour,” Monique reminded her. 
 
   “I remember,” Davina said.
 
   The voice over the loudspeaker announced the departure of their flight.
 
   “That’s us,” Jacques said.
 
   They bade each other farewell and Jacques and Monique headed toward their terminal. Alejandro and Davina watched them until they disappeared. Alejandro took Davina’s arm and put it through his. As they walked to the waiting Rolls Royce, she felt as if an electric current was flowing from his body into hers. 
 
   “I know a splendid little restaurant,” Alejandro said. “How about it, are you hungry? Would you join me for dinner?”
 
   “Yes, as a matter of fact, I am hungry.” Especially for you, she thought. “That sounds wonderful.”
 
   Alejandro carefully guided the white Rolls through the streets of Paris to the Hotel Crillon by the Place de la Concorde. 
 
   “This, my dear lady, is the place where they have the best food in town.”
 
   “But it’s a hotel.”
 
   “Yes, that’s true, but don’t worry about it—just concentrate on the food—it really is exquisite.”
 
   “Alright,” she said, trying not to think that there were rooms, with beds, just above where they were standing.
 
   “May I order for both of us?” he asked once they were seated.
 
   “Yes, that’s fine, thank you,” she said politely.
 
   Alejandro carefully analyzed the extraordinary face in front of him. She was stunning. He explored her, as much as he dared, inch by inch. He marveled at the amber-blond hair loosely cascading over her shoulders. Her skin seemed to glisten with the warm glow given off by the candle on the table. He gazed into her big dark aqua eyes and her full sensuous lips that quivered slightly as she mustered a polite smile. She was not aware that her natural powers of beauty had intoxicated this invincible man.
 
   They soon became more at ease with each other and talked about their childhoods, talking more as two old friends who hadn’t seen each other in years. It was as if they had always known one another.
 
   Alejandro could not concentrate on the food. He didn’t seem to taste it. He was sure it was delicious, having eaten at this restaurant many times before, but tonight the food seemed completely bland. He could not stop looking at Davina. His eyes followed her every movement, the way she ate, the way her lips touched the bouchées as she delicately put them into her mouth. She was a refined lady in every way. And her singing! She had moved everyone in the wedding party to tears. The soft feminine timber of her voice and the richness of it had penetrated into his heart. He wanted to touch every inch of her body, to show her how much she meant to him. A thrill ran through him. He did not want the evening to ever end.
 
   “How was dinner?” he asked.
 
   “Delicious. You’re right, the food here is superb.” She really did not know. She did not seem to taste the food. 
 
   “I’m glad. Would you like a drink? A Cognac perhaps?”
 
   “An old one?” 
 
   “Only the best!”
 
   “I would love one.”
 
   “I know a place that has a bottle of the best aged Cognac France has ever produced.”
 
   “You know all the hideouts, don’t you,” she said laughing.
 
   “I try.”
 
   “So, where is this wonderful Cognac?”
 
   “It is the only place in town that serves it in such a manner, but I will only take you there if you really want to go.” He paused, watching her face. “It is very close by, in this same building as a matter of fact.”
 
   At the hotel elevator, Alejandro gently put his hands on her arms. Davina felt liquid fire running through her veins. “It is only a few floors up.”
 
   “A room?” she asked.
 
   He nodded. “I promise to be a perfect gentleman,” he added quickly.
 
   “I believe you.”
 
   “Let’s go then,” he said softly.
 
   The trip to the top floor seemed like an eternity. They didn’t say a word, both lost in their own thoughts and desires. Finally, the elevator came to a halt and the door opened. Alejandro gently put his hand in the small of her back and guided her down the corridor to his room. He quickly inserted the key and opened the door.
 
   “Please make yourself comfortable while I get the Cognac.”
 
   “Thank you,” Davina said going toward the window at the far end of the suite. “The view is magnificent.” The Eiffel tower in the distance seemed to acknowledge her presence, the Place de la Concorde and the Champs Elysées were bustling with life, and Davina had never felt more alive.
 
   “Yes, it’s wonderful. It is the city of lights, the city of lovers,” he said, pouring the Cognac into the glasses. “Here you are,” he said handing her a glass. “May I propose a toast?”
 
   “Please do...”
 
   “To us, to... good friends.”
 
   “Yes, to good friends.”
 
   They put the crystal to their lips and delicately sipped as they gazed into each other’s eyes. Alejandro slowly moved toward her and stopped just a few inches from her body. “It feels like we are perhaps a little more than friends,” he said. 
 
   “I think...yes.”
 
   Alejandro put his glass on the table next to him, took hers and placed it next to his, and took her hands. He could read her desire.
 
   “You are very beautiful, querida, dearest one,” he murmured. Davina shivered and involuntarily reached out for him. Alejandro tightened his grip on her arms and pulled her to him swiftly but gently. They clung to each other a few moments, just enough to feel the urge of the other’s need and their hearts racing. Alejandro released her just enough so that he could see her face. He caressed her lips with a finger. Davina held her breath as her lips parted with his touch and then their mouths met.  He ventured deeper in her mouth. He tasted the Cognac. He possessed it, as he wanted to possess her entire body. 
 
   He ran his hands through her silky hair and she reached up to touch his face. They held each other tightly and their mouths met once again, this time with greater urgency. Davina thought her legs would no longer hold her. He unbuttoned her blouse and cupped her breast. He felt her nipple harden under his experienced fingers and Davina moaned in pleasure. He dipped a finger into the glass of Cognac and brought it to her lips, tracing them as if he were painting a great canvas. She responded eagerly, licking her lips and his finger. He again dipped his finger into the Cognac, and this time, he outlined one of her nipples with it. He licked the moisture from her breast. Davina’s moans grew more insistent. Alejandro picked her up and carried her to the bedroom.
 
   He laid her gently on the bed and quickly took off his shirt and pants. Davina stared at his perfection. His chest looked broader without his shirt. 
 
   His long muscular legs were well sculptured, giving the ensemble an aura of strength and masculinity. Her desire to touch his body was overwhelming.
 
   “You are exquisite, amor,” he said as he gently removed the rest of her clothes. As he caressed her, he saw that she was quivering. He could feel her arousal as intense as his. He cradled her in his arms and gently his hand moved slowly over her body. Her fingertips explored his back and shoulders and gradually found his waist.
 
   Nothing could stop them now. Their passion was in command. Alejandro thought he would never be able to control himself, but he swore that he would make their first time magnificent. He knew already that this was the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. God how he wanted her. Her eyes were resplendent in their love, in their yearning for him. They searched his face, questioning, loving, on fire with a passion she still did not fully comprehend. Gently, he thought. Slowly. Carefully. His passion rose with her sensuality.
 
   When the possessor had become the possessed, they lay together in silence. Davina held him, her man, yes, he was hers. He had taken her into a new world.
 
    
 
   They spent the next two weeks together in Paris. Davina loved Paris. She had spent many of her formative years in the City of Light. They walked up the Champs Elysées in the evenings, taking in a movie or a show. One day they drove out to visit some of the châteaux of the Loire Valley, one of the most beautiful areas in all of France. On the last day of their holiday, Alejandro took her to a bistro in his neighborhood. They sat at a small table by the fireplace. A waiter lit the candles on their table. Alejandro ordered champagne.
 
   “Are we celebrating?” Davina asked.
 
   “You will see.”
 
   “Alejandro, tell me!”
 
   “Patience, my love.”
 
   “Never!” she laughed.
 
   “There will be plenty of time for that.”
 
   The waiter returned with the champagne. “Miss Davina Walters?” he asked.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “You have a telephone call.”
 
   “For me?” She could not imagine who would be calling. No one else knew where she was.
 
   Alejandro winked at the waiter, who was in collusion with him.
 
   “Anything important?” Alejandro asked casually when she returned.
 
   “No, as a matter of fact, there wasn’t anyone on the line.”
 
   “How odd. Anyway,” he cleared his throat, “now I can make my toast.”
 
   “Yes, please do. I can hardly wait.”
 
   “To us, more than friends,” he said raising his glass.
 
   “To us,” she said and lifted the glass to her lips but she immediately put it down. She looked more closely into the glass. “There’s something…”
 
   “I haven’t finished my toast,” Alejandro interrupted her. “Miss Davina Walters, would you honor me by wearing this ring?”
 
   A heart-shaped ruby ring surrounded by diamonds rested at the bottom of her glass of fizzing champagne.
 
   “Davina, will you marry me?”
 
   “Alejandro, yes, my love, I will marry you, with all my heart.” Davina looked at the ring. “That’s my mother’s engagement ring, the one her grandmother gave her!”
 
   “Yes, it is filled with great history. Your mother lovingly gave it to me.”
 
   “Ah, so you were in cahoots!”
 
   “Absolutely. Your mother is quite the master, and a divine lady.”
 
   “And how much champagne do I have to drink to get this ring?”
 
   “May I?” he asked, dipping a finger into her champagne.
 
   “You have a habit of dipping your finger into fine drinks.”
 
   Alejandro leaned over and kissed her.
 
   “The phone call, that was you of course. You sly fox.” Davina turned serious. “Are you my fox, Alejandro? You know, the one who befriended the Little Prince.”
 
   He had read the story by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry but long ago. “Remind me.”
 
   “The fox tells le Petit Prince that he cannot play with him because he’s not tamed. The Little Prince has to tame him first. And the fox warns him, he says: But if you tame me, then we shall need each other.”
 
   Alejandro was transfixed. He looked deeply into her eyes, into the depths of her soul, he thought. “Do they play, the fox and the prince?”
 
   “Yes. The Little Prince tames the fox, but the Prince has to go back to his own planet, so they are sad. Before he goes, the fox gives him a present, a secret.”
 
   “What’s the present?”
 
   “The gift was the secret.”
 
   “And what is the secret?”
 
   “This is the secret. It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.”
 
   “Mi amor,” Alejandro said, drying the diamond ring with a napkin. “I hereby tame you.” He put the ring on her finger. “So that we can play for a long time, at least until it’s time for me to move on to another planet.”
 
   The trance that held them was interrupted by quiet applause from nearby diners and waiters who had been watching them.
 
   A thin older man wearing a rumpled black overcoat and a faded beret came over to their table. He held his head high. In his eyes one could detect the stoic gallantry of the old French Legionnaire. His eyes were old and tired, but they still glowed with the chivalry that only the older French generation still possessed. He removed his beret and crumpled it in his hand, and then he took Davina’s hand and kissed it.
 
   “Mademoiselle,” he said, “I wish you and your future husband all the health and happiness in the world. And since you know the secret of the fox, I am sure your lives will be filled with joy and many children.” He bowed and kissed her hand again.
 
   Alejandro glowed with pride and happiness.
 
   Davina, tears in her eyes, stood up to hug the old man. ”Merci, Monsieur, you are very kind.”
 
   “Bonne chance,” the old man said, saluting them. Then he turned and let his own tears wet his battered face. For one so young, she has great finesse, he thought. The beautiful young woman had made his heart sing as he remembered his own glorious and romantic days.
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   EGYPT
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Landing in Cairo is quite unlike landing anywhere else in the world. There is, first, the immensity of desert, and the uninitiated might wonder if the pilot got it right. And then the pyramids, from their millennia of quiescence, look up at you. It is almost alarming. Monique and Jacques, and their guests, Davina and Alejandro, filled the windows in their DC-3. They listened intently to the improvised tour their pilot, Adam Spencer, was giving.
 
   “And that’s the Nile, river of wonders,” Captain Adam Spencer said, enjoying this. He had been a flyer since Vietnam. When he sat in a cockpit, it was like inserting his body into a favorite chair. After retiring from the military, he purchased a DC-3 from a military aircraft graveyard and meticulously refurbished the entire steel bird. He christened it Black Angel, for reasons he almost never explained, and chartered the plane out. Jacques learned about it from Davina’s father William Walters.
 
   Walters raved about the Englishman. “What that man can do with a plane is just short of miraculous.” Adam Spencer was an old friend of his and the American’s praises were all that Jacques needed. Jacques rented it, complete with pilot and co-pilot, for Monique’s tour.
 
   Spencer banked the plane to the left and the giants of Giza, beige to match the desert, rose to greet them. Monique would be performing right there in two nights, at the foot of the pyramids.
 
   But the day before the concert Jacques had chartered a small plane to take them to the Valley of the Kings for some sightseeing in the morning. “We can postpone it if you think it is too much,” Jacques told Monique.
 
   “No, that will be fine. We’ll be back in plenty of time for rehearsals,” Monique said.
 
   The next day started out nicely. They boarded the chartered eight seater. Davina, Alejandro, Jacques and Monique, as well as Adam Spencer and his co-pilot Eric Shannon, aboard as guests this time. The pilot of the small plane introduced himself and his assistant, Ahmed.
 
   As they approached their destination, they spotted two gigantic statues. They had arrived at the Valley of the Kings. The enormous Pharaohs presided over the entrance to the gates.
 
   Suddenly the pilot turned sharply and as he did, his assistant Ahmed pulled out an Uzi machine gun from under his seat and quickly turned around to face the passengers. Monique and Davina were sitting directly behind the hijackers. Alejandro and Jacques behind them, Adam and Eric further back. The carefree happiness on their faces turned to fear.
 
   Ahmed smirked. “Be quiet or I’ll kill you,” he said calmly in slightly accented English. “It makes no difference to me who dies. I know who you are.” He faced Davina. “You are the daughter of the American pig Ambassador. I suggest you be careful or you will be the first one to die.” The man remained calm; it was almost eerie. “You Americans,” he said snorting, “you always think you are so smart. Not this time.”
 
   Alejandro found his voice.  “What do you want from us?” he asked.
 
   “All of you shut up!” Ahmed said, raising his voice for the first time. He put the nozzle of the Uzi between Monique’s breasts. Jacques lunged at him and the rifle quickly swung toward him but Davina, who had seen what was coming, instinctively thrust out her arm and it was her shoulder the gun smashed into. She screamed, nearly fainting with the pain. Alejandro held her. The rage coursing through every cell of his body made him tremble. He looked into the eyes of the woman he loved more than anyone else in the world. They communicated this. If they wanted to live, and they did, they would be quiet. Davina squeezed Alejandro’s hand; she stole a look at Monique and wondered if her own eyes showed the same that Monique’s eyes showed: total fear.
 
   The plane gained altitude and flew over the desert for another hour before starting to descend. They could see tents and knew they had arrived at their destination.
 
   ‘Ah, shit,’ Adam Spencer thought as he saw where they would land. It was a length of palm fronds on what he knew was sand, hopefully not soft deep sand. Sand was as bad as snow. The only difference was temperature. The landing would be extremely slippery, if at all possible. He caught the look on his co-pilot’s face. “I’ve been in worse,” Adam told him. Eric only swallowed.  The passengers knew they were in danger. Their lives were foremost in their minds, but not because of the dangerous landing.
 
   They circled once and the aircraft descended. “Brace yourselves,” Spencer warned. The pilot was perspiring profusely and as the wheels touched down he applied the brakes. They did not respond as he expected; instead they locked. The small plane skidded as if it was mounted on skis sliding on snow. They held on as best they could, and Davina winced from the pain in her shoulder. Finally the brakes unlocked but they were running out of runway. The improvised landing strip wasn’t nearly long enough. “Brace yourselves!” Spencer repeated, only this time he shouted. The pilot swung the rudder hard, and the small craft swerved out of control. One side started to lift off the ground on one wheel like a stunt car and the wing touched the sand, turning them quickly in the opposite direction. Somehow the plane did not tip over; instead it stopped on its wing, which had provided enough friction to stop the craft.
 
   “Asshole!” Ahmed directed his invective in Arabic to the pilot. “You almost blew the whole operation. We need them alive, not dead.”
 
   Outside, men in jellabas mounted on horses and camels were shouting and waiving carbines. They pushed the small plane upright off its wing.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Alejandro said under his breath. Jacques’ look said it all. ‘I don’t know, I have no idea.’ Nobody had an idea.
 
   “Everybody out!” Ahmed shouted, aiming his gun at them.
 
   The men outside, all armed, had already started concealing the plane with nets and foliage from palm trees. They gathered around the prisoners, pointing their weapons at them. At Ahmed’s signal, the procession moved toward the largest of twelve tents. They were met by a giant of a man with a gold front tooth. He beckoned them inside. The tent was devoid of furniture, and this one reeked with the musty smell of hashish.
 
   No one dared to speak and yet they all felt that they had to say something, someone had to. They had all changed so quickly. Their happiness had melted so immediately.
 
   Davina thought that perhaps she could get some information from the ugly giant with the gold tooth. “These carpets are beautiful,” she said in English. Arabic was not one of the languages she knew.
 
   “Shut up and sit down, you stupid tourists!” The man yelled.
 
   Davina tried to smile. He’s as dumb as he is big, she thought, but she did as he ordered.
 
   Now another man entered. He wore the red-checkered head cloth of the Arab world and his jellaba was gray and faded. His complexion was very dark, almost African, and a thick unkempt beard covered most of his face. “I regret the inconvenience,” the man said. “We have nothing against you. We are holding you for ransom. We need funds for our cause. If you do not do anything foolish, you will live.”
 
   Alejandro, his courage returning, spoke up: “How can we believe that? What is you cause?”
 
   “We are the United People for Freedom,” the man with the head cloth said, and he sat down.
 
   The countries of NATO had formally agreed not to comply with the demands of any terrorist of any country, as Alejandro knew. If it took a few or even several sacrificial deaths for terrorists to get the message, so be it. It was the only way to stop terrorism: no deals, no compromise. He knew they had to escape. They were essentially on their own. “At least let the women go,” he suggested.
 
   “The women are just as important, if not more so,” the man with the red-checkered ghutra said. He stood up. “I warn you. Do not attempt anything you will regret.” He looked at each of them—the four men, Adam Spencer, Eric Shannon, Alejandro and Jacques, and the two young women. “As soon as they have given us what we want, you will be released.”
 
   “You must know that you will not get away with this,” Alejandro said, trying to match the steely evenness of his captor’s voice. “The NATO nations have strict measures against terrorists. They will not comply with your demands.”
 
   The man laughed. “Then you shall die,” he said simply. He briefly spoke to the big man in Arabic who then roughly proceeded to move them out of the tent.
 
    
 
   ♫
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PARIS
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   William Walters was in his office punctually at eight every morning and today was no different. “Any messages, Margaret?” he asked his secretary.
 
   “I’ve put them on your desk, sir. One letter, just came, special delivery.”
 
   The writing on the envelope read:
 
    
 
   FOR THE ATTENTION OF 
 
   HIS EXCELLENCY WILLIAM WALTERS
 
   EXTREMELY URGENT
 
    
 
   Walters opened it immediately. His face turned white. “Margaret, get me General Dickinson and Générale Duvalier on the phone. Immediately!” He reread the note.
 
    
 
   We are holding your daughter, Davina; Alejandro del Valle; Monique Ravel; Jacques Laffitte; and their pilots pending compliance with the following requests:
 
   U.S. $50,000,000 to be deposited in account #CY5724 at the Banque Limitée in Geneva. The deposits are to be made daily. 
 
   U.S. $10,000,000 per day for the next five days commencing tomorrow.
 
   Should our demands not be met exactly as mentioned above, we will be forced to execute the aforementioned, one by one, until our demands are complied with. We will contact you via radiotelephone this afternoon. You will speak to your daughter so as to assure you of their safety and to proceed with our demands.
 
   (Signed) The United People for Freedom
 
    
 
   Generals Dickinson and Duvalier arrived at Walters’ office together three hours later. They had flown in from Belgium after speaking to the American Ambassador. Dickinson was the Commander in Chief of the NATO base. He was a burly man. His uniform was impeccable, and the badges on his chest made him look like a decorated Christmas tree. His appearance was as commanding as his personality. Générale Duvalier was a younger man. He was only in his late thirties and already the second in command on the base. The two were a powerful team.
 
   “Thank you for coming, gentlemen,” Walters greeted them. “It came this morning special delivery,” he said handing the urgent letter to the American general.
 
   “They’re fucking nuts!” Dickinson roared.
 
   “Of course, the NATO alliance prohibits any arrangements with terrorists,” Duvalier pointed out.
 
   “We know, Henri,” the older general snapped. Yes, they all knew, but that was now beside the point. 
 
   Duvalier looked up from the letter. “There is only one way,” he said, “and that is to transfer funds from the United States, France and Spain simultaneously. Half the amount from the U.S., $5,000,000, and the other half divided between France and Spain, $2,500,000 each. It can be done through the governments. They can move such large amounts that quickly. It could work.” Duvalier, the esprit brillant, was showing his true colors. 
 
   “But that doesn’t guarantee their safe return,” Dickinson said. “We don’t even know where they are to send in a rescue operation."
 
   “There is only one solution then, gentlemen,” Walters said. “Ephraim Schmitz.”
 
   “MOSSAD?” Duvalier said.
 
   “Yes, Henri, Israeli secret service. My daughter and her friends are in Egypt because they were there for a concert.”
 
   “Ah, yes, our songbird, Monique Ravel,” Duvalier said, proud of his compatriot. He had known Monique’s parents well.
 
   “But why should the Israelis do it?” Dickinson asked. “It’s not their battle.”
 
   “Several reasons,” Walters replied. “First, Ephraim is an old friend of mine and he’s known my daughter and Monique since they were children. Monique is quite a popular singer and she’s known. A diplomat, as well as a diplomat’s daughter have been kidnapped. And, need I remind you, gentlemen, the Israelis are our allies, and they are bitterly sworn against terrorism. Also…” Walters paused. “I once saved Ephraim’s life. He owes me.”
 
   Duvalier raised an eyebrow. He had not known this.
 
   “Call him.” Dickinson said simply.
 
   Ephraim Schmitz and his assistant arrived four hours later.
 
   “Shalom, old friend, it’s been a long time,” Ephraim said to William Walters.
 
   “Yes, too long I’m afraid, and regrettably we meet under difficult circumstances.”
 
   The two men exchanged hearty handshakes. “This is Leo Aaron,” Ephraim said introducing his assistant.
 
   “Thank you both very much for coming. Let me fill you in with the details of our problem.” Walters proceeded to brief the Israelis as they walked toward the communications room.
 
   The Israelis knew the kidnappers. “They are a new organization of fanatics,” Ephraim said. They are a group of Muslims. They come from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, and Libya. They are supposedly dedicated to feeding the poor and helping the underprivileged, but they have attached many strings to their benevolent deeds. What started out once as an act of grace now has turned political. They hide behind their original idea, but they are like a Mafia, they will carry out their threats.”
 
   Margaret brought in coffee and lunch. Walters’ entire demeanor had changed. He looked as if he had aged years in the last few hours. Walters thanked his secretary. “Please call my wife and tell her I’ve left on an emergency trip and I probably won’t be back for a few days,” he told her. “Don’t tell her anything else.”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Ambassador.”
 
   “Our first priority is to deposit the first day’s ransom,” said Duvalier as he bit into some Camembert on a slice of baguette.
 
   Walters loosened his tie and unbuttoned his top shirt button. He looked at Ephraim and knew he need not speak. The Israeli understood.
 
   The communications center was filled to capacity with extra radios, tape recorders and other sophisticated pieces of equipment, and the staff to run them. 
 
   “Excuse me,” Margaret said, interrupting Walters who was examining a map of the Egyptian desert that now hung on a wall. “The funds are ready to be transferred tomorrow morning at 0900 hours.”
 
   “Excellent,” Ephraim said.
 
   At four o’clock that afternoon, the phone rang. Walters, after first making sure that his team was ready, picked up the receiver. “Hello?”
 
   “Is this William Walters?” a voice on the other end asked. It was the voice of an Arab with an English accent.
 
   “Yes,” Walters said, a shiver running down his spine.
 
   “This is the United People for Freedom.”
 
   “I want to speak to my daughter.”
 
   “No. You cannot. If you comply with the first day’s demands, you shall speak to her.” The line went dead.
 
   “Goddamnit,” Dickinson muttered.
 
    
 
   At 0900 hours the following morning, Margaret, who had been awake most of the night with the rest of them, was on the phone to Geneva. “The monies are in the account,” she announced.
 
   “Good,” Ephraim said. “I think they will be safe a little while longer. The terrorists now believe that we are going along with them.”
 
   At 1100 hours, the phone rang.
 
   “This is William Walters.”
 
   “This is the United People for Freedom,” the same voice said. “You have done well. No one shall be harmed as long as you continue with the negotiations.” The line went dead.
 
   “Don’t worry. They’ll call back,” Duvalier said.
 
   “How do you know?” Walters asked.
 
   “The deposit was made but the money is frozen,” Ephraim said. “Next time they call, tell them that the bank needs your approval to release it. Stall them. Tell them we need more time, tell them you want to speak to your daughter.”
 
   Walters was sweating, trying not to think what everyone already knew, that the terrorists could kill them or at least one of them. “What if…” he began but did not finish.
 
   Ephraim put a hand on his shoulder. “William, they are happy that the funds are there and they want the rest. They would not jeopardize the money at this point. We must take this chance, my friend. We must stall them.”
 
    
 
   At 1230 hours, the phone rang again in the communications room.
 
   “William Walters here,” the American diplomat said.
 
   “The funds are frozen. Release them immediately!” The agitated voice said.
 
   “Not until I speak to my daughter,” Walters replied, trying to keep his voice even. “I want to know if everyone is alright. We’re living up to our part of the bargain. You do the same.”
 
   There was no response, only a dial tone.
 
    
 
   The prisoners had slept uncomfortably without covers in a tent. They had been given only water and warned repeatedly not to try to escape or they would be shot. Davina’s shoulder turned an ugly purple. She thought many times throughout the night that Monique would pass out. She had that look of sudden horrible loss and panic, the same look Davina saw the night Monique’s parents died. It was as if Jacques was holding a porcelain doll, not a woman, and on her face was frozen that awful mask. Alejandro was too agitated to sit or stand still for long. He said very little. He was trying to work it out. There had to be a way. Adam Spencer knew what Alejandro was thinking. It was what he was thinking of—a way out.
 
    
 
   Fayed, the man who wore the red-checkered head shawl, who seemed to be a leader of the kidnappers, entered the prisoners’ tent with a communications radio. Accompanying him was the enormous man with the gold tooth and other armed men who seemed to be enjoying the power they held over the hostages. Fayed approached Davina. “Your father wants to speak with you. You will tell him that you and your friends are fine and nothing else. Our rifles are pointed at them. And you.” 
 
   “I understand,” Davina said quietly. She exchanged a look with Alejandro and Adam Spencer. She tried to read their faces but couldn’t. Daddy will know what to do, she thought. Daddy will come through for us.
 
   “I warn you,” Fayed said quietly as he handed the receiver to Davina.
 
   They heard the voice of William Walters. “Walters here. I want to speak with my daughter.”
 
   It was a one-way radio, much like a walkie-talkie, Davina realized. You had to press a lever on the receiver to be heard on the other end. She pressed the lever and held the radio away from her face, pretending to think about what to say. Fayed shook her shoulder, the one with the contusion, and Davina screamed. She doubled over, purposely keeping the lever down.  Fayed grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her head up. “You do exactly as I told you.” Three guns were aimed at her head.
 
   “I understand, I understand,” she said, trying to get her breath. “Who do you think you are, King Tut?” She brought the receiver, now released, to her ear. “Daddy?”
 
   Again they heard William Walters. “I want to speak to my daughter.”
 
   “How do you use this thing?” she asked, pretending that she didn’t know.
 
   “Press the button and talk,” Fayed snarled.
 
   She did. “Daddy?”
 
   “Davina! Are you alright?”
 
   “Yes, yes, yes. I am alright.”
 
   “The others…?”
 
   “We are all fine. They have been very nice to us. But I miss you, Daddy. I wish I could see you, say like in an hour, that would be nice.” She laughed, an obviously forced laugh.
 
   Fayed grabbed her hair threateningly and Davina winced. He yanked the receiver from her hand. “That’s enough,” he growled. “Walters! Release the money immediately.”
 
   “It shall be done. But how do I know they won’t be harmed?”
 
   “Keep depositing the money,” he said, cutting off their communications. He scowled at Davina and then left the tent, followed by his armed entourage.
 
   The prisoners were alone again. Adam Spencer winked at Davina. “Do you think he heard?” she asked. 
 
   “I’m sure he heard,” Alejandro whispered. “My love, that was very smart of you but also very dangerous.”
 
   “I don’t think they noticed,” Adam whispered and he explained to Jacques and Monique what Davina had done or what he thought she had done. By holding down the lever on the receiver, she had allowed Walters and whoever else was listening—and there were sure to be others—to hear her scream. Now at least Walters knew that they were not fine.
 
   “With all the languages we speak among us and we don’t know what they’re saying,” Davina said. “I should’ve learned Arabic.”
 
   “More than Arabic you need, luv,” their British pilot said quietly. “Urdu, I think.”
 
   Alejandro spoke quietly into Adam’s ear. “Have you understood anything?”
 
   “Some. Very little actually. Fayed, the chap with the tablecloth on his head, he said something about killing.”
 
   “Who?” Davina asked impatiently.
 
   “Us, I presume.” Adam whispered. “I don’t speak any of these languages, luv. I just pick up snatches.”
 
   Davina laid her head in Alejandro’s lap. There was nothing to do but to wait for her father to act. She knew he would. She knew he would save them all.
 
   Adam was not quite ready to tell them what else he thought he heard. He would tell Alejandro and Jacques, and of course Eric, when he got the chance. Even if he did not understand exactly, even if he was wrong. He knew he had to tell them. They said they would take the women first.
 
    
 
   It was Ephraim, the Israeli MOSSAD agent, who understood all of Davina’s hints. They listened to the tape of the conversation between Davina and her father over and over. “Bravo,” Ephraim said quietly.
 
   William Walters looked up. “What?”
 
   “Rerun the tape,” Ephraim ordered. “My friend, I see your daughter takes after you. She is very clever.”
 
   William shut his eyes and opened them quickly as if the light could block out the memory of Davina’s scream. “How do you mean?”
 
   “She said King Tut. She also said she would like to see you in about an hour. We know they flew out of Cairo. If she is right, and I expect that she is, we know they are in a radius of an hour’s flying time from Cairo. King Tut means they were headed for the Valley of the Kings. That’s where King Tutankhaman’s tomb is. That fits in with what we know about these fanatics and where they hide out.”
 
   “You think you know where they are?” Walters asked, thinking this was too good to be true.
 
   “We are pretty sure,” the younger Israeli said, going to the map. “They are most probably here,” he said, pointing at an indistinct spot in the beige desert.
 
   “Good news finally,” General Dickinson said. “Now what do we do?”
 
   “We are a little ahead of the game,” Ephraim said. “I need to make a few phone calls myself.”
 
    
 
   At 1900 hours Ephraim presented his plan as he sipped from a large mug of black coffee. “Two dozen men will leave tonight by aircraft. They will parachute here,” he said, pointing to a large X on the map. They will land thirty miles from the location, otherwise the plane will be heard.”
 
   “How the hell they gonna get to where they need to be?” Dickinson demanded.
 
   “They will carry hang gliders.” 
 
   “Hang gliders?” Dickinson asked, incredulous. “Where in hell they gonna take off from, Ephraim? There’s nothing out there but fucking sand!”
 
   “There are dunes in the desert,” Ephraim replied, “some are high enough for a hang glider to take off from. No problem.”
 
   “Continue, Ephraim, please,” Walters said.
 
   “They will fly themselves as close to the location as possible, otherwise they would lose time and exhaust themselves walking. At 0230 hours they will have arrived two miles from the camp, far enough so that if there are guards, they can take them out. At 0330 three men will reconnoiter the camp, set plastiques and warn the hostages of this operation. At 0400 hours they will silence the perimeter guards with far-range guns that have infrared telescopes and silencers. We are presuming that there are between one hundred and one hundred and twenty terrorists at that camp. That is a ratio of about one to five. Of course our commandos will have the element of surprise.”
 
   Ephraim paused and finished his coffee.  He looked at Walters. This was their only chance. He knew Walters knew that. Ephraim would not be alive had it not been for William Walters, risking his own life for him. Walters was OSS at the time. He, Ephraim and three others flew out of a RAF base in England. Their mission: to infiltrate Nazi territory. Only two of them, Walters and Ephraim, lived. But that was another war, another place, Ephraim told himself.
 
   “The operation should take no more than forty-five minutes,” Ephraim continued. “That would make it 0445. Sunrise is at 0449. At that time, two helicopters will be arriving on the scene. One with more troops, the second, manned by a special medical team in case there are wounded. The helicopters will take off shortly after. This, then, gentlemen, will conclude Operation Nightingale.” He again turned to Walters. “The men are on standby and scheduled to leave—I need your approval and your blessing, William.”
 
   Operation Nightingale. William Walters repeated the words to himself. Yes, the savior and the singing bird. That is a good name. We must get our nightingales and their friends out of there. He nodded to Dickinson and Duvalier. 
 
   “Yeah,” the older general said. “Do it.”
 
   “Yes,” Duvalier said.
 
    
 
   The DC-3 pilot Adam Spencer thought they could escape under cover of darkness, although it was not a perfect plan. They might be killed but at least some of them might survive such an escape. If they could make it to the hidden airplane, and he knew the chances for this were not good, they would have to remove the camouflage, and that would take time, time they did not have. But even if by some miracle they did manage to do that, he worried that the plane would not start because there must be half the desert in the engines from their landing. But if by chance the plane did start, where was the runway? There wasn’t one. He presumed that they would rebuild it when they needed it again, if ever they did. Adam considered his situation, thinking back to all the tight spots he had been in. Maybe this was the worst, he thought. This wasn’t just he and his buddy B.A. running for their lives through the rice paddies in Vietnam. There were six of them here and only he had been through a war. What would B.A. do? He asked himself. B.A. would know what to do. 
 
   Adam’s co-pilot Eric Shannon had said almost nothing since he first looked into the barrel of the Uzi, probably his first Uzi, Adam thought. But actually, none of them spoke much. They were all very hungry and thirsty. Now they thought about food and water as well as their lives. When two of the armed men guarding their tent came inside their second night in the desert, they thought it was to bring them food or at least water.
 
   “Who is the singer?” one of them asked, looking from Davina to Monique.
 
   The women looked at each other and both spoke at once. “I am.”
 
   The man laughed. Unlike the others, he wore a different kind of head cloth, the kind of the Afghan steppes. “Come,” he said.
 
   “Now, wait a minute…” Jacques began nervously.
 
   “Easy boy,” Spencer warned him quietly.
 
   “What do you want with my wife?” Jacques demanded.
 
   “Juwaztuk? Your wife?” the other man said. He stared at Monique and grinned obscenely.
 
   “She’s not going anywhere without me!” Jacques said.
 
   The man shrugged. “OK. Come.”
 
   Spencer saw that Alejandro was about to lunge at the guard. “Easy, easy,” Spencer whispered. He put a hand on Alejandro’s shoulder. They watched helplessly as the women and Jacques were escorted out of the tent into the darkness that they could only wonder at.
 
   “Maybe they just want to be entertained,” Eric shrugged. “They know she’s a singer.” He was trying to be helpful but even he knew his words rang hollow. 
 
    
 
   The women and Jacques were made to enter a tent filled with acrid blue smoke. Fayed and the giant of a man with the gold tooth lounged on cushions, taking turns at the hookah. Fayed’s red checkered head cloth now hung around his neck and his eyes were glassy and dilated.
 
   “Monique Ravel, the singer, welcome, and you have friends?” Fayed’s words had lost their usual clipped distinction. He was obviously stoned and presumably, the giant was as well. It was more difficult to tell with him. “Please,” Fayed said, swinging out both arms, “please sit down.”
 
   The three captors sat on cushions. For what seemed like a long time, they listened to only the gurgling water pipe as Fayed and the big man continued to suck at the hookah and blow smoke. Finally Fayed spoke. “The entertainment should prove to be interesting.”
 
   Davina could not bear the silence any longer. “You expect us to sing?”
 
   Fayed nodded.
 
   “We are very thirsty and we are hungry,” Davina said. “When I talk to my father again, I will tell him that you do not have any honor. You’ve broken your word.”
 
   Fayed slapped Davina hard across her face. “Bitch!” he yelled, straddling her. He yanked her up by the front of her shirt and punched her in the stomach. Davina doubled over on all fours. 
 
   Monique gasped. “That was not necessary,” she said, trying to conceal her fright. “We have done nothing but obey your orders.”
 
   Fayed grabbed Monique’s blouse and tore it off her body. Jacques lunged, but Ahmed, one of the guards who had brought them to Fayed’s tent, got to him first with the butt of his rifle. They heard cracking of rib bones. Jacques went down hard gasping for air. Ahmed was going to hit him again but Fayed stopped him. “La, la, no, no,” he said, “let him watch.”
 
   Monique, her breasts exposed, began to shake uncontrollably. 
 
   “Monique!” Jacques cried out and Ahmed’s rifle came down again, this time breaking his arm. The Frenchman screamed. 
 
   “Jacques, please, stop,” Monique begged him.
 
   Davina, still on her knees, closed her eyes. She thought she was going to be sick. Jacques’ cries were unbearable. And Monique…
 
    
 
   0230 hours. Operation Nightingale was in its second phase. Two dozen Israeli commandos glided silently through the moonless night on hang gliders towards their destination. They wore dark gray hoods and the same color fatigues. The terrorist encampment was easy to spot. The commandos followed the glow of the campfires, landing about two miles away. They were on schedule to the minute. They piled up their gliders over a small explosive set to go off at 0500 hours.
 
   Adam Spencer was the first to see the blade cutting through the tent. He brought a finger to his lips and Alejandro and Eric stood to Adam’s side, ready for whatever was coming. They had nothing but their wits and their hands to defend themselves. They hardly dared breathe as they watched a head in a gray hood poke through the slit that had been made in the tent. Spencer grabbed the head and yanked hard. He was ready with a punch when a woman’s voice said: “Wait, we’ve come to rescue you.” The commando took off her hood and her long blond hair spilled out. Her blue eyes quickly took in the situation. “Shalom.”
 
   “Jesus H. Christ,” Spencer inhaled, figuring the soldier was about five foot nothing and he had almost smashed that lovely face.
 
   “My name is Ruth,” she said. “Listen carefully. We don’t have much time.”
 
   Ruth Rosenblum was the only woman on the mission. She was rated as one of the best commandos in all of Israel. There was no one who did not respect her. She quickly proceeded to tell them about the operation and in turn gathered the information she needed from them. She left two minutes later, blond hair back in the hood.
 
    
 
   When Jacques opened his eyes again, he did not know where he was. A woman was crying. It was Davina. She lay doubled over, holding her stomach, on the carpet next to him. Then he remembered, and he could do nothing.
 
   Ahmed pushed Monique down to her knees, roughly tore the rest of her clothes off. He pulled her head back, ready to thrust into her. Jacques prayed to lose consciousness.
 
   Davina stumbled to her feet. “No, you can’t do this!” The big man grabbed her and flung her down, brought his hand up and slapped her. He then went over to Monique and Ahmed. He lifted his gown. He wore nothing under it. They would take turns. He dropped the knife from his belt next to Monique who was still on her knees. 
 
   Her screams resounded throughout the camp and petrified the hostages’ hearts.
 
   They’re killing her, Davina thought, and with every ounce of strength she had left, threw herself onto the big man’s back, digging her nails into him. Fayed pulled her off by her hair and pinned her down to the ground, pressing his lips roughly to hers, grotesquely flicking his tongue back and forth in her mouth. Davina caught it and bit down as hard as she could. Fayed, cursing, rolled off of her as blood came gushing out. 
 
   Davina grabbed the knife the big man had put down. Blood was running out of Monique’s mouth and down her legs. She was losing consciousness. The man was still ramming her. He hadn’t noticed Davina next to him and the next thing he felt was the blade entering his body. He fell over and saw the face of the American woman who had thrust his own knife into his back.
 
    
 
   The Israeli commandos placed explosive charges at each of the twelve tents. The soldiers of this unit had worked together for the past two years, day in and day out. By smell, step or sound, they knew exactly who each was and what he or she was doing. They were like an extension of each other. Their mission was more complicated because the hostages had been separated. ”Two women and one man are in the main tent,” Ruth reported. “They might be dead.”
 
   “Right, we go now,” the commanding officer said. It was 0350 hours. They were still on schedule. The best sharpshooters took out the perimeter guards with silencers and moved further in. Each tent had two guards. They too were taken out with the silencers. The only terrorists left were the ones inside and they seemed to be asleep. Now the commandos positioned themselves at the entrance to each tent and waited for their commander’s signal.
 
   At the main tent, Colonel Yuval Shamir held a finger to his lips. Complete silence. He wanted to keep it that way. It had worked miraculously well so far. He raised his hand and nodded at each of them. When he lowered his hand, the commandos bolted into their respective tents. Shamir, Ben Sned, the second in command, and Ruth went into the leader’s tent.
 
   Ahmed saw them first. He reached for his gun but the trio opened fire before he had a chance. Two bullets pierced him silently and he collapsed. The big man was dead, Davina had killed him. Fayed was sitting on top of Davina, a knife in his hand, ready to kill her, but he flew back with the impact of the bullets. He lay crumpled on the ground in his own blood.
 
   The other hostages were freed. Alejandro started to rush outside. One of the commandos stopped him. “Not yet. Wait until the signal.” He saw the desperation on Alejandro’s face. He had heard the screams. “It will only be a few moments.”
 
   The rest of the unit had charged the other tents, again in complete silence. The terrorists were asleep. The Israelis opened up. They met no obstacles.
 
   0445 hours. It was over.
 
   Ruth covered Monique, who was semi-conscious, and helped Davina put her shirt on. She was in terrible pain and could hardly move. The first blow to her shoulder had turned into a large hematoma. She had bruises all over and her face was swollen. Jacques was barely conscious. A broken rib had cut into one of his lungs. Blood trickled out of his mouth. 
 
   In five minutes, two helicopters were in sight and descending fast. As they landed, fresh troops hurried out and into the encampment. They had ten minutes. The first commando group rushed into the big Chinook with the hostages. They carried the wounded to the big bird with the red cross painted on its belly. Jacques and Monique were placed on stretchers. The blanket that covered her was soaked with blood. Horror spread over their faces. They watched the medical team furiously work on them. Alejandro held Davina as carefully as he could. He was crying.
 
   At 0500 hours, the big helicopters were airborne, moving away from the encampment. A huge explosion resounded from the desert. The tents and everything else in the camp and around it, as well as the hang gliders, blew up.
 
   “That’s the end of those fuckers,” Shamir said, then quickly turned to Davina and apologized for his language.
 
   “That’s quite alright, Colonel,” she said quietly. “I’ve said a few choice words myself.” She looked at the people on the helicopter. “Thank you.”
 
   Davina went to her best friend and gently kissed her cheek.
 
   “Davina,” she whispered.
 
   “Oui, Monique," Davina answered. She put her ear close to her lips. 
 
   “Davina, I’m dying.”
 
   “No, you’re not.”
 
   “Davina, listen.” Monique shut her eyes and opened them. “Listen. I want you to promise me something.”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “Promise you will sing.”
 
   “Monique, you will sing.”
 
   “Promise me, if I can’t, that you will sing. Promise me, Davina.”
 
   “Alright, I promise.” Her tears fell onto Monique’s face. “I promise, I promise.” She began to sing softly to Monique.
 
   “No,” Monique said with great difficulty, “I want everyone in the world to hear you…”
 
   One of the soldiers quickly handed Davina a microphone. It was connected to both helicopters.
 
   Davina took the microphone and with all the control she possessed slowly started singing a Hebrew song they had sung together in the past. “Bashana Abaa…, next year there will be peace...”
 
   Both helicopters, full of men and women sang with Davina.
 
   Shamir cleared his throat and went into the cockpit. He shook hands with the pilot. “Well done, Captain, thank you. Can you send a message to Number One?”
 
   “Right away, Colonel.”
 
   “Good, here it is then.”
 
   The message reached William Walters and the others at the American Embassy in Paris.
 
   0530 hours. The telex machine in the communications room was receiving a message. Walters, Dickinson, Duvalier, as well as Ephraim and Leo ran over to it. It was printing. Yes, this was it. How did it go, they wondered.
 
    
 
   PLEASED TO INFORM YOU...
 
   OPERATION NIGHTINGALE COMPLETE SUCCESS.
 
   ALL TERRORISTS INCLUDING ENEMY BASE
 
   COMPLETELY DESTROYED.
 
   NO ONE FROM TEAM WOUNDED OR KILLED.
 
   ALEJANDRO, ADAM, ERIC, PERFECT CONDITION.
 
   “Formidable!” Duvalier exclaimed. The telex continued.
 
   REGRET TO INFORM YOU MUSTAPHA, EGYPTIAN
 
   GUIDE, FOUND DEAD. ALSO…William thought he was going to faint. ...JACQUES BADLY HURT SHOULD RECOVER. 
 
   DAVINA...Here it comes...BADLY BRUISED BUT OK.
 
   William sighed with relief.
 
   MONIQUE CRITICAL. IN COMA. BADLY MUTILATED. 
 
   DO NOT KNOW IF SHE WILL MAKE IT.
 
   REGARDS, Y.S.
 
   ♫
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   HAIFA
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   Captain Adam Spencer was the only one of the group who stayed on in Haifa, where the Israeli helicopters had taken them directly from the Egyptian desert. Adam and his co-pilot returned to Cairo to retrieve the DC-3, and then Eric, who longed desperately for the peace of his home in Cork, left that very day for Ireland, promising that he would be back to work in a week. Adam told him to take two. But he only needed a week, Eric protested. A week with his Scottish fold cat Sally. Actually, it wasn’t his cat; the cat belonged to the neighbors but whenever Eric returned home after a long haul of flying, the cat came visiting. She stayed with him, she ate with him and slept with him, for the entire time he was home, which was never very long. Sally had become like an anchor for Eric, a reminder that he had a place, a home of his own, where someone, who happened to be a cat, was waiting for him.
 
   “Two weeks with Sally, and that’s an order,” Adam warned him. He had become like a father to Eric, a man who was his boss but also a man who would hug him and let him cry for as long as he needed.
 
   “Right then,” Eric said, “two weeks, it is.”
 
   “With Sally.”
 
   They hugged each other again and Adam watched Eric board his plane for home. It was then, at that moment, seeing the last of Eric disappear that Adam knew what he was going to do, or rather where he was going. He was going back to Haifa.
 
   Adam and Ruth Rosenblum had already exchanged good-byes, promising to get together soon, which of course meant someday, maybe, Adam told himself, wondering what Ruth would say when he appeared on her doorstep so soon. 
 
   Ruth didn’t say anything, at least not right away, not until after they broke off a long passionate embrace. They spent the week together, most of it in bed, making love, talking, but not of the future, that was too difficult. They did not go there until their last night together. Adam could not bear to leave her without some hope of seeing her again. He wanted more than this, much more, and he wanted it so much that he dared not push her too far. 
 
   “Have you given it some thought then, luv?”
 
   “I have, Adam, but it’s not that simple. I’m not really my own person, I can’t be. I belong to the military and to my country. I have a duty to fulfill and I can’t just drop everything at a moment’s notice. It would be very difficult to just get up and go.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Besides, I don’t know if I could live a life of leisure day in and day out. I know I’d be happy by your side and we would be passionate for days...”
 
   “Days?”
 
   “Possibly years. The passion doesn’t go on and on forever. That’s the way it usually works.”
 
   “Maybe we’re not so usual, Ruthie. Have you thought of that?”
 
   “Adam,” she said and looked into his eyes. “Passion isn’t what concerns me the most.” How could she explain to him what it meant to be an Israeli? It wasn't just her country. Her feelings about it transcended the idea of homeland. She needed to be a part of it, she needed to defend it as well as live in it. He could never totally be a part of this. And even if they lived together in Israel, she would still be in the military and they could not be together whenever they wanted. She would still go on dangerous missions because that is what she did best. She wouldn’t have it any other way. He would be miserable whenever she left the house. He wouldn’t know if she was going to buy lamb chops or blow up a terrorist encampment. And how could her mind be focused a hundred percent on her mission? It couldn’t be. She would be thinking of him, and that might be just enough to cause the mistake she was not allowed to make. How could she make him understand?
 
   “Adam,” she tried again. “You are a military man yourself or you were. You have souvenirs on your body and in your heart that will always remind you.” She caressed the scars on his back. He had not spoken of them, and he realized that he needn’t. She didn’t need to be told about what happened to him before the Black Angel in Vietnam. She could probably well imagine the details. Ultimately, war is war; the details probably don’t matter anyway. Getting shot or tortured in a rice paddy can’t be much different in a desert.
 
   “But, Adam. I care about you. I care very much. No one can ever take that away. Nothing can. These days with you have been so wonderful. I’ve never been so happy.”
 
   She was a little surprised to hear these words, her own words. But l am happy, she told herself, happier than I have ever been. Surely, it is every woman’s dream to be happy with a man, a special man. “I’m sorry, Adam. I’m not your typical woman.”
 
   “That’s my girl, thank the Lord.”
 
   He could wait. It was against his heart’s will and desire, but he could wait. Of all the goddamn luck. Here she was, in his arms, and he had to wait.
 
   After Haifa, Adam went to his home, a cabin in the northern woods of Maine. This had been home for ten years now, longer than any other place he called home. He chopped wood and finally replaced the rotted front roof gutters. In ten days, he was ready to move on. He called Eric.
 
   “How’s Sally?”
 
   “Ah, she’s grand,” Eric said, happy to hear Adam’s voice. “We’re moving now, are we?” They were indeed. The Black Angel would be hauling cargo. First stop was Alaska. Then Malta.
 
   “Malta? Saint Paul was shipwrecked on Malta.”
 
   “You don’t say.”
 
   “As long as it’s out of the desert.”
 
   “Yeah. And the jungle.”
 
   “You know what we’re carrying?”
 
   “Dog food. To Alaska, as far inland as we can get. The huskies up there are starving. They’re dying, every day. There’s not enough fish to feed them all. That’s what they eat in the winter, fish. And there’s no fish because we keep accidentally dumping shiploads of oil in the water. Fish don’t like oil in their water.”
 
   ”And Malta?”
 
   “I don’t want to chop any more wood this winter. After Alaska, we’re going to need Malta.” 
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   PARIS
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   The doctors said Monique may not recover. She had a severe concussion and slipped into a coma while being airlifted out of the desert. There was always that chance she would come out of her coma, but even if she did, they did not know what her state of mind would be. Davina was with Jacques to hear this news. Jacques’ punctured lung and his shattered bones mended but he was still a broken man. He left the hospital too numb to speak. Davina knew he needed to be alone but she feared for him. 
 
   Jacques desperately wished he could have taken Monique's place. Better yet, he wished he had died back there in the desert. He aimlessly walked the streets of Paris. How would he survive without her? Life meant nothing without Monique.
 
   When Jacques was released from the hospital he wandered into a bar that night on the Left Bank, where affluent guys like him were supposed to hang out. He felt as though he had no one in the world. He knew of course that Davina cared for him like a brother, but she was out of reach. Alejandro was his best friend, but he too was out of reach. They all were. He needed Monique and that was impossible, out of the question. He drank champagne, affluent wasted mec that he was. A good deal of it. He looked into the glass and decided that this was his only friend. You make me feel good, he told the bubbles. I can talk to you and you don’t think I'm a fool, he babbled. But what about tomorrow morning, are you going to kick my head around like a mule or will you still be sweet and continue to be my friend? I know you, you're devious. You have unscrupulous ways. When I least expect it, you will take your revenge like the rest of this goddamn world. Always from behind, always stabbing you in the back. You're like a bad disease, you're contagious, you would actually let me get hooked on you. You're like a prostitute, sweet and sexy until it’s time to pay, and then you become lecherous. Will you be like that, little bubbles? No, you wouldn't do that to your old friend Jacques. I have been nothing but nice to you. I put you in a beautiful crystal glass and let you sparkle like little stars in the sky. The glass is clean—that's what the bartender claims—and transparent. That way you look radiant, like a ray of sunshine and you can look out at this cruel world of ours. Of course I only want the best for you, my friend, and I will take good care of you just like my little Monique. But I didn't, did I. I let those bastards kill her. But she is not dead. Jacques stood up and held on to the walls as he walked out of the bar. His legs buckled under him and he grabbed a street lamp to cushion his fall. On his knees in the dead of night he sobbed, alone.
 
    
 
   Davina was at the hospital every day, all day and all night in the first weeks. She went back and forth from Monique’s room to Jacques’ room.
 
   Alejandro thought this excessive. He blamed the incident in the desert. “Are you moving into this hospital?” he asked her. “What about us? We have a home.”
 
   After Jacques was released, Davina continued going to the hospital. She did not spend the nights there, but she spent a large part of every night and day at Monique’s side. Alejandro tried to convince her to take a break. “She has the best care,” he said. “What could you possibly do for her that the doctors aren’t doing?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Davina said. “I just have to be with her.”
 
   Alejandro persisted. He was hoping that the bad dreams would stop, that she would be able to finally put all that had happened behind her. At night, she woke up screaming, and she would not talk about the nightmares. There was no reasoning with her. Alejandro wanted desperately to put it all behind him.
 
   “Querida, I’m really tired,” he said one night. “Why don’t we see Monique in the morning after we’ve had a good night’s sleep?”
 
   “I didn’t ask you to come with me,” she snapped. “You of all people should understand,” Davina said, her voice rising. “Our friends need us, Alejandro. You should be the one with Jacques.  He’s your friend more than mine or at least he was your friend.”
 
   “Who do you think you are, Florence Nightingale? Alejandro asked, his Spanish temper overtaking his usual calm diplomacy.”
 
   Davina’s cheeks reddened. Without saying another word, she gathered her purse and jacket and slammed the door to their apartment with all of her might.
 
   He had gone too far, he knew, but when he thought of how she had decided on her own to spend nights at the hospital without consulting him, his anger returned. She did not return to the apartment for several days. Alejandro knew she would never forgive him.
 
   A week later when Davina finally calmed down she thought about the man she adored and went home. She found him camped out on the couch in their apartment. Empty Scotch bottles littered the living room. Alejandro was asleep on the sofa, his hand touching one of the empty bottles. He looked haggard. He had lost weight and he had not shaved in days. Davina quietly went to the kitchen and made breakfast. The smell of the eggs and ham cooking awoke Alejandro, and the sight of the food made him nauseous.
 
   Davina moved another empty bottle to place the tray on the table. They stared at each other, both of them wanting only to be in the other’s arms but their stubborn pride prevented this.
 
   “When did you eat last?” she asked.
 
   He shrugged.
 
   She scooped up some egg onto the fork and brought it to his mouth.
 
   “Why do you want me to eat? Are you feeling sorry for me or what?”
 
   “Why should I feel sorry for you? I feel sorry only for little animals that are hurt.”
 
   “So, now I’m an animal?” 
 
   “No, I didn’t say that, and if you don’t mind, my arm is getting tired holding this fork.”
 
   He stared at her. Had she forgiven him? He remembered her shoulder and the other bruises and cuts. Her arm was out of the sling now. “How is your arm?” he asked, lightly touching it.
 
   Davina shivered at his touch, an electric current coursing through her. Every time he touched her, even now. “It’s much better.”
 
   “I’m really glad to hear that,” he said gently.
 
   “Would you please eat,” she said, exasperated.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because…”
 
   “Because why?”
 
   “Because I love you,” she whispered.
 
   He opened his mouth and chewed slowly, both of them still watching each other. He took the fork from her. “I’m sorry, my love.”
 
   “I’m sorry too.” She kissed his forehead. 
 
   “No, it was my fault. I wasn’t there when you needed me. I behaved like an ass. Please forgive me.”
 
   “Let’s just forget it.”
 
   “Come here,” he said softly.
 
   They held each other. Alejandro wanted to talk about what had happened. They had not made love in a long time. “Mi amor, do you want to talk about it?”
 
   Davina laid her head on his chest and sighed. “Not now. Just hold me. I need you. I need you to hold me..”
 
    
 
   Jacques still held on to the lamp. He slowly lifted himself up. It was already very late when he found himself standing in Place Pigalle in Paris' red light district. Hookers in shorts and T-shirts approached him. He waved them off. He wanted no part of them, he wanted his wife. A young prostitute walked up to him. Her nipples stood up under her skimpy shirt. He would not have looked twice at her if she hadn’t reminded him of Monique. She was petite like Monique but on second look, she didn’t resemble his wife at all. She was a trotteuse, after all. Now she looked at him questioningly.
 
   “Yes," he said simply, surprised at his own words.
 
   She took him by the hand and led him down a back street into a hotel, the kind nobody in their right mind would actually want to stay at for any length of time.
 
   “Hundred francs," the receptionist muttered under her garlic breath.
 
   Jacques paid her and took the key she held up. The girl led him up the stairs to a darkened room with a large bed, a nightstand and a lamp with no shade. Two rats scurried across the floor. Two lovers, Jacques thought morosely. 
 
   “It's going to cost you two hundred,” the young woman said. “All extras one hundred more, and I don't do any kinky stuff."
 
   Jacques handed her two hundred francs. She quickly put the bills in her purse and got undressed. Jacques watched her. He did not move even when she was naked. She undressed him. Still he did not move. She knelt before him and tried to please him. Nothing happened. It was as if Jacques’ mind was subconsciously telling his body that every organ was dead—starting with his heart. The woman continued with every trick she knew, but still she did not get a response.
 
   The prostitute took out a small vial and spoon from her purse. She filled the spoon with the powder and held it under his nose. “Take a deep breath,” she instructed him, holding one of his nostrils shut. Jacques obeyed. "Now the other," she said after quickly refilling the spoon. He inhaled again. His nose went numb and his brain exploded with the cocaine. She rubbed some of the white powder on her gums. Again she took tried to arouse him, and this time, she got a reaction, although it was minimal, and she was certain that this guy definitely had a problem. She did not get too many of this kind, not this bad. She led him to the bed and spread some of the white powder on his genitals. Soon he was hard. He suddenly grabbed the young woman and exploded into her.
 
   “Again,” Jacques said, “and don’t stop until I tell you.”
 
   She straddled him, moved rhythmically on top of him. He took one of her breasts, gripped her buttocks, pulled her down on him. He thrust into her until he climaxed. 
 
   He watched her get off the bed and wanted more. "Get another girl," he ordered. "I have plenty of money and I want to spend it."
 
   She had seen his wallet. There was a bundle, and she could have it all. "You want action, Monsieur, you'll get it, , I just have to make a phone call."
 
   “Make it fast."
 
   She went down the hallway to a payphone and dialed a number. She spoke a few words into it, went back to the room. 
 
   "My friend will be here in twenty minutes. Is that alright?"
 
   “Fine."
 
   A short while later there was a knock on the door. The prostitute unlocked the door to let in a black woman with a model’s figure. She wore a mini-skirt, a tank top and no bra. "So the man wants action?"
 
   “Yes, a lot." 
 
   “Where's the money?"
 
   “Bring me my jacket," Jacques ordered.
 
   The black woman handed it to him. He took out a thousand francs and held up the money. “You don't stop until I tell you. Is that a deal?"
 
   The women looked from the money to each other.
 
   “You have a deal, Monsieur," the black woman said, very businesslike.
 
   “Good. What’s your name?"
 
   “Arlette."
 
   “And yours?"
 
   “Muriel."
 
   Jacques sat up against the headboard. His pupils were dilated and he was getting another erection watching the black woman undress. Her nipples, contoured by dark wine colored circles, were erect. Her lips were full and sexy. 
 
   Arlette lit a joint and put it between Jacques' lips. He took a long drag and immediately felt a buzzing in his head. The three of them shared the marijuana. 
 
   They didn't stop for three days. Three days of sex and marijuana, cocaine and amyl nitrate. They did not sleep or eat. The drugs had taken care of those needs. But something in Jacques snapped and he became violent. "I want something stronger!" He yelled.
 
   The prostitutes had taken the drugs themselves, but it was nowhere near the amount they had pumped into Jacques. Muriel took out a different vial, of white powder, from her purse. She put some of the heroin into the spoon and held a lighter under it until the powder became liquid. This she injected into a vein in Jacques' arm.
 
   Jacques’ mood changed quickly. He relaxed. For the next two days, this was all he wanted, the heroin. He had found a new friend. On day six of the orgy, Jacques' eyes rolled back into his head until only the whites showed. His body began to convulse.
 
   The prostitutes had seen it before—it was the beginning of the end. They quickly got dressed and left, taking Jacques' wallet with them. They took out the money. Muriel noticed a business card. She dialed the telephone number on it.
 
   “Hallo, oui?" Davina answered.
 
   “Do you have a friend named Jacques?" Muriel asked.
 
   “Yes. Where is he? Do you know where he is?" Davina knew something was very wrong. She hadn't heard from Jacques in almost a week. Now she was frightened.
 
   “He's at the Hotel du Midi, in Pigalle, room number five. I suggest you hurry." The line went dead.
 
   Davina ran out of her apartment on the Avenue Foche and miraculously found a taxi. She gave the driver the address and slapped a hundred francs in his hand. "Fly!" she ordered him.
 
   He did. They arrived in fifteen minutes. "Wait here," Davina said, hoping against hope that this was the wrong place, that Jacques could not possibly be here. The odor of stale filth and mold assaulted her senses as she ran up the stairs. She did not bother to knock.
 
   Jacques lay naked on the bed, spasms wracking his body. She ran to the window and called out to the taxi driver. “Come up quickly!" she cried. "Number five."
 
   The cab driver, grateful for the money in his pocket, did not hesitate. He was at her side in seconds. He froze at what he beheld.
 
   “Don't just stand there!" Davina shouted. "Help me. We’ve got to get him to a hospital.”
 
   The cabby threw a blanket over Jacques and lifted him over his shoulder. He carried him down the stairs. Davina laid five hundred francs on the reception desk. "You don't know a thing. Clear?" The receptionist nodded eagerly and pocketed the money. It happened so fast she never noticed the international star.
 
   Davina got into the back seat and the driver laid Jacques' head on her lap. 
 
   “What’s your name?" Davina asked as he pulled away from the curb.
 
   “Maurice."
 
   “Well, Maurice, if you get us to the hospital before he dies, you will be a thousand francs richer."
 
   “Oui, Mademoiselle.” The Peugeot lurched forward. The financial promise and the simple fact that all Frenchmen want to prove that they are Le Mans race car drivers were all the incentive Maurice needed.
 
   Jacques was turning cyanotic. Davina called to him and realized that he was not able to breathe. She put her mouth over his and breathed into him, hoping that this was the right way to give mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.
 
   Maurice looked from the road ahead to the rear view mirror, wondering if he was about to deliver a dead man.
 
   “Jacques, you son-of-a-bitch!” Davina shouted, shaking his head. “Don't you dare die on me! Don't you dare let Monique down. She needs you, Jacques! Jacques, you bastard, breathe!” Jacques gasped and muttered something incoherent.  
 
   "Maurice, get on that radio and call the hospital. Tell them what is happening. Tell them we’re coming!"
 
   “Oui,” Maurice said, wondering what is going on? How am I supposed to know what’s going on?
 
   “Keep breathing,” Davina repeated. "Jacques! Monique and I both need you.” She cradled his head in her arms. “Jacques, Jacques, please…”
 
    
 
   The doctor said a few more minutes and Jacques would have died. “Encore un peu, et c’était fini,” he told Davina. “Il a de la chance, he’s lucky.” She had saved his life, and Maurice of course played no small part in this.
 
   “Will the Monsieur be alright?" Maurice asked her when she came out of the Emergency Room. He genuinely cared and she could see that. 
 
   She nodded. "Oui, mon ami," she said, shaking his hand, "you have saved a man's life. Thank you. By the way do you know who I am?”
 
   “Of course, Mademoiselle."
 
   “Maurice do you know who I am?
 
   Maurice gaped at the five thousand francs that Davina pressed into his palm. He wanted to share his good fortune. He was proud to have done a good deed and to have helped the beautiful lady. He would buy his family a nice present. First he would bring home a pheasant. “I have never seen you.”
 
   “Merci, Maurice.”
 
    
 
   Alejandro and Davina had agreed to meet at their favorite restaurant for dinner. She was already an hour late and Davina was never late. He thought she might be at the hospital with Monique. He went home to wait. Her hospital visits no longer irritated him, at least not to the extent they once had. He realized that she would stop going when she was ready. She too, after all, had been through a trauma. The doctor told him that Monique could be in a coma for years. Years. Davina could not go on like this for years.
 
   When Davina walked into the apartment two hours after their agreed on meeting time, he was determined not to let this upset him. He had news that could be upsetting enough for her.
 
   She threw her arms around him. “I’m sorry, my love. I’ve been with Jacques.” She told him all that had happened. 
 
   “But he will be alright?”
 
   “He’s alive. The drugs almost killed him. He’ll have to go into therapy for several weeks. If he takes another drug, it will kill him.”
 
   “Amor, I have news for you too, but for the life of me, I can’t tell if it's good or bad," Alejandro said. He took a deep breath. “I have been promoted to Consul."
 
   "That's wonderful, my love." Her mind was still somewhere else.
 
   "Yes, that’s the good part. The bad part is that I've been appointed to the embassy in Havana."
 
   "What's wrong with Havana? I've heard Cuba is a beautiful island."
 
   "Yes, that's true, but you see, amor mio, I cannot refuse to go.” Confused, Davina sat upright, giving him her full attention. “The problem is we can’t get married if I’m in Havana because you’re an American citizen. I can’t even let you visit me. The Cuban government would presume you to be a spy. And because your father is an American ambassador, a member of the United States Government, they would not bother to presume it. They would be sure of it.” Davina’s eyes grew wide. “The situation is quite ticklish,” Alejandro continued. “I don't know what to do. I’ve tried to figure this out. I can’t live without you, amor. What are we to do?" He slumped into a chair across from Davina and held her hands. They sat without speaking for awhile.
 
   Davina broke the silence. "Are you allowed to leave on weekends?"
 
   “Well, yes."
 
   "Can you visit anyone, even us spies, when you’re outside of Cuba?"
 
   “Of course, as long as it’s not on Cuban soil. You have an idea, I hope, Amor.”
 
   "We could buy a house in Miami and you could fly in as you pleased..."
 
   "Amor mio, that’s brilliant!"
 
   “So we could be together.”
 
   Alejandro took her in his arms. “My love, will you wait for me? The appointment can’t be longer than two years. Then we’ll get married?
 
   “I’ll of course I’ll wait for my fox.” Davina knew what it meant to refuse an appointment in the diplomatic corps. It meant a demotion or ruining any further chance of promotion. "Of course I will, silly man. You know you are the most important thing in my life, don't you?"
 
   Alejandro picked her up and carried her to the bed. They lay next to each other, neither of them speaking. A river of private thoughts occupied them both. Leaving Paris for the United States meant leaving Monique and Jacques. It meant no more daily visits to the hospital. It meant long days away from each other. It meant a new life. Neither of them had ever been to Miami.
 
   “I am so lucky because the most beautiful woman in the world loves me.” He kissed her gently on the lips. “My love, do you remember your promise to Monique about singing?”
 
   She had not thought about it in a long time. It was unimportant because Davina did not want to believe that her friend would not sing again. But yes, she remembered.
 
   “It would be perfect for you, and for Jacques as well,” he said.
 
   Jacques needed something to keep him occupied—music had the power to help him.
 
   "You could sing while I'm in Havana, and it would certainly help Jacques take his mind off Monique and keep him busy. He has such talent and it is being wasted.  You know how much he's been insisting you sing, besides, you never break a promise. What do you say?
 
   “Let me think about it.”
 
   “Good.”
 
    
 
   ♫
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   William Walters was working at his desk at the U.S. Embassy in Paris when he collapsed. Margaret heard the odd noise and went into his office, only to find him lying unconscious on the floor. The doctors said it was an MI, a myocardial infarction, a heart attack. Dr. Briand, the attending physician, had further news for Melina and Davina. Walters also had cancer. The prognosis was not good.
 
   Melina hoped she hadn't heard right. This was much too sudden. “Are you sure?”
 
   The doctor nodded. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “There are treatments, aren't there? Couldn't he go into remission?" Davina asked.
 
   “Yes, but the cancer is in his bones. Everyone is different. Some people react well to treatment, others do not respond at all. I must stress the point that the cancer is already widespread and if we did treat him for the cancer, we would have to start treatments immediately. Again the chances are extremely slim."
 
   Melina finally spoke. "How long does he have, Doctor?"
 
   “It is difficult to say. Maybe days, weeks, or if the therapy is successful, perhaps several months."
 
   Davina was not willing to take this death sentence. "But isn’t there a possibility of remission?"
 
   “There is always a possibility," the doctor said.
 
   Walters was in the hospital for three weeks. The once elegant, tall and handsome diplomat looked like a different man. He had lost all his hair, his cheekbones protruded from his face, giving him a skeletal look. His body seemed to have melted down to mere bones. His skin was gray and his once deep blue-gray eyes were now almost completely ashen.
 
   Davina could hardly bear it. This was not the father she knew, the father who raced with her down the beach when she was little, and let her win every time. This was not the genius who had been sent to Greece during WWII as a young man with the U.S. State Department. Walters was a hero in Greece. He was respected by his fellow workers and by the Greek people. He brought food and supplies to the guerillas in the mountains in his jeep when no one else would or could. He got through, as the bullets flew by his face. And he fought with them on the battlefield. The Greeks dug a hole in the ground to protect the Amerikanos from the bullets coming their way. Walters joked later that the hole was never quite deep enough and his head always stuck out.
 
   Melina’s parents had been one of the leading families of Athenian society. Her ancestors had been heroes and many streets were named after them. When the Germans invaded during the Second World War, they were stripped of their riches and lived on the grapes from their garden for the entire four years of the occupation. What little wealth and jewelry still existed was sold to buy an occasional loaf of bread or some olive oil.
 
   Melina's father had been a prominent businessman and a hero of both world wars. The night the King of Greece held a gala in honor of the liberation his family was of course invited. Melina put on the only nice dress she possessed. She had sewn it herself from old scraps of silk. The family no longer had their live-in seamstress but Melina remembered a lot from watching her sew and made herself a lovely evening gown. Her matching silk pumps, which a local shoemaker had made in exchange for a handful of grapes, made her outfit stunning. But her main objective in going to the gala was the food at the buffets, and she dreamed of filling her stomach. It would take her a long time to convince her mind that her stomach was actually full.
 
   Even in the midst of all the misery, nothing could mar the Mediterranean beauty of young Melina. Her jet-black hair was accented by her creamy white skin and her red lips. Her small waist and perfectly shaped bust made men look twice. What distinguished her from other beautiful women was her natural grace and elegance.
 
   She was ushered into the ballroom. Her mind and eyes, as well as her stomach, searched for the buffet tables. To her joy she spotted them and almost ran, but quickly checked herself and proceeded toward the tables as slowly as she could. In her haste, she bumped into a young man, making him spill his drink on his tuxedo. His name was William Walters and looked like John Wayne’s brother.
 
   “Oh, I'm so sorry," he said, a perfect gentleman even though this was her fault, not his.
 
   “No, no, it was my mistake, I wasn't looking where I was going, I hope I haven't ruined your suit."
 
   It was the beginning of a romance that would last more than forty years. After four decades they still walked hand in hand. But now, Melina realized, they never would again.
 
   Even as Walters lay dying, his mind was sharp, but he suffered mercilessly. Davina could not understand this. Why would this man, someone who had given so much, be made to tolerate such pain? In the days before he died, he told her that he wanted a gun to blow his brains out. It was all he could think of to stop the pain. 
 
    
 
   Davina went into a rage. She was mad, mad at the world, mad at this cursed disease, mad at the medical profession for not knowing more; and mad at God because of what He was doing to her father. It was not the death so much as the pain he was forced to endure that she railed against.  
 
   When William Walters died, so did a part of his wife and his daughter. They had been a threesome for so long that neither woman could imagine life without him. It was as if he had taken a piece of their hearts with him.
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   WASHINGTON, D.C.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   The funeral, held in Washington, D.C., was like a United Nations gathering. The president of the United States presented Melina Malandros Walters with the nation’s flag in grateful appreciation of her husband’s devotion in a brilliant career. Delegates representing several countries, politicians, and friends came. Adam Spencer, Eric Shannon, and Black Angel, not the DC-3 but the man, were there. They were joined later in the ceremony by Ruth Rosenblum. 
 
   Stefanos Koulouris, the Greek shipping magnate, was there with his children and his wife Eleni, who was Davina’s godmother. Eleni and Melina had been best friends since they were children. Koulouris’ daughter Penelope had gone to the same school in Switzerland as Monique and Davina. Although Penelope was older and had graduated before them, they remained in touch, trying to make the time in their busy schedules over the years to visit with one another and catch up. But time worked the deceit it was so well known for. It had been years since they had seen each other. The last time Penelope had seen Davina was at Monique’s wedding. Eleni had not seen her godchild in more than a year, and Stefanos Koulouris had not seen William Walters in a good five years. He regretted this because Walters had been instrumental in changing his life in ways he could not have dreamed possible.
 
   Stefanos and Eleni stayed at Melina’s and Davina’s side throughout the long afternoon as they accepted condolences and hugs from strangers and friends who stood in the long reception line. Stefanos wore a black suit and, in his black tie, for the hope that any funeral, but especially this one, required, a diamond stud.
 
   “You know, Melina,” Stefanos said, an arm around her shoulders, “I am with the woman I love thanks to William. I will always remember him with a saying from St. Francis de Salles: There is nothing stronger than a gentle man, and nothing more gentle than a strong man.”
 
   Eleni wore a long black silk tunic. Her long black hair was pulled back into a bun. She was a chubby woman, but what spoke first and foremost about her was her beauty, the classic lines of her face, the strong jaw and full lips from her Russian mother, and the wide eyes from her Greek father. She was all class and, for certain fortunate people, all love. The bond between Eleni and Melina that held them as securely as a thick steel cable had long ago extended to Davina. Eleni, who had no children of her own, had always considered Davina her child, a child she happened to share with Melina. This never gave cause for jealousy. In fact, it only made the bond stronger. 
 
   Eleni waited for the day after the funeral to tell the two women she was devoted to what they now must do, for their own good. It did not take long to convince Melina to move to Athens. As for Davina, Eleni had something else in mind. She had always hoped her godchild would have a career in music, perhaps not opera, but some kind of music. Davina was gifted in music, as was her mother. Melina and Eleni had trained together at the conservatory under the phenomenal Elvira de Hidalgo, and they started their careers as opera singers together. If Melina had not met that wonderful handsome young man William Walters, she might have continued her singing. It was love at first sight. Eleni knew Melina had no regrets, but she could not shake her belief that her godchild should take the path her mother did not.
 
   Davina was not at all talkative. She felt numb with the grief of her father’s departure, and when she thought of the pain he was made to undergo in his final weeks, she thought of Monique, and this only made Davina sadder and angrier. She was almost unapproachable. Eleni managed to convince her to take a walk with her on the Mall in the heart of Washington.
 
   “You know, little one,” Eleni said to her godchild, “your father was very proud of you. He knew that when you set your mind to doing something, you accomplish it with perfection. But what he thought you would eventually do with your life is make a career out of your beautiful voice.”
 
   Davina scrunched her eyebrows and she shook her head.
 
   “He told me so himself!” Eleni insisted. “He said he knew you would follow in his footsteps as an ambassador. You would represent your country; but you would do it with music.”
 
   Eleni had Davina’s full attention now. “He knew you had the talent but more importantly, you have that extra little something,” she said gently, squeezing her godchild’s hand. “He always believed in you and he would be very proud if you offered your amazing gift to the world.”
 
   Davina began to cry softly. “Daddy thought I would sing? You mean professionally?”
 
   “Yes, little one,” Eleni cooed, wiping Davina’s tears with a handkerchief. “Nothing would have made him prouder.”
 
   “Do you believe that?”
 
   “Of course I believe that!”
 
   “But do you really think I could make it?”
 
   “Ah! Davinaki mou, my little Davina, that is an understatement. Take it from me, if anyone knows a good voice, it’s me.” That was true. Eleni was an opera singer. In her native Greece, she was considered a national treasure. “I would never tell you that unless I meant it. Besides, you’re my godchild, I could never lie to you.”
 
   “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
 
   “Of course I’m serious! Thee mou! My God! I’ve never been more serious, little one. It would be such a waste if you didn’t sing. Besides, you promised Monique, remember? I know you’ve been thinking about it.”
 
   Alejandro had told Eleni that he had brought the subject up and Davina seemed to consider it. Eleni was such a huge force in Davina’s life. She had been a part of her life since she was born, since Davina could remember. Her first memories were of her parents and Eleni.
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   MIAMI
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Davina and Alejandro few to Miami on the next available flight. Alejandro was due at the embassy in Havana in one week and Jacques had already scheduled Davina's first performance in Paris on France's Antenne II television station in just four weeks. She would have to be back for rehearsals in less than ten days.
 
   They descended into Miami's International Airport. The view was unique, the skyline over Miami seemed in an odd way broken but continuous, beginning on Brickell Avenue with it's geometric buildings to the tallest skyscraper in downtown Miami, and then following on through to the bridges and canals alongside the Miami Beach hotels.
 
   Davina and Alejandro met their realtor at the airport. Together they went and looked at homes and villas along Miami's paradisal coast. They finally settled on a beautiful little villa on one of the islands off Miami Beach. The island was very exclusive and only a handful of wealthy and powerful people lived on it. It was guarded by its own police force. The house stood in the middle of the property surrounded by palm trees, tropical foliage and its own boat dock on the bay. The little villa included the usual amenities with swimming pool, jacuzzi and outdoor cabana. It was a comfortable and convenient pied-à-terre where Alejandro and Davina intended to share as much time as possible in the following two years of his appointment. It was their new abode, their little love nest.
 
    
 
   At first, Davina approached a singing career for Jacques’ benefit. That is what she told herself and that is what she believed. Jacques was the impetus, and of course, what Eleni had said to her. But soon it became a part of her, a natural extension of her being.
 
   The pastel sunsets of Miami come like caresses after the heat and the sultry air of the day. They are soothing like the giant palms and the rainbows of abundant tropical flowers, for which Florida was named by a Spanish conquistador. They greet the people, by the hundreds of thousands, who pass daily through Miami’s international airport, each of them en route somewhere, to London or Rio or L.A., or the travelers are coming home to Miami’s bougainvillea and the perfume of the frangipanis. Davina loved the international culture of the city, especially its Latin flavor, but after a year of residence there, she was eager to be on the European continent again. She walked quickly, with Jacques at her side.
 
   Davina wore a pair of blue jeans and a plain T-shirt. She could have passed for any American tourist, except for the dark sunglasses and a large Australian bush hat that hid much of her face. She was a star now and that required attention to certain details. Unless she wanted to talk to the reporters and the photographers who always seemed to be wherever she went, even in the public rest rooms, she had to disguise herself. It was simply a fact of life, as Jacques repeatedly explained to her. It was not exactly that she did not want to talk to some of the reporters. But a polite discussion with any kind of decorum was impossible when a horde of grown men and women were shouting questions at her or chasing her or cornering her or clawing at anyone and anything between them and her. Davina was still learning the art of dealing with the press. She was learning many things about her new career as a singer.
 
   Jacques devoted himself to it. It was, they both knew, exactly what he needed. She had saved his life and in a way, she was doing it again. She had given him hope when there was none. She was giving him the chance to fight once again for himself, for Monique and for Davina. It was what Davina needed too. Alejandro was certain of that. And when Davina sang at her first engagement, on French television, no one doubted that this was what she should be doing.
 
   Jacques set up performances on the most televised programs, arranged interviews with the most popular commentators and magazines, organized press conferences and of course the concert venues. In eight months, Davina Walters was ready to start her first tour. She would be singing in London, Paris, Madrid, Monte Carlo, Rome, Athens and, for the final engagement, Miami’s Orange Bowl.
 
   The elevator took Davina and Jacques to the VIP Lounge where they would be protected from the paparazzi. They had to wait an hour before they could take off. Davina was bored and she felt isolated.
 
   “I’m going for a stroll,” she said. 
 
   “But, ma chérie, you can’t,” Jacques said. “There’s a TV crew here, I saw it. You’ll be mobbed.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Jacques, I’ll be careful,” she said, putting the hat back on.
 
   “Merde, you never listen to me.”
 
   She was already out the door. She straightened the hat. Walking past the duty free shops, she noticed several photographers coming her way. She hurried into a café but there was not a single empty table. Davina spotted a young woman sitting alone at a corner table. She went over to her. “Excuse me, may I please sit down for a moment?”
 
   The woman looked her over, trying to see through Davina’s hat and the dark glasses. This is a trick, she thought. 
 
   “Please, it’s an emergency,” Davina tried again.
 
   “Why are you hiding your face?”
 
   “No, really, I’m not,” Davina replied, inching herself onto the empty seat. “I’ll only be a minute.”
 
   “Are the police after you?”
 
   “No, worse,” Davina answered, wondering why this woman was so tense. She seemed truly frightened. “I’m trying to get away from the press, those photographers.
 
   “My God,” the woman whimpered, cowering in her seat. “Please, do me a favor. Get in front of me. Hide me.”
 
   Davina sat motionless, trying to understand.
 
   “Please, do it! He’ll kill me if he sees me.” The woman was trembling.
 
   “Who?” 
 
   “Please! My ex-husband.” 
 
   Davina turned, looking for the man this woman was trying to hide from. At the entrance to the café, she saw a man who was obviously looking for someone. He wore a black T-shirt and sunglasses. “That one? With the sun glasses?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   Davina moved her chair across from the woman but it did not calm her. She seemed on the edge of hysteria.
 
   “He’s coming our way. He’ll kill me!”  
 
   The woman scrunched up in the seat, trying to make herself invisible, but her eyes were like beacons. Her eyes told a story of sheer terror. For a moment, Davina forgot where she was. She wasn’t seeing those eyes for the first time. They were Monique’s eyes in the desert.
 
   “Do you have a passport with you?” Davina asked.
 
   “Yes,” the woman said almost inaudibly.
 
   “Where are you headed?”
 
   “Don’t know. Anywhere. As far as I can get.”
 
   “Do you have a ticket?”
 
   “No. Not yet. I was too tired, had to sit down.” 
 
   “Listen carefully,” Davina said, “I’m going to stand up with my back to you. You take my hat and put it on your head.” After that, she was not exactly sure. “Just stay close to me. Stick to me like glue even if you have to hold onto my belt.” She looked at the panic stricken woman. “Do you understand?” It was more a statement that a question.
 
   “Yes, I think so,” the woman whispered.
 
   Davina slowly stood up, turned her back to the woman and waited for the hat to come off. She bit her lip and turned slightly. The woman, she realized, would not last long. She might go into some kind of emotional shock. She would probably faint right there. “Now,” Davina commanded, “the hat.”
 
   It came off Davina’s head. The photographers and a Miami television news crew were just outside the café entrance. So was the man in the black T-shirt. He was just inside the café. He took off his sunglasses. He kept a hand in his blazer pocket. Why? Could it be a gun? Was he really out to kill this woman? His eyes were hard, menacing. Davina shuddered. She was now the only thing between him and this terrified woman.
 
   The woman who now wore the bush hat began to cry softly.
 
   “Now, we move,” Davina said, keeping her eyes on the man with the black T-shirt. “Come on.” Davina took a step. “François!” she shouted to one of the reporters she recognized. She wanted to make sure they had all heard her. She waved and walked directly toward the reporters and a television camera outside the café. 
 
   “How long will you be in Paris?” François, who was from Paris Match, asked, walking quickly to stay at her side. 
 
   “Just a few days,” she said. “And then Madrid.”
 
   Dozens of questions were shouted at her. Davina, remembering to smile, gave short answers and did not once let up on her pace until she reached the VIP Lounge. It wasn’t until then that she knew the woman in the hat was still with her. And so was the man in the black T-shirt, but the distance between them kept growing. He obviously was not used to fighting members of a hungry press.
 
   Jacques was momentarily confused to see Davina with her arm around a woman wearing what he could have sworn was the hat he had given Davina to wear.
 
   “Merde! Davina, who’s this? What’s going on?”
 
   “Help me, Jacques. Her husband’s trying to kill her.”
 
   “Ex-husband,” the woman breathlessly corrected her.
 
   “Shit,” Jacques muttered again.
 
   They helped her onto a couch. 
 
   “We’re leaving in ten minutes,” Jacques reminded her.
 
   Davina took the hat off the woman’s head. 
 
   “Who is she?” Jacques demanded.
 
   “I don’t know,” Davina said, and they both looked at the stranger. She was pretty but her beauty was eclipsed by her anxiety She was distraught and tense. Her almond-shaped eyes were a light hazel with specks of green. Her lips were small and perfectly shaped. She had a slightly upturned nose and her skin was smooth but very drawn.
 
   “Jean. My name is Jean. Thank you. You saved my life.”
 
   “Now, what are you going to do?” Davina asked her.
 
   “I don’t know,” Jean said and began to cry.
 
   “Davina,” Jacques pulled her away. “We’re leaving. Now.”
 
   “We can’t just leave her here.”
 
   “You don’t even know her.”
 
   “I saw her husband, ex-husband. She says he’s going to kill her.”
 
   “Ma chérie…” Jacques began, but Davina had already made up her mind.
 
   “Your passport?”
 
   Jean handed Davina her purse. It was as if the simple task of searching in her own pocketbook was too much for her.
 
   “I’m leaving on my own plane. I’m willing to get you on it to Europe, if that helps.”
 
   “Yes, it will, thank you.”
 
   “Davina!” Jacques said exasperated. He was a man who loved to plan everything meticulously, down to the last detail. Jean was no small detail. 
 
    
 
   Davina sat in the seat beside Jean on the airplane. As they taxied to the runway, the cockpit door was open. Davina asked their captain, Adam Spencer, to leave the door open on takeoffs and landings. These, to Davina, were the best parts of a flight.
 
   Adam Spencer’s plane, the Black Angel, which had originally been chartered by Jacques for Monique, now flew for Davina. The lounge area doubled as a dining room with a kitchen attached to it. There were three tiny bedrooms. One for Davina, one for Jacques, which doubled as a communications room, and another for the occasional guest. They each had a set of bunk beds, a nightstand, a fold-down desk and a small closet. The plane also had a shower and two lavatories. 
 
   “We’ve been cleared for take-off,” Adam Spencer announced, pushing down on the throttles. “Assume positions!” 
 
   As the engines rumbled loudly, Jean groaned. Davina saw that she was hyperventilating. “Is this your first time on an airplane?” Yes, it was. “That’s just the sound of the engines,” Davina explained. “And we need those” 
 
   Jean closed her eyes trying to block out the unfamiliar sounds of the DC-3. 
 
   “Those are the wheels coming up,” Davina said, patting her hand. “It’s very normal. You know, when I was a kid, I wanted to be a pilot.”
 
   Jean let out a scream practically making Davina jump in her seat.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked.
 
   “Are...are...we...in the...air?” She asked hesitating on the last word.
 
   “Yes,” Davina replied.
 
   “Holy shit!”
 
   “What is it, what’s wrong?” Davina asked again.
 
   “This is just a little plane, right?”
 
   Davina realized that Jean hadn’t opened her eyes since they lifted off.
 
   “There’s absolutely nothing to be afraid of,” Davina said, trying her best to convince Jean. “Oh, yes, you can open your eyes and take your seat belt off. Would you like a drink or a soda?” she added, pushing a button on her armrest.
 
   The Black Angel’s only flight attendant answered her call.
 
   “Bianca, we have a first-timer,” Davina said.
 
   This was Bianca’s maiden voyage as crew member on the Black Angel. Adam and Eric met her on Malta. She was a seamstress and costume designer by trade, skills in great demand on the island for its grand festivals, especially Carnival, which was held on the four days before Ash Wednesday and Mnarja, a two-day harvest festival in June. Bianca, who was Maltese by birth, was eager to expand her horizons beyond the tiny island. While she made this known to her new friends Adam and Eric, she did not expect to be given an opportunity so soon. Adam hired her as an ‘assistant.’ He wasn’t exactly sure what this meant except that on the plane, she would be the flight attendant. The Black Angel was hauling people now, not cargo. And who knows, Adam thought, maybe Eric would fall in love with her. She was no Sally.
 
   When Davina learned that Bianca’s real talents were in the costume business, she offered her a job designing the gowns she would wear for her concerts. Bianca accepted the challenge without hesitation. 
 
   Jean opened one eye and slowly looked around.
 
   Bianca came up to them.
 
   “Yes Davina, would you ladies like a drink or a snack maybe?”
 
   “Well, what do you say to a refreshment?” Davina asked Jean.
 
   “You have a bar up here?” 
 
   “We sure do,” Bianca said.
 
   “Jesus, I must be dreaming. How about a Vodka? You guys got that?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “Davina, the usual for you?”
 
   “Si, Bianca, grazie,” she replied.
 
   “Uh, that wasn’t English, was it.” Jean asked.
 
   “No, Bianca is Maltese but I don’t speak the language so we communicate in Italian. It keeps me practicing, although Bianca speaks English as well.”
 
   “You speak a foreign language?” She asked incredulously.
 
   “I do.”
 
   Bianca arrived with drinks.
 
   “Here we are. One Vodka and one Coca-Cola,” she said placing the drinks on the coffee table in front of them.
 
   “Wow, that was fast!” Jean said impressed.
 
   Davina laughed. She was thoroughly enjoying this innocent woman’s company. Or was she really that innocent? Well, we’ll find out soon enough, she thought, as soon as the computer spits out the information.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Jean said, trying to keep her eyes open. “It’s been a long day.”
 
   “That’s alright. I understand.”
 
   “You’re very kind.” Jean began to breathe normally.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve introduced myself. I’m Davina Walters.”
 
   “Hi. I know, I think. Don’t you sing?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “I saw you on the Tonight Show. You were great.”
 
   “Thank you. Would you like a tour of the plane?”
 
   “You mean, we can move around in this thing?” She asked, her eyes growing with astonishment.
 
   “Sure, come on, I think you’ll like it.” Davina said getting up from her seat. “Here, let me help you with your seatbelt.” She unfastened it. “There, now let me show you around.” The DC-3 had been remodeled to Davina’s specifications. Acting as a tour guide, she began: “This is the lounge area. It doubles as dining and conference room. Next is the serving area, kitchen, and I’m sure you will note the bar.
 
   “You cook in this crate?” Jean asked.
 
   “Well, we really don’t like starving, especially on long flights like this one.”
 
   “Oh my God! You mean we’re going to be up in the air for a long time?”
 
   “About eight hours. It’s not too bad, and we really couldn’t just stop, we’re over the ocean.”
 
   Jean let out a groan. “Oh my God!”
 
   “Now what’s wrong?” Davina asked beginning to worry.
 
   “I can’t swim,” she said flatly.
 
   Davina laughed. “You won’t have to, and even if something did happen to the plane, there are life rafts and all of us on board are excellent swimmers. We wouldn’t let anything happen to you. I promise. Come on, let’s go see the rest,” she said guiding her toward the rear.
 
   “This is your room.” 
 
   “My room?” Jean asked.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   The room was small but cozy. It had everything a guest could want or need. A large bed, night stand, bookshelf with paperbacks and magazines, a small desk and chair, and its own bathroom.
 
   “Wow, it’s beautiful.”
 
   “Well, as long as you’re with us, it’s yours. I hope you like it.
 
   “This has got to be a dream. Do I like it, she asks. Oh, it’s beautiful,” Jean said, repeating herself.
 
   “Good, I’m glad.”
 
   Moving along they entered a small room filled with computers. “This is our communications room. We conduct most of our business from here. And this is Jacques. I don’t think you’ve been properly introduced.” Jacques had been staring at one of the computer screens. He stood up and kissed her hand.
 
   “Enchanté, Mademoiselle, I am very pleased to meet you,” he said with a smile. “You are right Davina, we hadn’t been introduced. I only had the pleasure of carrying the young lady when she was not feeling well. I do hope you are better. You seem to be. I am glad,” Jacques said in his charming French manner. “But now please excuse me, some information I have been waiting for is coming in.” He turned back to the computer.
 
   “Uh...” Jean was about to thank him, but he was already busy.
 
   Exiting the communications room, Jean asked Davina: “He’s not American either is he?” She had been overwhelmed by his manner.
 
   “Jacques? No, he’s French. As a matter of fact we’re like a little United Nations up here. Captain Adam Spencer is English; Eric Shannon, his co-pilot is Irish. I know that sounds a little odd, but believe me they are the closest of friends. Then we have Bianca, whom you already know, is from Malta, and I of course am American. And in the back there are three more rooms,” she continued, “one for me, one for Jacques, and a spare one in case one of the crew should want to rest. Let’s go back up front so I can show you the cockpit and our drivers. “Gentlemen, this is our new friend Jean. Jean, this is our pilot Captain Adam Spencer, and our co-pilot Eric.”
 
   Jean let out a scream. The men practically jumped out of their seats.
 
   “What is it?” Davina asked, really not knowing what to expect.
 
   “There’s no one flying the plane,” she said trembling and pointing a finger at the controls. They all laughed.
 
   “The auto pilot is on. It’s flying itself you see,” Eric said smiling.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Okay, thanks guys,” Davina said to the men. “Jean, would you like another drink? Or maybe sleep some?”
 
   “Sounds great, yes, thank you.”
 
   They sat down and had another drink.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” Davina said.
 
   “I won’t go anywhere, I promise.”
 
   “Good girl.”
 
   Davina went to see Jacques.
 
   “Your stray is an alley cat,” Jacques said. “She’s been in jail.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Assault.”
 
   “How do you know? Are you sure?”
 
   “Airport security sent it.”
 
   “I’ll talk to her, try to get more information.”
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   “I will. Jacques, see what you can find out about her husband, ex-husband.”
 
   Davina had seen a container of pills in Jean’s purse when she looked in it for her passport. At the time, she didn’t think this was so unusual. But now, she wondered, although she didn’t tell Jacques. It didn’t seem important enough, and Jacques might make too much of this probably insignificant bit of information. 
 
   “How are you doing?” Davina asked.
 
   “Much better. I think I’m getting used to this. I’m just a little overwhelmed I guess.”
 
   “Jean, may I ask you something? Your husband…”
 
   “Ex-husband.”
 
   “Yes, who is he?”
 
   Jean lost her smile. “His name is Simon. Simon Grady. Fast talker, fast temper. More than that. He’s sick. If I had stayed at the airport, I wouldn’t be alive now. I know that. You don’t realize what you’ve done. You’ve saved my life.”
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   LONDON
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Saving Jean’s life was all well and good, Jacques argued, but now it was time to say good-bye. But the woman had no money, no clothes other than the ones she wore, Davina argued, she didn’t even have a hairbrush. But Jacques was adamant. Give her some money and say good-bye. He reminded Davina that this was the first tour of her career. He did not want anything to screw it up, to make it anything less than perfect. Tonight Davina was singing at the Royal Albert Hall with the Royal Family in attendance. They were not about to bring a criminal into one of the most prestigious theaters in the world. 
 
   Davina did not believe Jean was a criminal. She could not imagine this frail, beautiful woman committing a violent act. But she knew Jacques was very sensible and had the best of intentions, and those were for her benefit. She agreed that she would give Jean money, enough money. But outside the Heathrow terminal when it was time to part ways, Davina decided to take Jean shopping. 
 
   “You be careful,” Jacques said to her in French as he opened the door of a taxi.
 
   “Come on, Jean,” Davina said. “Let’s buy some clothes.” She winked at Jacques and followed Jean into the back seat.
 
   In no time, Jean lost her composure. But this time, it only made Davina laugh. "In England they drive on the left side of the road, which is why the steering wheel is on the right. You’ve never been here.”
 
   "I’ve never been out of Florida,” Jean replied, shaking her head. “You must think I’m…” She did not finish. 
 
   "Well, Europe is very old. Civilizations began here. The Europeans are very proud of their history and traditions. Europe really is very beautiful. Every country has its own character and color, and language of course. I’ve spent most of my life in Europe. I'm really very fond of it.”
 
   Davina asked the driver to go past Buckingham Palace before going on to Mayfair, London's shopping Mecca.
 
   “Look at those big black hats!” Jean said, looking at a royal palace guard, standing at attention on duty outside a gate.
 
   “They’re trained not to move, not even to blink,” Davina said.
 
   “How long do they have to stay that way?”
 
   “Quite a while.”
 
   “Oh, that poor man!”
 
   “I guess they get used to it.”
 
   “That they do,” the cab driver interjected, “but every once in a while, one of those poor sods faints from the heat of those hats.” The driver had plenty to say about the royal palace after that. Jean asked who else lived there because it was so big. He was a real dynamo.
 
   Davina tried to pay the driver but he would not accept any money. “'Twas me pleasure driving ya 'round me city and ya said such nice words ‘bout us. T’wouldn't be right proper seeings I had such a celebrity. No sir, but if I could be so bold as to ask ya, Miss Davina, for your autograph. Well, for me wife, that is. I'd be eternally grateful, I would."
 
   “My good man, it is always wonderful coming back to lovely London and her people. It would be my pleasure." Davina signed the small note pad the driver handed her. "Would you and your wife like to attend the performance this evening?”
 
   “Dear Mary an’ Joseph, would that really be possible?”
 
   “Yes.” Davina laughed. “What’s your name?"
 
   “Wright, James Wright."
 
   “Very well, James, the tickets will be under your name. Eight o'clock at the Royal Albert. And thank you again."
 
   “Bless your heart, Miss D. Ta!"
 
   They waved at the cabby as he drove off.
 
   “That was so sweet," Jean said.
 
   “Yes, the English are so nice."
 
   “I mean you. You’re so nice. You didn't have to do that."
 
   “I know, but look how happy it made him. And it made me just as happy."
 
   “I’ve never met anyone like you.”
 
   Davina blushed. “Stop. You’re making me feel almost saintly.”
 
   “Maybe you are.”
 
   “Come on,” Davina said walking in front of Jean to hold open the door of an elegant shop on Saville Row. “What about you, would you like to see the concert tonight?”
 
    
 
   Jacques greeted Davina and, to his surprise, Jean at the Royal Albert Hall. The huge Victorian amphitheater was resplendent in red and gold with statues of Albert, Queen Victoria’s beloved, everywhere. The theater was a work of art. 
 
   “Good evening, ladies, how are you?" he asked, helping them with all their packages.
 
   “Wonderful,” Jean said. “Davina’s a terrific tour guide."
 
   “Yes, she is," Jacques said, looking at Davina. "The Royal Family will be attending. It has been confirmed.”
 
   “Before I forget, Jacques, will you please leave two tickets at the box office for a Mr. James Wright, good seats. Thank you, chéri."
 
   “No problem," Jacques said and he turned to Jean. “Davina will be taking a nap as soon as she finishes rehearsing. “
 
   “Jean, you might want to take a nap yourself,” Davina said. “Jacques can get you a room.”
 
   “Certainly,” Jacques said. “Follow me.”
 
    
 
   Davina’s six principal musicians, the ones who always performed with her, were warming up. They always arrived a couple of days before a performance to coordinate with the local musicians who made up the balance of the orchestra. They greeted Davina at the round stage in the center of the theater. There were still four hours before the concert, plenty of time to rehearse.
 
    
 
   A huge bouquet or red roses was on the vanity in Davina’s dressing room, which matched the décor of the theater. Davina took the card that was attached to one of the roses. “Eres el alma de mi vida…You are the soul of my life. Good luck tonight. You will shine like the brightest star that you are. Your Fox.” 
 
   After a two-hour nap Davina was pacing her dressing room, cursing in Spanish, completely ignoring Jacques, Jean and Bianca.
 
   “What’s she doing?" Jean whispered.
 
   “She's swearing in Spanish," Jacques said.
 
   “But why?” asked Bianca, who had helped Davina get into her gown.
 
   “I asked her that myself once,” Jacques said. “She said that she enjoyed cursing in Spanish the most. It’s musical. It fills the mouth. She can do this all the while doing trills no less." Jacques laughed. "Every artist has his or her own little quirk. I know of a famous opera singer who used to vomit before each performance. I know another one who sits in a chair without talking for an hour before he goes on. It’s very normal. It alleviates them from pressures and stage fright. It actually relaxes them. By the way, you both look fantastique this evening.”
 
   Jean was wearing a pale peach gown and, Jacques noticed, a pair of Davina’s earrings. She looked stunning. Jean had never worn anything like it before. Bianca wore a satiny azure dress with long tassels all along the hem. 
 
   "You look great in your tux, Jacques,” Jean said. “Thank you for helping me in Miami.”
 
   “Davina deserves the praise, not me. She is a special lady. We all love her."
 
   “Yes, I can see why."
 
   There was a knock on the door. "Five minutes, Miss Walters," the voice said.
 
   “Okay, let's give them a show," Davina said, stopping her pacing. Jacques, Jean and Bianca followed her to the panoply and waited for the introduction to finish. The orchestra started playing the opening song. Davina took Jacques’ hands and squeezed them. Jacques kissed her on both cheeks. This was the way it had happened the first time Davina performed, and now it was a kind of ritual. It was as if she were gathering his strength. It helped ease the pressure of knowing that hundreds of spectators would soon be watching her every move and hearing every note that came out of her mouth. But knowing people were out there to take pleasure from her presence and her talent gave her a natural high. She would give them her best. She became one with her audience.
 
   Davina winked at Jean and Bianca. She took a deep breath and glided elegantly in her crimson gown to the center of the stage and curtsied facing the royal box.
 
    
 
   Jean loved the music, she was right there just behind the stage to hear it all. After the concert, she met the Queen of England and Prince Charles, who called Davina the “Queen of the Music Empire,” which made everyone laugh because the man announcing the members of the royal party had introduced the Queen as “the Queen of the British Empire!” Jean was aware that she was not the person she used to be. She had shaken the hand of a prince. Miami was so far away. Miami. How could she ever return to her own home?
 
   There was no time to tarry in London. The itinerary called for leaving promptly after the concert. And Jean, like a small pebble in rapids, let the river take her.
 
   Once the Black Angel was airborne, Jacques, still in his tuxedo, approached Davina, who was alone in her room. “Am I interrupting?” he asked, knowing full well that she was about to call Alejandro. 
 
   “You’re never interrupting, Jacques,” she said, putting the telephone receiver down. “What’s up?”
 
   “I have something to show you,” he said, handing her a paper.
 
    
 
   JEAN ANNE CONRAD
 
   Born October 1, 1960, Miami, FLA
 
   Mother: Connie Conrad, deceased
 
   Father: Kevin Conrad, deserted family 1965. Last seen in
 
   Arizona after serving time for armed robbery. 
 
   No other known relatives. 
 
   JAC finished Miami High School 1977. Honor student.
 
   Miss Florida. Scholarships to UMiami medical school 
 
   and FLA State. Did not attend college. 
 
   Offers from modeling agencies. Never accepted.
 
   Married Simon Grady 1978. Divorced 1980.
 
   Arrested for assault, not convicted.
 
    
 
   SIMON KEITH GRADY 
 
   Born April 10, 1959, Miami, FLA
 
   Mother: Samantha Ryan Grady, deceased
 
   Father: Joseph Grady, deceased
 
   No other known relatives.
 
   SKG attended Miami High School 3 years. Dropped out.
 
   Professional race car driver on national circuit 1977. 
 
   Married Jean Conrad 1978. 
 
   Arrested for assault and battery on wife. 
 
   Arrested for murder; charges dropped due to lack of evidence. 
 
   FBI reports he has become addicted to drugs, gambling. 
 
   Last seen in Las Vegas, NV.
 
    
 
   “Quite a genealogy, n’est-ce pas?” Jacques said.
 
   “I knew she wasn’t a criminal,” Davina said in French. “I saw that man Grady at the airport. You should have seen him, Jacques. His eyes. He looked murderous.”
 
   “Just be careful.”
 
   Bianca interrupted them. “Jean seems upset. She’s crying.”
 
   “I’ll go to her,” Jacques said. “Don’t worry. And give my best to Alejandro.”
 
   Jacques closed her door quietly and found Jean. He sat down next to her. “Is there something wrong?”
 
   “No, no,” Jean said, accepting Jacques’ handkerchief. “Yes, there is something wrong. My life.”
 
   “Is there something we can do?”
 
   “You’ve done so much already. And Davina…I’ve never met anyone like her.” 
 
   "Let me try to explain a little about Davina,” Jacques said. “I can see you cannot quite figure her out. That is understandable, for Davina is not your usual everyday person. She is special, not only to her fans but even more so to us, to her close friends. Actually she gives too much of herself and I am afraid that one day she will be hurt, and when she is, she will come down hard. She is strong. She can handle any situation thrown at her, believe me, I know. What she gives comes from her heart. “
 
   Jean listened carefully to what the Frenchman was saying.
 
   “But don't ever hurt her, Jean,” Jacques warned, “because if you do, you will have to deal with me. Do not misunderstand me. I am not trying to scare you, but Davina is very important in my life and I will not allow anything bad to happen to her."
 
   “I understand,” Jean said, although she did not understand.
 
   “Bonsoir, Jean.”
 
   “Goodnight.”
 
   Would this river, Jean wondered, take her to a waterfall? Or would it carry her to a meadow or a quiet forest, somewhere safe, a place nobody owned, a place she could be at peace for the rest of her life. And that could not be for long.
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   PARIS
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   The concert in Paris was at the Olympia Theater. Jacques and Jean watched from the back as Davina took the stage. She greeted the audience in their native tongue. "Bonsoir,” she said. “It is always a pleasure to be back in France. As you might know, I spent many years in your beautiful country and I would like to dedicate my first song to la Belle France, a song composed by that great chansonnier, Charles Trenet.”
 
   The lights dimmed and a solitary spotlight illuminated Davina's face. "Douce France," she sang to the country she had come to love.
 
   The French adored her. The morning edition of Le Figaro said she was un phénomène.
 
    
 
   Jean woke up more tired than she was when she went to sleep after the concert and the exclusive club, where all of them, even Davina’s pilots and Bianca, danced until dawn. She looked at her watch. It was almost noon. She got into the shower and turned on the hot water, then the cold, and then hot again, hoping this would revive her. Drying herself, she looked in the full-length mirror. The ugly scars under her breasts had almost disappeared. She put on clothes Davina had loaned her. The jeans were a little loose and so was the shirt. She and Davina were the same height but Davina was more muscular, more athletic. Jean suddenly realized that she was very hungry. Before she could eat, she had to take her pills, her cocktail, as the doctor called it. 
 
   Jean found Davina nursing a Coke at one of the outdoor tables that were part of the hotel’s restaurant. Her face was very serious. She seemed depressed. Jean considered giving Davina her privacy, but Davina waved to her.
 
   “Is that the only thing you drink?” Jean asked.
 
   “Beside champagne and an occasional brandy, yes. And water of course.”
 
   “I don’t mean to disturb you, you seem…”
 
   “You’re not. I just came from seeing a friend in the hospital. She’s in a coma.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Jean,” Davina began, pretending to be very serious. “Tell me the truth. Have you ever been to a bullfight?”
 
   “No! No kidding. Oh, I think I get it,” Jean said. “Am I going to a bullfight?”
 
   “Yup.”
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   SPAIN
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   It was already forty degrees Celsius in the shade, hot enough to make a tomato wilt, and the air crackled with an invisible energy that was everywhere in Pamplona on this, the first day of the feast of San Fermin. Flowers and balloons adorned the facades of the buildings, shops and balconies. Men, young and old, overweight and slender, jostled one another in the street. They were dressed in black pants and white shirts. They wore a red sash tied around their middle and a red scarf around their neck. These were the runners.
 
   It was tradition, as Davina explained to Jean. “The men are out to prove that they really are macho. The tourists do it for sport or to impress their girlfriends. I wanted to run myself, but they don't allow women. Really pissed me off.”
 
   “I had a feeling you were crazy,” Jean said.
 
   One of the runners called out to Davina.
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “Probably just what you thought he said.”
 
   Now the runner got down on his knees and pretended to be pleading.
 
   “Now that’s a hansome Spaniard, but what’s he saying?”
 
   Davina did not answer, instead she climbed over the wooden barricade, and arms outstretched, went to the runner. They embraced and kissed passionately.
 
   Jean remembered to close her mouth when Davina and her man walked arm-in-arm back to the barricade.
 
   "Jean, this is my fiancé, Alejandro del Valle."
 
   “Oh, how do you do.”
 
   “A pleasure to meet you,” Alejandro said. “But you must excuse me, ladies. It’s almost time.” He gave Davina a quick kiss on the lips.
 
   “Cuidate. Be careful,” Davina cautioned him and she climbed back over the barricade.
 
   “Why is he running? Surely he doesn't need to prove that he's a macho man.”
 
   “Yes, we all know that," Davina sighed. "But he’s a Spaniard, and he respects his country's traditions.”
 
   The sound of a rocket exploding announced the release of the bulls from the corrals at the edge of the town. A small group of men came running down the street. Behind them, a larger group, slower; then a third group running very fast, and then yet another group of runners, supposedly the bravest and noisiest of them all. They ran as fast as they could, shouting and screaming. The bulls were right behind them.
 
   A bull was practically upon a runner but the man quickly jumped on the barricade in front of Davina and Jean. The bull threw up his head, gouging the wood of the barricade instead of the runner with its horns. The crowd screamed and clapped, and some people ran to hide until the bulls had passed through the streets and were in the corrida, the bullring.
 
   It seemed as if the entire city, including all the tourists, was at the corrida. From the stands, they watched the runners enter the arena, the bulls prancing right behind them. Down in the bullring, the men who perhaps harbored such dreams acted as if they were professional bullfighters. They would call out to a bull, holding out a shirt or a piece of red cloth. One of the runners, who had already instigated the crowd to applaud, came too close, and the bull, seizing the opportunity, swung his head and caught the man, goring him in the back. The bull lifted the runner off the ground with his horns and threw him. The spectators gasped en masse. The injured man lay immobile on the dusty ground. Other runners worked at getting the bull’s attention away from him. Another rocket went off and the heavy animals were led out of the arena.
 
   Jean was very pale. "Why would anyone want to do this?"
 
   Alejandro, who had come out of the bullring to join them, supplied the answer. "For fun,” he said.
 
   “Fun? If it’s fun, it’s dangerous fun.”
 
   “Ah, but life is full of danger,” Alejandro said, smiling broadly. “Here in the corrida, you meet danger face to face. You calculate it, overcome it and defeat it. That is why it is fun. It is the joy of being a conqueror, a victor, and defying the danger."
 
   “But that man didn't do any of that, and now he's probably dying."
 
   “Yes, but he did not calculate correctly. He was not a good player, and now he is the conquered. I'm afraid he’s paying for it with a cornada."
 
   Jean turned her head away from the arena. 
 
   “Shortly, you will see the reverse operation," Alejandro continued.
 
   “How do you mean?" Jean asked.
 
   “The corrida will begin shortly. Then it is only one man against one beast and the odds are in the man's favor. Being an American, I have a feeling you might change your mind about the gored man. You might even be somewhat happy about it."
 
   “No, no, I don’t think so.”
 
   “I have seen it with many Americans, even Davina," he said. "She sees things differently and in her own personal way, and it is her right to feel and think as she pleases.”
 
   “Davina is happy to see a man get gored? Are you kidding? She probably couldn’t kill a fly.”
 
   “Precisely,” Alejandro said. “Davina cannot kill a fly but she could possibly kill a man."
 
   Jean looked at Davina. "What’s he talking about?"
 
   “He’s a Spaniard,” Davina said and shrugged. “Animals will not hurt humans unless they have good reason to, usually to defend themselves. Animals don’t kill for sport. But people are different. People kill for no particular reason. I personally find this aspect of the human race cruel.”
 
   “Its man against bull in the corrida,” Alejandro said. “The animal is defenseless no matter how hard he tries to protect himself, but the man isn’t defenseless. Physically he’s not as strong as the bull, but he has weapons to weaken the animal and to finally conquer it. If the man gets hurt or killed, he’s the one who has made a mistake. It is dangerous. It’s also an art, an art of grace and technique.”
 
   “That’s the part I can enjoy,” Davina said. “Although it’s still cruel and unfair to the bull.”
 
   Another runner joined them. 
 
   “Rodrigo!” Davina exclaimed. “Como estas? How are you?" 
 
   “Bien, guapa, I am well, beautiful, and you?" he said, hugging her.
 
   “Jean, this is Rodrigo del Valle, Alejandro's brother."
 
   Rodrigo took Jean's hand and bowed, in the typically Spanish way, holding her hand very close to his lips but not kissing it.
 
   “How do you do."
 
   He had the same build and the same good looks as his older brother—dark thick hair but dark eyes, and a strong athletic body that showed through his white shirt, wet with perspiration. 
 
   The announcer's voice came over the loudspeaker. "Welcome to the Feria de San Fermin! We are honored that you have come to celebrate with us. A special salute to the distinguished guests we have among us today. His Excellency Don Alejandro del Valle..."
 
   Alejandro stood and bowed to the applauding crowd.
 
   "The singer Señorita Davina Walters...”
 
   Again and again the crowd cheered as the announcer continued presenting prominent personalities. The arena was packed. All the seats were occupied except for one, the President's. As soon as he arrived, the corrida could begin. The spectators grew impatient, as usual.
 
   Three of Spain's greatest matadors were scheduled to fight and there was a buzzing of voices and other sounds throughout the stadium, like a million swarming locusts, waiting for the trumpets to announce the start of the bullfight. Women wore flowers in their hair and fanned themselves with avanicos.
 
   Finally, the President made his entrance and the crowd cheered. His seat in the grandstand was next to Alejandro's group. As he entered, he stopped to greet the women in the loge in the typically Spanish way.
 
   The President sat down. That was the signal. The trumpets rang out the unique and distinct bullfighting theme, which was the signal for the performers to march into the arena. The first three men with the tri-cornered hats were the matadors, literally, the killers. Then came the toreadors, the ones who play with the bulls. Behind on horseback were the picadors, who spear or poke the bulls with their long lances. Behind them were the servants of the ring and the teams of mules who take away the dead bull.
 
   The three matadors bowed in front of the President's box and turned back into the arena. They swung their capes from side to side and the trumpets blared. The first bull came charging into the ring. Once in the middle, he stopped and looked around. The bullfighters closed in on him, their capes swaying. "Hah, toro, hah!" one of the matadors shouted. The bull, eyeing the cape, charged at the bullfighter who, on the bull's contact with the cloth, rotated the cape into one of the most revered and difficult maneuvers of the sport. The crowd cheered.
 
   Then the matadors, one by one, went out into the center of the arena with colorful banderillas. As the bull charged, the matadors skillfully inserted the banderillas into the animal’s heavy muscled neck. As the sharp points of the short spears penetrated under the skin, the bull jumped up and down, making the red and yellow banderillas twirl and swing around. Blood trickled down the animal’s shoulder and sides. Jean thought she was going to be sick. Rodrigo put an arm around her. Davina saw her bury her face in his shoulder.
 
   The bull had half a dozen banderillas of assorted colors flopping up and down from his shoulders when the picador made his entrance, circling the heavy beast. The rider, in black vest and hat, rode a horse clad in a padded coat as protection from the bull’s horns.
 
   The picador held his lance high as his horse galloped, almost dancing around the bull. The picador brought the lance down and sunk it between the bull’s shoulders. The move required great strength. The rider’s grip was so strong on the lance that both horse and rider were practically lifted off the ground. Such was the picador’s art and his execution was perfect. As they came down, the bull turned his head and tried to ram his assailants, just missing the horse. At the next pass, when again the picador’s lance pierced deeply into the bull’s muscles, the heavy animal was quicker and gored the horse under his padding right in the stomach.
 
   Jean dug her nails into Rodrigo’s hand.
 
   The horse and bull were now both bleeding heavily, and their blood was smeared on their hides, but the picador went around the ring once again and drove in his lance a third time. He was obsessed with the technique of his art, and he demanded perfection. His job was to weaken the bull. He had succeeded. The bull was now ready for the matador.
 
   Jean promised herself that never again would she go to a corrida. 
 
   “Now, coming is the matador’s biggest moment,” Rodrigo explained to Jean. “He must kill the bull just right, just with one blow. Then they will give him an ear, maybe two ears.”
 
   “Are you enjoying this?” Jean asked Davina.
 
   “Torturing an animal? Of course not.”
 
   “They cut off its ears?”
 
   “After it’s dead, after it’s dead.” She patted Jean on the knee. 
 
   “If the matador is very good,” Rodrigo added, “he will receive the tail as well. But he must be very good for this.”
 
   The toreadors and matadors danced around the bull, each pass smooth and exactly calculated. There was no roughness. On the contrary, it was graceful. The bull had weakened considerably. Blood spurted from his shoulders and streamed down his neck and front legs. It was time.
 
   The matador aimed the sword. “Hah, toro!”
 
   The bull lunged forward as did the bullfighter, who guided the sword deftly between the bull’s heaving shoulders. For a moment it seemed as if they were one, and then the bull jumped back, as did the cape and the matador. The sword had been implanted perfectly. The animal went down. The matador stood before the bull. They looked at each other as if they had been in a great war, two warriors, the conquered and the conqueror bidding their last farewell. The bull gathered all his strength and tried to rise, but his legs buckled and again he went down.
 
   “Thank God it’s over,” Jean said.
 
   “There are always six bulls in a corrida,” Davina said, trying not to laugh.
 
   Jean looked as if she had been slapped.
 
   “Do you wish to leave?” Rodrigo asked her.
 
   “Yes,” Jean said. “I’ve got to get out of here.”
 
   “We’ll go to the Café San Sebastian,” Rodrigo told his brother and Davina. “We’ll meet you there for dinner.”
 
    
 
   ♫
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Jean awoke at noon from the sound of the rocket blast on the second day of the week-long fiesta. The sound, she knew, meant the bullfights were about to begin. 
 
   The room was spinning. She looked around, trying to get her bearings, wondering where she was. Then it all came back, the wine, the boiling water, which wasn’t water at all, and the squid, and Rodrigo. Her head was about to explode. She had only to move her body from the bed to the bathroom, she told herself. Otherwise, her bladder would burst. She sat up and saw Rodrigo sleeping in a chair next to the bed. My god, she thought, did we…? She couldn’t remember. She was almost naked under the sheets. She never slept in her underwear. How was this possible, especially with this handsome man next to her? Why was he in the chair?
 
   Rodrigo woke with a start.
 
   “Jean, how are you?” he asked.
 
   She felt her face turning hot. Did we or didn’t we? The answer was not on Rodrigo’s face. She did not know what to say. She went with the obvious. “I have a splitting headache.”
 
   “I know. Too much aguardiente. I should have known better. It’s too strong. But I will fix you.”
 
   What did that mean?
 
   Rodrigo dialed room service, speaking rapidly in Spanish.
 
   “Rodrigo, where are my clothes?” 
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   “No, I presume they were thrown somewhere.”
 
   “I need to go to…”
 
   “Yes, I understand.” He opened the armoire and brought out a large bath towel. 
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   There was a knock on the door. Rodrigo went to answer the door. That was her cue. She quickly got up, wrapped the towel around her and went into the bathroom. When she came out, Rodrigo was pouring coffee for her. “Cream and sugar?” he asked.
 
   “Please.”
 
   “Okay. Here drink this and then this,” he said handing her the coffee and a shot glass of aguardiente, the clear whisky that in Spanish and Portuguese was called, literally, boiling water.
 
   “That will kill me,” she said.
 
   “No, guapa, it will cure you from your hangover. You will see. Trust me.”
 
   “What does guapa mean?”
 
   “It means beautiful.”
 
   “Have you been here all night?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did I - did I do anything…?”
 
   “No, no. I’m afraid you passed out at San Sebastian’s, so I carried you to the hotel.”
 
   “You carried me here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And then… What happened to Davina and Alejandro?”
 
   “They went to their room. I stayed here.”
 
   “You stayed here?” 
 
   “Yes, with you.”
 
   ”With me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Jean couldn’t bear it any longer. “Would you please tell me what happened last night.” 
 
   “Very well. You passed at out at San Sebastian’s. Then I carried you here. I’m sorry, I already said that. I put you on the bed…”
 
   “You already said that too.”
 
   “Yes, you are right.” He held her hands in his. “I called Davina and asked her to come and take your clothes off.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It would not be proper for me to do this.”
 
   “I see.” She didn’t. “Then what?”
 
   “Then Davina and Alejandro left.”
 
   “Alejandro was here too?”
 
   “Yes. You were asleep and I brought the chair close to the bed. I was afraid you might get sick during the night so I stayed with you.”
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Here it comes, she thought.
 
   “You talked in your sleep, you said something but I could not understand. I asked you what you said but you did not answer me, so I took your hand and that seemed to calm you. You went back to sleep. I held your hand and watched you for about an hour.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “And then I fell asleep myself in the chair still holding your hand.”
 
   Jean looked down at their hands, at Rodrigo’s hands. She lifted her head and looked in his eyes. She saw warmth and kindness, something she was not used to seeing in a man. She put her lips to his. “Thank you, Rodrigo.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For caring and for being such a gentleman.”
 
   “I was worried about you. Besides, you are very beautiful and what man would not want to stare at your lovely face all night? But I do care about you. You are special to me, Jean Conrad.”
 
   “And you are special too.”
 
   Rodrigo kissed her tenderly. She did not refuse. He kissed her again, more passionately this time.
 
   “Rodrigo, I’m afraid. I-I was married once…“ 
 
   “I know.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Davina told me. Do not be afraid.”
 
   She had never made love. She knew only brutal sex. Rodrigo treated her like a delicate virgin, and for the first time in her life, Jean knew what it meant for a man and a woman to be passionate.
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   MADRID
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Madrid's Bernabeu soccer stadium was filled to capacity, one hundred thousand people, Davina's largest live audience. She would give them a show that would keep them talking for a long time. She asked her friends to sit in the audience rather than stay backstage. They did not press her for her reasons. Jacques, Alejandro and Rodrigo, with Jean on his arm, kissed her and left her with her privacy for her usual pre-show ritual of pacing and cursing in Spanish. 
 
   The stage, a large wooden platform, was set up in the middle of the soccer field. 
 
   Jacques was horrified at her makeshift dressing room, more or less four curtains in a rectangular spot on the grass. “The great Davina does not dress in the mud on a soccer field!” he protested. But there was nothing to be done about it, and Davina did not mind. 
 
   The spotlights dimmed and the orchestra began playing the overture. Davina stepped onto center stage and greeted her audience in Spanish: "Que placer estar de nuevo en España entre amigos y queridos... What joy to once again be in Spain between friends and loved ones, between the sun and the mountains, the warmth and hospitality of this wonderful country. Spain and its people will always be very special in my heart.”
 
   Davina looked at Alejandro, letting him know that this song was for him. She sang. Eres el alma de mi vida, el hombre que yo amo... You are the soul of my life, the man I love...
 
   Throughout the concert, which went on for almost three hours, Davina incorporated songs with special meaning for her friends. To Jacques, she sang a French song...J’attendrais, ... I will wait, night and day, I will always wait, my love, for your return... She sang to Jean and to Rodrigo. To all the beautiful girls I shared wonderful moments with… I thank them and cherish their offerings, and I now confess to them that I found the woman my heart has dreamed of…
 
   The audience couldn't get enough of her. The smoothness and the elegance of her subtle beauty combined with her velvet and crystal vocal chords made the performance magical. The men wanted to make love to her. The women wanted to be her friend. They wanted to be a part of her uniqueness. She had touched them all. Many eyes were wet, as Davina's were, when she sang the last song of the evening. Un adios a media voz…a goodbye with half a voice…True to her lyrics, her voice became almost a whisper and seemed to only have half of its potency as she sang the song’s emotional goodbye.
 
   Jacques understood now what he had not been able to grasp the first time he heard Davina sing at his wedding. Davina did not simply sing the music. She became the music. It was an obsession of the heart that came through her singing.
 
   Jean and the three men went to meet Davina. Jacques arrived first. "As always the best, and thank you for the dedication. You are pure finesse," he said kissing on the cheeks.
 
   "Amor, thank you. I am positive tonight was the best performance of your life. I don’t think you will be able to surpass it. You were magnificent," Alejandro said.
 
   Davina was beaming. She really did feel good about her performance, and Alejandro confirming it, was the best compliment she could have hoped for.
 
   "Davina, really!" Rodrigo said. "You should be ashamed of yourself."
 
   "Oh oh, what did I do?"
 
   "Would you just look at Jean. She's been crying like a puppy, and all through the concert! She is so sensitive—but I like it," he said grinning, "you were increible, beautiful creatura. Never, ever, stop singing! Your audience would never forgive you, and I wouldn't either.
 
   "Oh yes Davina," Jean said hugging her friend, "thank you so much, it was all so beautiful. I don't know what to say. The guys here have said it all already anyway, but I hope you know that we all love you very, very much."
 
   Davina was ecstatic. She knew the concert had gone well, and the people she loved the most had made it magical.
 
   "Thank you all so much., I love you too, more than anything else in this world, but I think it is high time to tear this city apart! Let’s party'!" She exclaimed.
 
   The little group did not need much coaxing. They were out of the stadium and headed for fun in no time at all.
 
   Later That night Jean didn’t sleep well. She was dreaming of her accomplishments on her own stage at the theater in the heart of Miami.
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   MIAMI 1978
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   The spectators were enjoying watching the most beautiful women in Florida parade down the runway. The happiest moment of Jean Conrad’s life began after the emcee announced the runners up, the third place and the second. She was first. “The new Miss Florida, Jean Conrad! Congratulations!"
 
   At eighteen she was destined for almost guaranteed success. The crowd in the theater gave her a standing ovation, cheering for the All-American girl crying on the stage. She was queen for a day. Not only was she a knockout; she had just graduated from high school with honors and a choice of scholarships. She could go to the college of her preference or become a professional model. Instead she chose Simon Grady. It was the biggest mistake of her life, but she was young and in love, or thought she was.
 
   Simon Grady was a good-looking young man. His hair was the color of wet straw. But his eyes were his most prominent feature. They were blue, but an icy blue, and piercing. He seemed shy and polite. He had grown up in the gutters of Miami, but he fought his way out. He attended the same high school as Jean, but dropped out before graduating. His father was usually drunk. He did not know his mother. She left them when he was three.
 
   Simon got himself a job in a garage that specialized in race cars. After working there a few months, he was asked to deliver a car to one of the race tracks. As he drove down to the grass below the oval, he felt for the first time in his life that he belonged somewhere, as if something or someone was reaching out and calling him. He stood there, in the middle of the track, watching, smelling and listening to the sounds of the cars and their masters. The smell of the oil and the other lubricants were like a perfume to Simon, and the sounds of the engines revving made his body tingle. He developed a huge erection. This was as good as sex, he thought. This is what it's all about, he was meant for this, he was born to be a part of it. That Saturday he saw his first race and that gut feeling was stronger than ever. The races hypnotized him. He knew his destiny.
 
   Simon spent his days at the garage and his weekends at the track, attending every race he could get to. He hitchhiked as far as the Daytona Speedway. He worked on the cars and tested them on the track. He desperately wanted to race, and he wanted the money, the women and the trophies, in that order. But being a professional driver meant having a car, and he did not have the funds for one. So he waited and saved. Then the break he needed came through. Fats, a man at the garage where he worked, asked him if he would race one of his cars.  
 
   But Grady did not believe him. "Don't fuck with me, man," Grady said.
 
   "I'm serious," said Fats, who was actually very thin. He said he was in a bind and Grady would be doing him a favor. "My driver got busted, the asshole."
 
   "You're not shitting me, are you?" Grady said, coming out from under a car.
 
   "Look, kid, I need a driver for the weekend. I'm one of the sponsors and my car has to be entered, whether it wins or not. If you want the job, you got it, and don’t give me any shit. “
 
   "You bet your ass, man, I'll do it. Hey, what’s in it for me?"
 
   Fats took out a fifty-dollar bill. "Here. If you win, you keep the pot. I think its five hundred bucks. If you lose, go buy yourself a beer with the fifty.”
 
   "Yeah, man, yeah!"
 
   That Saturday, to everyone's astonishment, the rookie on the track won his first race. That was the beginning of his career as a professional driver. Fats hired Grady for the remainder of the season. Grady won most of the races. He established himself as one of the state's fastest drivers in one short season. By then he had made enough money to buy himself the cars he wanted—one for racing and another for pleasure. He went back to his old high school to show off. That’s when he met Jean Conrad. He asked her if she wanted to go for a ride. Simon Grady had become a local celebrity of sorts. Jean did not hesitate to get into his car.
 
   They were married in a civil ceremony three months later. They had one guest, their best man, a friend of Simon's, Johnny Thornton, who also worked at the tracks. They left City Hall and went to their house. It belonged to Jean. Her mother had willed it to her upon her death.
 
   When Simon and Jean got home, Simon’s mood had changed. He knew that Jean and Johnny had something going on. He could tell from the way she looked at him, the son-of-a-bitch. He was furious. "You fucking bitch!" he shouted, slapping her face. 
 
   Jean was shocked. She held a hand to her red cheek. "What the hell was that for?"
 
   "I saw you looking at Johnny."
 
   "Simon, don't be ridiculous. He was our best man. You know I love you."
 
   "You're a lying cunt," he said, hitting her in the face again.
 
   Jean screamed. Blood trickled from her nose into her mouth. She touched the warm red liquid and gasped. He picked her up and threw her onto the bed. "I’ll teach you a lesson, you whore," he said, tearing at her clothes.
 
   Jean felt more pain, on her face, her head and between her legs.
 
   When he finished with her, Simon left the house. He wanted to go gamble. He wasn't sure where, the dogs or the horses.
 
   Conchita, the Cuban woman next door, had heard Jean’s screams. She looked out from behind the curtain of her kitchen window and watched Grady drive off. He slammed the door so hard that it popped back open. Conchita found Jean inside. 
 
   Conchita went to the bathroom, found a towel and soaked it with cold water. "Dios mio." She gently dabbed at the blood. The blood and the water trickled down Jean’s throat, making her gag. Jean tried to speak but moving her mouth was too painful.
 
   "Do not speak now. You go hospital, yes?"
 
   "No," Jean moaned. 
 
   "You not move.” Conchita brought ice from the kitchen and wrapped it in a towel. Jean tried to sit up.
 
   "No, no. Stay." Conchita gently pushed her back down and put the ice pack on Jean’s swollen face. She took the other towel and soaked it again with cold water and covered Jean with it. "You really bad hurt. You go hospital."
 
   "No, no… just help me to the bathroom.”
 
   Jean was trembling.  She ran a cold bath. 
 
   Slowly and painfully Jean sat in the bathtub. She let the cold water numb the pain. She started to cry. Why had he done this? Why? It was their wedding night. 
 
    
 
   Simon Grady got drunk and went to the greyhound track and on a whim, placed a two hundred dollar bet on a twenty-to-one shot. Incredibly, that dog came in first and he netted a quick four thousand dollars. He took his earnings to the Bahamas to gamble some more at the casinos. The money saw him through a week of gambling and sleeping with as many women as he could afford. When the money ran out, he went back to his wife in Miami. This was the woman he owned.
 
   Jean had not heard from him since he left that horrific night. She was still in pain, and now she demanded to know what was going on. “Why did you do that to me, you bastard? Why? Do you know how much you hurt me?”
 
   "While I was out working trying to get some money, you’ve been fucking around, haven’t you, you bitch.”
 
   “You’re crazy! “
 
   He took out a joint from his pocket and lit it. Jean hated the sweet acrid smell of marijuana. It made her dizzy.
 
   "Take a drag," he ordered.
 
   "No, you know I don't like it."
 
   "I said take a drag!" he yelled and forced the joint between her lips. She cried as she inhaled. Simon took another drag and again made her smoke the marijuana. When he was through with the joint, he ripped the buttons of her shirt off, exposing her bare breasts. He took one in each hand and squeezed the nipples between his fingers until she cried out in pain.
 
   "From now on you're going to beg for it.”
 
   “Get away from me!”
 
   He held her down and with his free hand, pulled at his zipper. "Beg!" he yelled, pulling at his zipper. 
 
   "Simon, stop this! Please."
 
   "Beg!"
 
   "Stop it!"
 
   "Is this what you do with your boyfriends?"
 
   Not again, she thought, oh, please not again. Jean thought she was going to vomit.
 
   She managed to push him away. "Simon, you're hurting me!” she shouted. “Stop it!" She ran to the kitchen and grabbed a knife, the biggest one in the drawer.
 
   Simon laughed.
 
   "Stop!” She warned, the knife between them. “Don't come near me."
 
   He lunged at her. The knife found his wrist but he pinned her down and the knife fell to the floor. 
 
    
 
   When Conchita heard the screams, she called the police right away. They arrived quickly and immediately handcuffed Simon, who was very calm. He told the police that Jean had started an argument, that she had thrown herself at him with a knife. He showed them the cut on his wrist. His wife could be difficult sometimes. Every month she got like this. 
 
   Jean could not defend herself. She was unconscious. The police held Simon in jail overnight but he was out the very next day on ROR, released on his own reconnaissance. Jean was put into custody as well, but not at the police station. She was taken to the hospital at the state penitentiary. When she opened her eyes, she had no idea where she was.
 
   Jean blinked. "Where am I?"
 
   The doctor put his hand on hers. "How are you feeling, Jean?"
 
   "Where am I?"
 
   "You're in the hospital in the state penitentiary."
 
   Jean tried to sit up, but the pain in her side kept her down.
 
   "As soon as you're feeling better you can go home,” the doctor said. “But there are some things I would like to discuss with you."
 
   Jean was confused, terribly confused. Why was she here? How long had she been here? Where was Simon? Simon.
 
   "Jean, you were brought here with a serious concussion. You’ve been in and out of consciousness for weeks. You must have hit your head or someone hit you on the head with something. You were also brought here with a broken nose and broken ribs."
 
   She put her hands to her face.
 
   "You're still beautiful,” the doctor said. “Your nose, too. Do you know you’re pregnant?”
 
   She thought back to her wedding night. “He raped me,” she said quietly.
 
   "The baby is fine. What you decide to do with it is your choice."
 
   “Do with it,” she intoned.
 
   "Jean, you have a blood problem. Your white blood cells are abnormal.”
 
   She tried to get up. The doctor gently pushed her back down. “What blood problem?"
 
   "I'm sorry. You have leukemia.”
 
   "Leukemia?"
 
   "Cancer of the blood."
 
   Jean tried again to get up from the bed. “I’ve got to go.”
 
   “You’ll be discharged tomorrow. You have to make some decisions.”
 
   “What are you saying, that I’m going to die?”
 
   "With the right treatment, usually three to five years…"
 
   "Three to five years?"
 
   "New treatments are always being discovered. There’s always hope.”
 
   “My baby?”
 
   "The sooner you start the treatments, the better, but there will be complications if you keep the baby."
 
   "I'm keeping my baby.”
 
   "Then you have to take your chances. The usual treatment is out of the question until the baby is born." 
 
    
 
   Jean went home knowing that she had made a terrible mistake. Simon Grady stayed away for more than three months. He spent that time playing the horses. He never slept with the same woman. His new cocaine habit, using it and selling it, got him in trouble. The racing federation suspended him from car racing. When he went home again to his wife, he was penniless. 
 
   Jean was sleeping when he arrived. He slammed the door. She woke with a start. "Where have you been?" she asked.
 
   "Who gave you permission to talk to me like that?"
 
   "Simon, I'm pregnant."
 
   Something in Simon snapped. "Whose baby is it?"
 
   "Simon, for God's sake, it's your baby.”
 
   But Simon stopped hearing. When Jean again looked at him, he was holding a knife and a billy club.
 
    
 
   When Jean opened her eyes, unfamiliar faces were looking at her.
 
   “I’m a doctor,” one of the faces said.
 
   I'm dreaming, she thought and sat up with a start.
 
   “You’ve lost the baby.”
 
   Jean started to cry. 
 
   "You were assaulted. Do you remember?”
 
   Mercifully, she did not remember. But what she didn’t remember, and now discovered, was etched in her body in the ugly cuts around her breasts. Once a model's body, she thought. Once a mother’s body. 
 
    
 
   Jean divorced her husband without his even being aware of it. He was nowhere the courts could find to tell him and she did not try to find him. But Simon Grady came back eventually. This time he held the barrel of a gun to Jean’s head and pulled the trigger, but he was so high that he forgot to load it. He then passed out. 
 
   Jean left her home. She carried all she owned. In her purse she had a passport, which she had obtained the last time she determined to leave Simon. She also had her medication—pills that somehow were suppose to keep her alive, at least for a while.
 
   She went to the airport. It seemed the most appropriate place to go. She had no other plans, only to get away. She had ten dollars in her purse. The thought of what lay ahead exhausted her. 
 
   Painted palm trees on a pink wall beckoned her into a café at the airport. She bought a vodka, straight up. If she could get through this drink, she thought, things would be clearer. Moments later, a young woman wearing an Australian bush hat sat down at her table. Simon Grady had followed his wife to the airport but lost sight of her in the crowds. He was sure he would see her again. He did not miss her. 
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   MIAMI, 1980
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Simon hardly thought about his wife, that is, until he saw Davina’s picture on the cover of a magazine. He stopped dead in his tracks. He quickly bought the revue from the newsstand and sat down on a bench. It was the middle of summer, and Miami was hot and humid. The temperature high in the nineties was suffocating, but Simon never noticed the perspiration running down the small of his back, or the wet clinging of his clothes on his body as he read the article on Davina.
 
   ...Davina Walters, after performing in the European capitals, will end her tour in Miami's Orange Bowl in September...
 
   He read through the article a while longer and then to his horror saw a picture of Jean. She was standing next to Davina and two other men in some town called Pamplona, in Spain. One of the mother-fuckers had his arm around Jean. Simon ripped the picture out of the magazine. He was going to teach her a lesson. He needed a plan. He would contact the man they called B.A. It was said on the streets that he had whatever you needed. He was fried from ‘Nam, they said, but he was dependable. The bitch, he thought, wait 'till you get back. I'll fix both of you, you and your girlfriend, permanently, he said to himself tearing up the magazine violently.
 
   Simon left his bench and started walking, his anger culminating as he devised his plan. He contacted the man they called B.A. who would be able to supply him with the materials he needed. 
 
    
 
   Simon Grady and the man they called B.A. agreed to meet in Coconut Grove at ten o’clock. It was easy to get lost in the crowds. B.A. said he would be wearing a pink macramé bracelet. Otherwise, he was a big black dude and you couldn’t miss him. Grady saw the face before he saw any bracelet. They walked along the marina. "Hey, man, how would you like to make some fucking money?" Grady asked.
 
   "How legal is it?" The man they called B.A. asked.
 
   "So, so," Simon snickered.
 
   “Sounds good to me," he grinned, "what do you need?"
 
   Simon told him. .
 
   Simon left the war vet two thousand dollars as a down payment for the supplies. He would need another five thousand. He would have to pull off another job to get the rest. He was obsessed and Simon intended on having everything he needed. Nothing was going to go wrong, and he would get both Jean and Davina in one single coup. He paced the streets of Miami, wandering for hours thinking about his plan. Although he was tired and it was late he did not want to sleep. He was meticulously thinking out every detail, from the first step to the last. Nothing could fail, it would be perfect, like fireworks on the fourth of July. Yes, fireworks. That's how they would go—up, into the sky, victims of an explosion. He was going to blow the bitches to pieces. He smiled to himself at the thought. He was picturing them being torn apart, little pieces of them, like the cars on the track after an accident. It would be a celebration. His most precious moment, his revenge, his ultimate triumph.
 
   He wanted revenge and he wanted it bad. No bitch was going to get the best of him, of that he would make sure. Not him, not Simon Grady
 
   He remembered his last victim. She had been walking down Biscayne Boulevard just as he was now...
 
   "Hey good lookin', want some fun?" She had asked.
 
   Simon didn't answer. He walked past the hooker. He wasn't interested. All he wanted was his property, Jean.
 
   "How 'bout a hot time Mister?" She asked again.
 
   "It's already hot, can't you tell?" What an idiot he thought as he kept walking.
 
   "How 'bout just a quick blow job? Only twenty bucks."
 
   He stopped and looked at her. She was on the heavy side with bleach blond hair with black roots coming through as if someone had painted an uneven line on the middle of her scalp. Her black eyes smeared with heavy eye liner matched the ugliness of her hair. She wore a dirty T-shirt, an imitation leather mini-skirt and stiletto heels.
 
   "What'll it be buster. Screw's fifty, blow's twenty."
 
   Women, Simon thought. Nothing but sluts, whores, prostitutes. Just like his mother, just like Jean. He had to make them pay. This one too.
 
   "Where?" He said flatly.
 
   "Up the street. there's a hotel."
 
   “He followed her through a dark garbage filled alley. It reeked of rot. The heat of the night, making the smell unbearable, sent a nauseating stench to Simon's nostrils. They entered a run-down hotel. The neon sign was only half lit, some of the bulbs having burned out months before, never having been replaced. They checked in and went to a back room. It was hot and musty. Simon hit the switch on the overhead fan. It slowly started to turn noisily not doing much for the asphyxiating heat of the small room. The hooker opened the window but there was no breeze. Cockroaches scurried everywhere. They had been rudely awakened by the intruders. After all they lived there. Another fucking hot night, she thought, but at least she would make some money.
 
   "Get undressed," Simon ordered.
 
   "Money first, Mister."
 
   Simon was already furious. He always was whenever he thought of Jean. Take it easy, he thought, you're going to get your money back anyway. Play it cool.
 
   "Here's a hundred, show me what you can do," he said handing it to her. She went to take it from his hand but Simon grabbed her by the neck instead and held her against the wall. With his other hand he pulled out a knife, the kind the fishermen in Miami used to cut bait with, sharp and flat with a blade curved into an almost half moon.
 
   "Do what I say and you won't get hurt," Simon said, tightening his grip on her.
 
   "Sure, anything you say."
 
   He took his hand from her throat and grabbed her by the hair and pushed her down to her knees until her face was in front of his fly.
 
   "Give me fucking head, bitch! And don't even think of doing anything or I'll cut your throat."
 
   She did as she was told. The closer Simon came to climaxing the tighter he pulled on her hair. The hooker was completely terrified. She had a weirdo on her hands and there was nothing she could do about it. Would he leave her alone once he finished? 
 
   Simon came in her mouth. As he did he slit her throat. Sooo sweet, he thought, almost like a double climax. Nothing could top that. The girl fell to the ground like a heavy sack, her eyes still open, blood gushing from the opening in her neck. She hadn't even had the time or pleasure of a last scream. Simon stabbed her again and again and again. He had to. He had to teach her a lesson. His clothes were so blood stained they had changed color. They were now a deep dark red.
 
    
 
   After leaving the Flamingo Hotel, Simon Grady made his way into a neighborhood of the city. It was still before dawn and the lights were out at the Thorntons. He knocked several times.
 
   “Who is it?” a sleepy voice asked.
 
   “Simon.”
 
   The door opened slightly. The young woman behind the door saw who it was. Mr. Bad News, the man she hoped she would never see again. She knew that she should not let him inside. He was dangerous, but she owed him. 
 
   “Well, hello, Gina.”
 
   She did not reply.
 
   “I need some clothes and a place to crash for a couple of days. Any objections?”
 
   “There’s the couch,” she said. “Johnny’s clothes are in the closet.”
 
   “You got a beer?”
 
   Gina Thornton went to the refrigerator and returned with a can of beer.
 
   “I have to work in a few hours,” she said.
 
   He took the beer from her.
 
   “You’re welcome,” she said and went back to her room. But she could not sleep, not while Simon Grady was in her house.
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   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   It was pouring. It always came down hard in the summer. At the Flamingo Hotel Sergeant Ernesto Martinez repeated his questions to the woman at the reception desk. "Who did she come in with?"
 
   The receptionist shrugged for the third time. She did not want to get involved. She had seen Simon and the prostitute last night and she would have recognized him immediately. He was not the average John. He was good looking, but there was something about his eyes that wasn’t right, something that silently but clearly announced itself: Peligro! Malo! Danger! And she did not need any bad trouble. She had a sick mother and a younger sister to feed, and if she got in trouble, there would be no one to look after them. The three of them had come over from Cuba. They left the island with nothing except a few small personal articles and what they wore. The Cuban government had killed her father. Her mother never recovered from that.
 
   They had struggled in Cuba and were still struggling, but at least in the United States, no one looked over their shoulders and harassed them. If she volunteered any information, she knew there would be trouble. She worked two jobs, one at the hotel at nights and another during the day at a hamburger joint. She made enough to put her sister through school and pay her mother’s medical bills. She could not afford to lose this job. 
 
   Martinez cursed quietly. "What is your name?" he asked her in Spanish.
 
   “Isabel Gonzalez."
 
   She was a pretty woman, but she looked so very tired. He knew she saw the mother-fucker who cut up the girl. "You saw him, didn't you, Isabel?" he asked gently.
 
   She didn't answer. She did not dislike policemen, and this one seemed nice enough.
 
   Ernesto Martinez was in his mid-thirties with dark hair and dark eyes, and a thick trim moustache. He was tall and strong. His parents had come to Florida from Cuba when Batista was overthrown. He grew up in Miami and was fluent in both English and Spanish, a definite asset in his profession in this city.
 
   Martinez arrived on the scene in the early morning hours after a cleaning woman called in the murder when she went to make up the bed. The room was sealed off now. Police cars, an ambulance, a coroner's car and the homicide squad surrounded the area. The prostitute lay under a fluorescent orange police tarp.
 
   "Isabel, por favor, this girl was stabbed fifteen times and her throat was cut. I know you saw them. Do you want this to happen again? It could happen to anybody. We have to catch this animal. Please help me."
 
   "I'm sorry. No puedo, I can’t. I don't know anything."
 
   But he was certain that she knew and he could not leave without getting her to talk. He went back to the room where a policeman was dusting for fingerprints.
 
   "Anything?" he asked.
 
   "The bastard was careful. He wiped everything off.”
 
   Martinez was determined to nail him but all he had to go on was a dead prostitute who could not talk and Isabel Gonzalez who could, but wouldn’t.
 
    
 
   Isabel had just returned home from an eight-hour shift of grilling hamburgers when she opened the front door of her apartment to Detective Martinez. "What do you want?" she asked through the screen door. 
 
   "I would like to know if you would join me for dinner this evening.” He held out a bouquet of flowers. “You pick the restaurant."
 
   How nice that sounded. The detective was obviously a gentleman and not the usual man who wanted her for only one thing. But still, he was a cop and he was after her for something else. "I'm sorry but I can't."
 
   "Isabel, please,” he said in Spanish. “You wouldn't let a poor man starve or eat all alone, would you?" 
 
   "Please, you must understand, I cannot get involved."
 
   "This has nothing to do with the case. I’d just like to take a nice girl out to dinner, especially a nice beautiful girl. Please say yes. Oh, and here’s some chocolates."
 
   “Well, I—but I have to change.” She opened the door and took the flowers and the box of chocolates from him. 
 
   “I can wait outside,” he said. 
 
   Isabel was ready in fifteen minutes. She wore a pretty cotton dress. She had her black hair pulled back with a flower in it and some eye shadow enhanced her dark eyes. Her cheeks were naturally colored and rouge covered her lips.
 
   “Where would you like to go?” he asked.
 
   “It doesn’t really matter,” she said shyly.
 
   “Okay, I’ll choose.”
 
   They went to an outdoor restaurant in Miami Beach. They ordered the house special and ate to the sounds of merengue. They talked about themselves, about their backgrounds, their hobbies, and his profession as a detective. This last was an opportunity and he took it. He showed Isabel a picture of a man wanted by the police.  It was a long shot. “That’s him, isn’t it?”
 
   Isabel nodded ever so slightly.
 
   “Would you be willing to testify?”
 
   “Is this why you brought me here?” She asked heatedly.
 
   “I won’t lie to you. Yes, I need to find out. But I want you to believe me when I tell you that I wanted even more to go out to dinner with you.”
 
   She looked at him, not sure what to say or do.
 
   “I’m scared, Ernesto. If I do, maybe something will happen to my family or me. I cannot risk that. You must understand, and I would not be able to go back to work at the hotel.”
 
   ‘You shouldn’t be working there anyway. That’s no place for a lady.”
 
   “Fine!” She snapped. “Then you find me a job for a lady. It’s not easy, you know.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll make you a deal. If I find a job for you, will you testify?”
 
   “I guess so. Well, maye.”
 
   “Good. Now, what would you like to do? Go dancing maybe?”
 
   “But Ernesto, I have to go to work.”
 
   “No, that’s out of the question, it could be dangerous.”
 
   “I need the money.”
 
   “Tonight you will have a well deserved good time, and tomorrow we will look for a new job.”
 
   “It sounds too good to be true. Are you really sure about all this?”
 
   He was very sure.
 
   Isabel and Ernesto spent the rest of the evening dancing—to reggae, salsa and jazz. They both loved to dance, something neither of them had done in a long time. They made an impressive couple on the dance floor. For such a big man, Ernesto was light and graceful. He complemented Isabel’s movements perfectly.
 
   It was a magical evening. When Ernesto dropped Isabel off at her house, they made a date to meet the next afternoon to look for a job for a lady.
 
   Isabel met Ernesto as promised at his office. As soon as he saw her, he got up from his desk and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
   “You look very nice today, Isabel. I see you are ready for an interview.”
 
   “I’m nervous.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t like interviews and I’m afraid I won’t get the job. My qualifications are limited.”
 
   “Would you be less nervous if I conducted the interview?”
 
   “Yes of course, but—but—is that possible? How could you?”
 
   “Sometimes policemen get special privileges.”
 
   “Stop, Ernesto, you’re making me even more nervous. But have you found anything yet?”
 
   “I think so, but first we must do a preliminary interview.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “Don’t you trust me?”
 
   “Well yes, but...”
 
   “Now, tell me,” he interrupted, picking up an application and a pen. “Name?”
 
   “Ernesto, you know my name.”
 
   “Isabel, please, just answer.”
 
   She sighed. “Isabel Gonzalez.”
 
   “Birthplace?”
 
   “La Havana, Cuba.”
 
   “Any convictions?”
 
   “No, of course not. But my father was a political prisoner in Cuba.”
 
   “Not important. Most of our families were or at least one of our relatives were.”
 
   They continued the questions and answers until the application was filled out.
 
   “I think you have a very good chance,” he said. “Wait here and don’t move.” 
 
   Ernesto returned with another policeman, who was a little older. “This is Lieutenant Ray Peterson.”
 
   “Miss Gonzalez?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Welcome to our family,” he said extending his hand.
 
   “Excuse me?” 
 
   “You are our new receptionist. We need someone bilingual. Your qualifications are precisely what we’re looking for. Of course Sergeant Martinez has vouched for you.” 
 
   “Thank you very much, Lieutenant.” 
 
   Petersen winked at his Sergeant and left.
 
   “Ernesto, you knew all the time, didn’t you? You-you diablo.”
 
   He laughed. “Come, let me show you what you’ll be doing. Mainly answering the phones.” He introduced her to the rest of the staff and told her how much she would be earning. It was more than she made from both of her jobs combined.
 
   “I don’t know what to say. Ernesto, how can I ever thank you?”
 
   “Well, I can think of a way. You could have dinner with me tonight.”
 
   “My choice?”
 
   “Of course. Your choice.”
 
   “I suggest eating at my house. Would that be alright?”
 
   “Home cooked? Wonderful!”
 
   She kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you again very much, Ernesto.”
 
    
 
   When she left the precinct he still had a smile on his face. He could not get her out of his mind. Or the man she identified as the one with the prostitute at the Flamingo Hotel the night of the murder.
 
   For days, Detective Martinez studied the Grady file, his habits, his quirks, his hobbies, his temper, his hangouts, and his crimes. All he needed was to find him. He had a key witness. Isabel had agreed to testify.
 
   It did not take long to find Grady. Martinez arrested him at the dog track, read him his rights and took him to the precinct. He was allowed one phone call. He called Gina Thornton.
 
   “This is Simon,” he said. “I’m calling for my payback. You owe me.”
 
   Gina Thornton provided Simon with the alibi he needed. She told the police that he had been with her the night of the murder.
 
   Martinez was furious. He had no case. He knew Gina was lying, and perhaps for a good reason, probably to protect her ass from that son-of-a-bitch Grady. But that scum was guilty of murder-one and unless he could get Gina Thornton to change her mind, Grady could walk off a free man. Again. Simon Keith Grady had many convictions but nothing ever stuck. He kept getting off for lack of evidence.
 
   “Do you know that lying under oath is perjury?” Martinez asked her. “You could be arrested, you could go to jail.”
 
   “I’m not lying,” she said. “Can I go now?”
 
   The woman was obviously afraid of Grady. Martinez gave her his card. “Should you need to contact me.” 
 
   Gina posted Grady’s bail which she had borrowed from a loan shark, according to Grady’s directions. They left the police headquarters together. Martinez watched them through the window. He swore he would put Grady behind bars if it was the last thing he did.
 
   Isabel could not understand this American form of justice. “But I testified that I saw him. How can he just walk out of here? That’s not justice!”
 
   “No, Isabel, it’s not justice,” Martinez said. “It’s the law. It’s just the law and the law is not necessarily justice. Laws are made by men, imperfect men.”
 
   Now Isabel feared for herself and her family. Martinez assured her that he would have Grady behind bars soon. “We are having him followed. The first wrong move he makes will be his last.”
 
    
 
   Gina could not forget the picture of Simon dragging her brother to safety. They owed him. And she knew that one day he would ask her to repay him. The day had come. She remembered how Simon had saved her brother’s life. It was at the track and they were both drivers in the third race. Simon Grady was out front, but not by much. There were three cars only inches behind him, coming around the last curve. As Johnny pulled ahead of the pack, another car clipped Johnny’s rear fender. It was just enough to throw him off course and into the cement wall. The engine exploded on impact. 
 
   Simon crossed the finish line in first place. When he looked back, he didn’t see Johnny Thornton get out of the car, and he knew the car would soon be engulfed in flames. Simon raced back. He pulled Johnny out of the flaming car. Seconds later the flames reached the front seat. Johnny might have been burned alive.
 
   Johnny was grateful to Grady, but he couldn’t help wondering why Grady had risked his life to save his. They were in the same racing circuit, but Johnny had never entirely trusted Grady. His temper could be violent, and he could suddenly become very moody. But now he owed him one. Simon had said so. “You’ll pay me back one day.” Gina prayed that her brother would get out of racing for good, get an education, and stay away from men like Simon.
 
   The accident had been enough to convince Johnny to quit racing. His sister was right. He needed a respectable profession. Gina was the one who had provided for him all his life. It was time to repay her. Johnny matriculated at the University of Miami. He was in the engineering college. The day he told Gina was the happiest day of her life.
 
    
 
   “We’re even now, Simon,” Gina said angrily. “I don’t owe you any more and Johnny doesn’t owe you. Don’t ever come to my house again.”
 
   Simon grabbed her arm. “Be careful, Gina, be very careful.”
 
   “Let me go!”
 
   He twisted her arm around her back.
 
   She cried out in pain. “You don’t have to worry. Now, let me go. Please.”
 
   “I’m glad we understand each other,” he said, slowly releasing his grip. 
 
   Bastard, she thought. When he was out of sight, she considered returning to the police station and confessing her lie. She just wanted him out of their lives for good. 
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   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   Ernesto Martinez and Isabel Gonzalez married that summer. Isabel’s mother liked the detective almost immediately, and although she understood that his job was dangerous and demanding, she knew he was perfect for Isabel. They had her blessing.
 
   They spent a week honeymooning in the Bahamas. Although they saw each other every day at the office and almost every night, they did not make love until their wedding night. They were raised as Catholics and didn’t mind being called old fashioned.
 
   Isabel moved into Ernesto’s condominium, and they happily resumed their days at the police precinct but with a difference. Now they were man and wife. Every night was like a honeymoon, every night they tenderly explored each other’s bodies and uncovered more of the secrets of making love.
 
   It was four a.m. when the phone rang and Ernesto Martinez grumbled into the receiver.
 
   “This is Peterson,” his superior said. “I think your buddy has been at it again. Meet me on Biscayne at the Palms Hotel.”
 
   Martinez quickly dressed and kissed his sleeping wife.
 
   The blue lights of police cars illuminated the front of The Palms Hotel on Biscayne Boulevard. Lieutenant Ray Peterson leaned against his car. “Same M.O., slit throat. Dried semen on the face and neck, prostitute, can’t be more than sixteen years old.” He led Martinez into the hotel room. The dead prostitute lay in a pool of blood, her eyes still open.
 
   Martinez looked away. Animals like Grady didn’t deserve to be on this earth. In this free country, it so happened that criminals could have more rights than innocent people.
 
   Peterson seemed to read his mind. “Don’t let it get to you, Ernie. You can’t do that. It’ll eat you up.”
 
   He knew Peterson was right. The room was suffocating. He had to leave it.
 
   Martinez spent the next forty-eight hours in his office. Isabel, who knew what had happened, didn’t bother him. She brought him his meals and hot coffee and stayed with him at the office even though he had begged her to go home. At the end of the third day of this, Peterson walked in.
 
   “Ernie, go home,” he said. “That’s an order, and you too Isabel. Go have a nice meal somewhere. Go home and watch TV. Just get the hell out of here.”
 
   They got take-out Chinese food and then they climbed into bed. They spent hours like this, making love and talking.
 
   “Ernesto,” Isabel said, seeing the preoccupation on his face, “are you alright?” 
 
   He was gazing at the ceiling. “Yes, it’s just that this case has gotten to me. I need more information, some good news for a change.”
 
   “Maybe I have some,” she said cuddling up to him.
 
   “Some what?”
 
   “Some good news, Daddy.”
 
   “Daddy? Did you say Daddy? No! Really? Isabel, are you telling me that you’re...” He put his hand on her stomach.
 
   “Yes. You will soon be a father, my love.”
 
   Ernesto let out a cry of joy and went to the kitchen.
 
   “What are you doing?” Isabel called after him.
 
   He returned with a bottle of champagne and two glasses. “This calls for a celebration!” He poured the sparkling wine. “May the child be healthy, strong like his father and beautiful and kind like his mother,” he said, kissing his wife softly on the lips. They sipped champagne and then Ernesto made a phone call.
 
   “Who are you calling? It’s after midnight!”
 
   “Hello? Lieutenant?”
 
   “Yes, what is it?” Petersen grumbled. “Didn’t I tell you to get some sleep?”
 
   “Yes, you did, but I have to tell you something. I’m pregnant! I’m going to be a daddy.”
 
   “That’s great, Ernie. Do me favor, don’t come in tomorrow. You and Isabel stay home, and that’s an order. And get some sleep! Daddy!” Lieutenant Peterson fell asleep with a smile on his face. 
 
   ♫
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   In his first year as an electrical engineering major at Miami U, Johnny Thornton became a new person. His studies and his new friends had changed his life, but the expenses of a college education overwhelmed him. His sister worried about the money as well, and while she worked overtime and saved everything she could, it was still not enough. Johnny suggested they take in a boarder, a Brazilian he met at school who was looking for a place to live. The big advantage was the house was near the college. The Brazilian, his name was Zeferino, would rent out Johnny’s large bedroom, which had its own bathroom. As an added incentive, Johnny agreed to do Zeferino’s laundry. Johnny would sleep in his sister’s bedroom with her. Gina was most agreeable to this, and she found a used table and a lamp that she put in her room for Johnny. She was a little anxious the day Johnny brought their new boarder. 
 
   Zeferino da Cunha was pursuing his master’s degree in architecture, following the family tradition. Before this, he had studied at the University of Sao Paulo. He wanted to make his father proud of him. He had always regarded his father as a man of strength and great knowledge, a man who had cunning business perception. His father had been the main constructor for the new city of Brasilia, which became the nation’s capital, and Zeferino intended to continue the tradition, but with greater emphasis on the architectural aspect of the business. The da Cunhas were one of the leading Brazilian families, very rich and very powerful, with interests all over the world, ranging from construction companies to factories that built equipment for their trade. Following in his father’s footsteps would be an enormous task, Zeferino knew, but that was his goal and he intended to achieve it.
 
   The da Cunha fortune was easily worth billions of dollars. Zeferino could have stayed at any luxurious Miami hotel or condominium. When he met Johnny, he liked him immediately and he wanted to help him out of his financial difficulty. So when Johnny shared his idea about taking on a boarder, Zeferino said he would take him up on it. “You’ll love my sister,” Johnny said. “She’s so cool.”
 
   Zeferino thought so too. He considered this a real bonus. He brought Gina a bouquet of yellow roses. “I thank you for allowing me to stay in your nice home.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you,” Gina said, staring at the dark handsome Brazilian. His eyes were blue, a kind of crystallized blue, like the blue off the Florida Keys, and he was charming.
 
   “We want you to feel very comfortable here,” Gina said. “If there is anything you need, please ask us.”
 
   They ordered out for pizza that night, the three of them. 
 
   “This is the national food of the United States,” Zeferino said, holding up a piece of pepperoni pizza.
 
   “Really?” Gina said. “I always thought pizza was Italian.”
 
   “It is!” Johnny said.
 
   “Ah, what you don’t know about your own country!” Zeferino teased. “I would like to visit some American places I have heard about here in Florida, like Disney World and Universal Studios. You have been of course?”
 
   “Yes, you should go,” Gina agreed.
 
   “But we need a car,” Johnny pointed out.
 
   “A car?” Zeferino considered this. “So we buy a car. My father sent me a little extra money. And you are the expert, Johnny. Tomorrow we buy a car?”
 
   “Sure. I know a couple of places where we can get a good deal.”
 
   “Good. And you, Gina, you are coming of course?”
 
   “Well, if you like.”
 
   “Yes, you must. We need you!”
 
    
 
   In the morning they started their search. They went to only one dealership. Gina fell in love with a yellow Dino, a small Ferrari.
 
   Zeferino laughed. “I see you have very good taste in cars. This little canary, my dear, is an Italian masterpiece, like your pizza, only more expensive.”
 
   Gina looked at the price tag. “Eighty thousand dollars!”
 
   “Maybe one day, if I become successful, I will buy it for you,” he said smiling.
 
   “You’re such a dreamer,” Gina said, a little embarrassed.
 
   “Hey, forget the Ferrari and check this one out. It’s interesting,” Johnny called out, pointing to an old Buick. 
 
   “Interesting?” Zeferino asked.
 
   “Yes, price-wise.”
 
   “But, my friend, this is a tank, not a car.”
 
   “What about this one?” Gina stood at a red Volkswagen Beetle.
 
   “Do you like it?” Zeferino asked her.
 
   “I think it’s cute, and the price seems pretty good too.”
 
   “Johnny, tell the man that we will take this one, the one the lady likes.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Johnny asked, amazed that a man would defer to a woman when it came to choosing an automobile.
 
   “Of course I’m sure.”
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   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   Isabel and Ernesto obeyed Lieutenant Petersen’s order and took the day off. They spent most of it in bed. They ordered out for their meals and watched some television and made love and talked about their child, the one now forming inside of Isabel. They promised each other they would not mention the Grady case, and they were true to their word. 
 
   In the morning, their lives were very different. Almost as soon as Ernesto sat down at his desk, he received a call from one of his contacts.
 
   “This is B.A.,” a familiar voice said. “I’ve got some useful info on Grady. I’ll meet you at the usual place in an hour.” 
 
   Sergeant Martinez grabbed his cup of coffee and promptly spilled it over his desk. He cursed and rushed out of the precinct, leaving the black puddle behind.
 
   Martinez waited for the man they called B.A. in a small Cuban cafeteria on Flagler Street in downtown Miami, nursing a tiny plastic cup of Cuban coffee.
 
   B.A. was prompt. He wore blue jeans and a snug T-shirt that showed off his muscular upper torso. Incredible body, Martinez thought wistfully as B.A. walked past him and entered the men’s room. Martinez soon followed.
 
   “Nice to see you, my friend,” Martinez said quietly, shaking B.A.’s hand. “I am now married and expecting a child.”
 
   “Congratulations.”
 
   “Do you know where that bastard is?”
 
   “Not at the moment but rumors are that he’s up to something big, and we want him as much as you do. At this point, we don’t care who gets him first, as long as we get him.”
 
   “We want him for murder one. What does the FBI want with him?”
 
   “Narcotics.”
 
   “That fucker is up to his ears in shit and we can’t put a finger on him.”
 
   “He just put a down payment on some explosives, heat-sensing. He’s supposed to come back and get the stuff with the balance of the payment. Grapevine says he wants some sort of revenge on his ex-wife. She’s supposed to be somewhere in Europe.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what we know. She’s with the singer Davina Walters.”
 
   For the first time, B.A.’s face, which heretofore was almost without expression, changed. “She’s with Davina, Davina Walters?”
 
   “Yeah. What’s up?”
 
   “Davina’s singing here next month at the Orange Bowl.”
 
   “You think there’s a connection?” Martinez wasn’t following.
 
   “Ah, shit.”
 
   “Far as we know, Grady’s ex-wife’s been with Davina since she left Miami.”
 
   “Okay, amigo, adios. I’ll be in touch. Regards to your wife.”
 
   “Thank you, keep in touch.”
 
   B. A. made a thumbs up and left the men’s room. He could not get Davina Walters out of his mind. His mission was different now, very different.
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   VIETNAM 1974
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   Clinton Benton was seventeen years old when he walked down the aisle of his high school in Harlem to get his diploma and move on to another life, away from the ghetto and the Welfare that supported him and his mother. His mother was sickly. All she had to offer him was her love, which was considerable. He never knew his father, who died before he was born. His mother’s dream was to see her only child get his high school diploma, but she died, a victim of pneumonia, only a month before the ceremony.
 
   After she died, the Welfare checks stopped and Clinton was forced to leave their two-room apartment. He had no relatives and nowhere to go. Neither did he have any real friends. Almost all the boys he knew had to be reckoned with, or kept away from. Clinton rolled up his schoolbooks in a sleeping bag and headed for the streets. He slept in condemned buildings, in basements and sometimes in dark alleys, places he thought were more or less safe, places most people stayed out of. He washed cars twice a week; that gave him enough money for food. He could have easily stolen the food, but he didn’t. The independence felt good, although he had always been independent. He would not have survived otherwise.
 
   In his neighborhood he always carried a knife. He had been assaulted several times on the streets by the same boys, not because he had some change in his pocket, but because he was different. He didn’t belong to a gang. He always managed to escape unharmed when the gangs came after him. He was good at escaping. 
 
   What he wanted most was to go to college, but this was only a far off dream. There was no way he could afford something like college. But he would not stay here. The only way out was through the military. He wasn’t afraid of dying in some godforsaken rice paddy. It wasn’t easy to get killed, not if you knew how to escape. Nothing scared him. He was tough. The day after he was handed his diploma, he went to the local recruiting office. The service would be his school now, and he would be getting paid for it.
 
   Clinton Benton did so well that after his initial training, he was sent to another Army camp, one reserved for elite soldiers. His was special. He had ambition. He was a perfectionist and he learned quickly. He never complained. He seemed to take everything in stride, as if it was just a game and he knew that whatever it was, when it was over, he would be victorious. He graduated, this time as a United States Ranger, one of the select few. He was an expert in armaments and demolition. His greatest asset was his in-bred talent for escaping. Now he was ready to put it to the test. He was given a mission, to penetrate deep into Viet Cong territory and rescue prisoners of war.
 
   A helicopter took Clinton and the five other members of his unit several miles east of a POW camp. On the ride over, the men were silent in the chopper. Their only occupation was smearing black camouflage paint on their faces. The officer in charge covered himself and handed the paste to Clinton.
 
   “Thanks, Lieutenant, but I don’t need any. I was born camouflaged.”
 
   The Lieutenant laughed. He was glad Benton was on his team. He was quiet, always obeyed orders, and he was one hell of a fighter. 
 
   The pilot signaled them as the orange sun began to disappear over the hillside. The chopper descended and hovered a few feet above the ground for no more than a minute, enough time for the men to jump out.
 
   The men carried Soviet built AK-47s, not because this gun was a better weapon than the American M-16, but because if they were surprised and had to shoot, the familiar sound of the Russian gun could possibly be mistaken for a drunk with an itchy trigger finger. Each of them also carried a pistol with a silencer and three grenades, one fragmentation and two stunners. In addition, they were equipped with a fierce looking knife strapped to their leg. The blade was jagged on one side and smooth on the other. A compass adorned the top of the handle. This also doubled as a cap that could be unscrewed to open a tiny compartment that housed fishing lines and hooks, waterproof matches, a miniature flexible saw, and a tiny capsule with three white tablets and one red. The white ones were benzedrene, fondly called ‘hill climbers’ because they gave that extra boost that could give an exhausted man enough energy to run for his life. The red pill they didn’t talk about.
 
   Under cover of darkness, the six Americans in combat fatigues made their way through the thick foliage of the jungle until they came to a clearing. Just beyond the horizon they could see campfires. The prisoners would be there, the Americans they had come to rescue. They had just walked five miles. They rested a little while before going in. Timing was crucial. It might be everything.
 
   At the Lieutenant’s signal, they moved out. They half walked and half crawled through the swampy rice paddies. Dark clouds hid the moon. They looked through the tiny openings of the bamboo fence that surrounded the POW camp. With the exception of a few guards, the soldiers were asleep, or they seemed to be. Small bamboo cages barely large enough to fit a man were lined up in front of a barracks. There were six of these cages. The Lieutenant assigned each of his commandos to go and investigate one of the cages. This way, with all of them going out at the same time, their commanding officer said, they would have more firepower. If they were caught, they would open fire simultaneously. 
 
   Clinton Benton thought this was plain dumb. One man alone should go in to reconnoiter. It was much safer. But the CO had given the order. Clinton did not argue, but he had an uneasy feeling, something in his gut.
 
   He went in with the rest of his unit. They cut the fence and entered the camp, crawling slowly up to the cages. The cages were occupied.
 
   Clinton whispered to the shadow that was inside a cage as he pulled out the bamboo log that held the opening closed. “Hey, in there, keep quiet, we’ve come to get…”
 
   He was interrupted by shots fired from the other five cages. 
 
   It was a trap. The enemy soldiers had been waiting for them in the cages. 
 
    “For God’s sake man, get me out of this goddamn box!” the shadow yelled at Clinton. “I’m the only one left alive!”
 
   Clinton helped the man climb out. He kept firing as he and the prisoner scrambled through the opening in the fence. Half a dozen Viet Cong were right behind them.
 
   “Run for the trees, I’ll catch up!” Clinton yelled, training his machine gun on the enemy. They fell like broken dolls. He looked quickly to see if any of the others had made it, but all he saw were American bodies, five of them. They were all dead. His stomach tightened. They were his buddies. But now he had to get out of there or he would be lying beside them.
 
   Clinton caught up with the POW who was running through the rice paddies as fast as he could, which was not very fast. The man was very thin and weak. Clinton doubted that he would make it to the edge of the jungle. But they had to move faster, had to at least get to those trees. 
 
   The Viet Cong were still shooting at them and a bullet caught the POW. He went down. Clinton picked him up and put him over his shoulder. Just a few more yards, he told himself. He ran until he thought his lungs would explode. Just a little more to go. He was gaining distance, but the enemy continued to fire. A bullet hit Clinton in the leg. He fell with his load.
 
   The bullet had only grazed him. He pulled the other man and they crawled the last bit of distance into the dense foliage. If the VC did not see them get up, they might think they were dead. But in any case, they would continue looking for them in the morning.
 
   The POW was bleeding heavily. A bullet had gone clean through his shoulder. Clinton took what was left of the man’s shirt, which was really no more than a rag, and tied it around his shoulder. “How are you?” he asked. “Do you think you can walk some?”
 
   “Yes,” the man said. He took a deep breath. “I think so.” The man was older than Clinton. He was probably a lot younger than he looked. He looked like hell.
 
   “Good, let’s go.”
 
   They walked most of the night, through the jungle, and then the man collapsed. Clinton again picked him up and placed him over his shoulder. By first light, he stopped, took a drink and made the other man drink. He managed a few swallows.
 
   “I can’t make it. You go on ahead. Leave me here.”
 
   “Cut the shit. You’re going to make it, pal.”
 
   They had to keep moving. They had no choice. It would be hard to stay inconspicuous in daylight, but Clinton also knew that this man had to rest.
 
   “Let’s just rest here for awhile,” he said. 
 
   “You’re an angel, you know that?”
 
   Clinton laughed. “I’ve been called a lot of names but not that. Didn’t know there were any black angels. Shit, I don’t know that there are any white ones either.”
 
   “They do exist. I know.”
 
   “Okay, whatever you say,” Clinton said, positioning the man up against a tree.
 
   “What’s your name, Black Angel?”
 
   “Benton, Clinton Benton.”
 
   “I’m Adam Spencer.”
 
   “How the hell did you get in that camp?”
 
   “My plane was shot down.”
 
   “Fly boy?”
 
   “Leftenant.”
 
   Clinton saluted.
 
   “Oh, cut it out. The name is Adam.”
 
   “Right, sir.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Adam.”
 
   “That’s better.”
 
   “How did they know we were coming?”
 
   “Maybe they didn’t know. They must have presumed someone would eventually try something because those guys took turns in the cages every night.”
 
   “What about the others?”
 
   “We were five. Two died of dysentery, that kind of thing. The others were killed trying to escape. Dying was preferable to the alternative. They wanted me to confess to some damn fool murders and I couldn’t manage to confess to murders I didn’t commit. They didn’t appreciate that. You can imagine. They even put rats in the cage with me. What saved me was getting hit on the head. I pretended to be out of my mind, you know, like they shook up my brain, made me a tad crazy. They finally gave up. They left me alone to rot.”
 
   “You’re not American, are you?”
 
   “English, but I’ve been flying with you Yanks for years.”
 
   As the sun began to slip beneath the farthest ridge, the two men set off again. Clinton figured that if they didn’t run into any VC, they could reach the American encampment the following day. But Adam Spencer was in bad shape. He was already weak and his shoulder was still bleeding. Clinton patched it up as best he could with a concoction of mud and roots. They had not walked for long when the pilot stumbled and fell. His face was half buried in the mud. “Hey, Black Angel, I can’t make it. Get yourself out of here, and that’s an order.” 
 
   Clinton lifted him up to a sitting position. “Now, just who in the hell do you think you are giving me orders?”
 
   “Leftenant Adam Spencer…”
 
   “Adam, shut up, sir. We’re going to make it and don’t give me any more bullshit.” Again he lifted the pilot over his shoulders.
 
   “Black fucking angel, that’s what you are,” Spencer said before passing out.
 
   Clinton walked all night, a man obsessed with his quest. Nothing could stop him. Not exhaustion, not hunger, nothing. He stumbled a few times and when he fell, they both fell, hard, but Clinton always got up and moved on. He stopped at dawn. The pilot was slipping in and out of consciousness.
 
   “Adam, look, food.” He held a piece of white meat before his mouth.
 
   “Chicken for God’s sake?”
 
   “There’s a farm down there.”
 
   “That was lucky,” the pilot said. The thought of chicken made him salivate. He had eaten only rice for the past two years.
 
   “We can’t take a chance with a fire.”
 
   “I don’t mind. It’s probably as good as caviar.”
 
   The pilot chewed a small piece of the meat. He wasn’t sure he would be able to keep it down, but he did and continued to eat, as did Clinton. For snake, Clinton thought, it wasn’t so bad.
 
   About an hour later the sky became ominously dark and rain came down in sheets. The pilot began shivering uncontrollably. Clinton held him against his body. They stayed like this for two hours. But the pilot continued to shiver, and Clinton worried about pneumonia. He had to chance it. Adam would not make it unless he got to a hospital today. In the three days of their walking under cover of night, Clinton had not slept. He popped one of the benzedrene tablets in his mouth, hoping for a burst of renewed energy. They would not get there without it. He lifted the pilot up over his shoulder and started off through the torrential rain.
 
   Clinton had been marching with his load for an hour when he heard voices. He practically threw Adam down. Clinton carefully moved ahead. American jeeps! 
 
   He returned to the pilot with two other soldiers who placed him on a stretcher.
 
   “Adam,” Clinton said in his ear, “we made it.”
 
   “My Black Angel.”
 
    
 
   Adam Spencer spent two months in the hospital in Da Nang. Clinton was able to visit him a few times. On his last mission, he saw a lot more of the pilot because Clinton was admitted as a patient. A grenade had blown off part of his thigh. The surgeons rebuilt his upper leg. He would be able to walk again, but he would no longer be of use to the Rangers. His injury presented him with a ticket home. The war was over for Clinton Benton.
 
   Adam found him after his surgery. “Hey, Black Angel, what are you doing here?”
 
   They shook hands. Adam looked like a different man. “Captain, Clinton said, seeing Adam’s new rank. Congratulations. What am I doing here? Oh, I’m taking a vacation. I got tired of sleeping in the rice paddies under the romantic moonlight.”
 
   Adam pulled up a chair. “I gather you’ll be finishing your R&R in the States then?”
 
   “I guess so. I’m not sure where. I have no place to go once I get back.”
 
   “You know what you’d like to do?”
 
   “I’m not sure. There’s a difference in what I want to do and what I can do. But I don’t know.”
 
   Adam thought Clinton would be perfect for the FBI, and he thought he could help him. He did not have to go further than a single phone call to an old friend. When he saw Clinton again, he had good news.
 
   “I’ve been negotiating, Black Angel,” Adam said.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I know someone who’s looking for a man like you. You have to go to a special school. They’ll train you. It’s a tough school, but I know you can handle it.”
 
   “Adam, what are you talking about?”
 
   “In two years you’ll have acquired the equivalent of a masters degree. And here comes the beauty—they’ll pay you to go to school, and you’ll have a job working for them when you finish.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “FBI.”
 
   “No shit.”
 
   “Doctor says you can get out of here next week. I’ve taken the liberty… You are interested?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’ve arranged that we fly out of here together. We stop over in Manila for the weekend, some R&R before going to Washington. Maybe you can buy me a pint. That would even things out.”
 
   “I’ll buy you the whole fucking keg.”
 
    
 
   In Washington, D.C., Adam Spencer and Clinton Benton went to the U.S. State Department to the office of William Walters.
 
   “William,” Adam said, “this is the man who saved my life. Clinton Benton, my black angel.”
 
   “B.A. is it?” Walters laughed as he extended his hand. “I’ve heard nothing but good things about you, and not just from Adam.”
 
    
 
   Clinton started training that fall. For his first month, he lived with the Walters family at their home in Alexandria, Virginia. Davina was just a kid. They became good pals. He continued to stay in touch with the family after he got his own place. He spent the holidays with them when they were still in Virginia. He knew from the start that he would work as an agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation. The work was hard but he loved it. He was born for this.
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   MIAMI 1980
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   Detective Ernesto Martinez heard back from B.A. in less than twenty-four hours. Grady wanted more explosives. B.A. was going to meet Grady on the Beach at ten o’clock. “That’s in less than an hour,” B.A. said.
 
   “I’ll be there.” 
 
   It took Martinez about ten minutes to set up his squad. Now they waited, perspiration streaming down their faces and backs. It was hot and humid, without the slightest trace of a breeze. Martinez wished for a dark cloud to cover the sun. They finally saw B.A. Martinez wired him with a microphone. 
 
   Martinez looked at his watch. “Fifteen minutes to countdown.”
 
   “Good luck,” Martinez said. He crossed the street and waited outside the main entrance of a pink hotel. The clouds were thickening, threatening a downpour. “There he is,” B.A. said through his teeth into the hidden microphone. “The gray sedan coming down the street on my side.”
 
   Simon Grady pulled up alongside the big black man. “Get in.”
 
   B.A. did as he was told. Simon drove to the hotel’s parking lot.
 
   The undercover police van picked up their words perfectly.
 
   “I need to add some more supplies to the list,” Simon said.
 
   “What kind of supplies?”
 
   “I need explosives.”
 
   “More? What the hell are you going to do, blow up the Beach?”
 
   “Nah, but this is big, man, really big. I want to make sure the job gets done right.”
 
   “Okay, that’s it,” Martinez said. “We’ve got what we need. Move in. Carefully.”
 
   At that moment, the wind of the brewing storm blew through the car window, opening B.A.’s shirt just enough to expose a wire on his chest. “Fucking pig!” Grady shouted as he drew a gun and aimed it at B.A.’s head. B.A. instinctively leaned forward and lifted his arms.
 
   Martinez, firing in the air, was giving orders at the top of his lungs. The shooting was intended to divert Grady’s attention. He saw B.A.’s body roll out of Simon’s car onto the pavement. Martinez couldn’t tell if he was dead or alive.
 
   The clouds suddenly burst forth with heavy rain. Police and FBI undercover agents, their weapons cocked, ran toward Simon, who floored the gas pedal and screeched out of the parking lot, hitting one of the policemen. The officer landed on the windshield, shattering the glass on impact. He flew off the car like a limp dummy.
 
   Simon raced onto the boulevard without stopping, causing an oncoming car to brake and crash into a parked car. Police cars, their sirens wailing, followed Simon, but he was too good behind the wheel of a car. The road, now slick with the rain, also gave him an edge. His car hardly slid, on the contrary, it seemed to dance. The law enforcement cruisers behind him skidded and spun out. Simon and his machine seemed to waltz down the streets of Miami Beach. He was enjoying himself.
 
   He spotted a speedboat behind a villa on La Gorce Island and he got into it. He hot-wired the ignition and headed for Biscayne Bay and freedom.
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   ROME
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   Jacques Laffitte was furious. But his demeanor gave away nothing to suggest this. He took a taxi directly from the airport in Rome to Giancarlo Robini’s office. On the way, Jacques saw the billboards with Davina’s picture, bigger than life, announcing her upcoming concert. At least Robini had the promo underway.
 
   Jacques was ushered into the waiting room of Giancarlo Robini, Italy’s premier promoter. Robini, clad in a sleek Italian silk suit which looked awkward on the portly balding man, promptly came out to greet Jacques.
 
   “Benvenuto! Welcome!” Robini extended both hands. “How are you? How is our divina diva Davina?” The Italian laughed until he choked at his own spin on the words.
 
   Jacques demurred that they were all well as he entered Robini’s lavishly decorated office. The décor was modern Italian, very expensive and very impressive. The office overlooked the Coliseum. 
 
   Robini called for cappuccino and biscotti. When the men were settled with their repast, Robini spoke first. “Jacques, I will get straight to the point. RAI is being very difficult. They want to edit the concert.”
 
   RAI was the Italian radio and television station, and like most national communications networks, tried to get as much money as possible, usually in the form of advertisers, out of very popular shows. This was also good for a promoter like Robini, who could take a second cut in the proceeds. It was, in effect, double dipping. Jacques perceived it as outright stealing. The agreement, as Robini knew, was for Davina’s concert to be broadcast live without any editing by RAI, which had much to gain by cutting the concert to broadcast advertisements.
 
   Jacques was silent now.
 
   “The workers and the musicians!” Robini continued, picking up some crumbs on his tie with a finger and thumb and putting them in his mouth. “Their union is striking and we are the ones suffering. We had to go and hand pick non-unionists to work on the show.” He looked at Jacques from over his cup. “Of course you will understand that this has cost us greatly, and we will have to come to an agreement.”
 
   Jacques was like a statue.
 
   “You know, there is a new law in Italy that says large amounts of money cannot be taken out of the country. These funds must be deposited in an Italian bank.” Robini took another sip of his cappuccino.
 
   “Cancel it,” Jacques said.
 
   “Mi scusi?”
 
   “Cancel it,” Jacques repeated.
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   “Very simple, Giancarlo,” Jacques said, getting up from his seat. “Davina Walters will not sing. All negotiations are cancelled.”
 
   “But that’s impossible!” Robini faced losing a fortune, as well as his reputation.
 
   “You’re wrong. It is very possible.”
 
   “But, Jacques, you must reconsider,” Robini pleaded in a kind of soothing way, as if, Jacques thought, he was talking to a child holding a grenade. “We can work things out.”
 
   “Listen carefully, Giancarlo. The only way Davina Walters will sing is if all parties involved live up to their deals. RAI cannot edit the concert. It would be a breach of contract. If they do, we will sue them and they cannot afford the publicity or the financial loss.” And neither, Jacques knew, could Robini. “Secondly, your own company has a contract with mine. You have agreed to provide all the help necessary, the musicians, the technicians, the stagehands, whoever. There is a clause in our contract stating that you will provide, no matter what, excepting a major earthquake and Nero has not burned Rome again, my friend.”
 
   Robini scowled.
 
   “I am also aware of the new Italian law concerning funds being removed from the country. This law, as you must know, concerns local nationals, not foreign entertainers. The money from the concert, all of the proceeds, can be transferred and deposited in the Wallaf account in Switzerland.” This was the joint business account that Davina and Jacques opened when they started out together for professional and tax purposes. The name incorporated parts of their names. Jacques picked up his briefcase. “I’ll be in my hotel all day. I will expect an answer from you by five o’clock. I will accept only the complete agreement we have already agreed to. The slightest deviation will result in Miss Walters not singing and I will file a lawsuit tomorrow morning.”
 
   Robini was speechless.
 
   “Ciao, Giancarlo, have a nice day.” Salaud, bastard, Jacques thought walking out of the building. Robini may be the best promoter in the country but he is also the biggest thief.
 
   That evening Jacques received a confirmation from the bank in Geneva confirming that Robini had deposited his down payment for the concert, which included RAI’s payment to air the concert. Live. In the morning, he got on the next flight to Nice.
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   MONACO
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   For a place all its own, Monaco is tiny, smaller than Central Park in New York City, but it is nevertheless a country unto itself and it is still ruled by a single family. It is also the home of quite a few celebrities, and not just because of the pleasing climate of the Riviera. The residents of this speck on the map do not pay income taxes. The money Monaco needs comes from the tourists and the casinos. There are of course other things, annual events such as the Grand Prix, the tennis tournaments, the Red Cross Ball and the festivals. Monaco also has its own Philharmonic Orchestra and opera, and the elegant Sporting Club, where Davina Walters would sing. While it was small in area, Monaco was vast in elegance, hospitality and, of course, entertainment.
 
   Jean and Davina spent a night in Nice at the Rococo Negresco. In the morning, they put on T-shirts and shorts for their ride to Monte Carlo. They were tanned from their days in Spain. Both of them wore sunglasses, and Davina wore a large hat. It was a ‘disguise,’ she told Jean. 
 
   They headed for the corniches, driving a Citroen 2CV, deux cheveaux, meaning two horses, which was the extent of its power. It felt to Jean as if two horses were actually hauling them. “Why do you like this car so much?” she asked, wondering if they would ever get over the next crest of the road.
 
   “It’s fun,” Davina said, shifting into first gear. “It goes up to 40 miles an hour, top speed. But it’s very fuel efficient, 60 miles to the gallon.”
 
   “I’m really impressed,” Jean deadpanned.
 
   “No, really, the 2CV put France on the road, more or less. Like the Model T did in the States. It was the first car to ever have hydraulic suspension.”
 
   “Suspension? It feels like we’re in a little boat.”
 
   “Come on, it’s charming. Admit it.”
 
   “Okay, I admit it,” Jean said, giggling. “This European tour is incredible. I’m so lucky to have a friend like you. I really don’t know how to thank you.”
 
   “You’re a good friend too, Jean. Why don’t you open the sunroof.”
 
   “Where’s the sunroof?” 
 
   “It’s that cloth.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Look up. You have to unstrap it.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “This is a one-of-a-kind vehicle, remember?”
 
   Jean untied the black canvas and rolled it. “Okay, so how am I supposed to reach the back to tie it down?” 
 
   “Stand up in your seat. It’s easiest that way.”
 
   “You really like this car.”
 
   “I love this car.”
 
   The sun made everything brilliant as they drove the N7, the two-lane national road that stretches from the French border of Italy to St. Tropez. They spent much of the day visiting the sights within no more than a thirty-kilometer stretch between Nice and Monte Carlo. At their last stop, the Hotel de Paris, they took in the magnificent view of the Mediterranean behind the Grand Casino. Jacques was in the hotel lobby.
 
   “Hello, ladies, I trust you had a good day?” he asked, kissing each of them on both sides of the cheeks.
 
   “Wonderful!” Jean said. “In Davina’s favorite car.”
 
   “Ah, you drove a 2CV.”
 
   “Davina drove it. Every time we went over a bump, I thought we were about to become airborne.”
 
   Davina, who laughed with them, was eager to hear how Jacques’s meeting with Robini went. “So, tell me,” she said.
 
   Jacques parried. “Tonight we’re free. Tomorrow we have the press conference and after that rehearsal at the Sporting Club.”
 
   At that moment Rodrigo entered the hotel lobby, and Jean rushed into his arms. Davina and Jacques watched them, their bodies close together, until they disappeared into the elevator. 
 
   Jacques felt oddly uncomfortable and yet helpless but to watch them. They were beautiful, a man and a woman in love. His thoughts went to the woman he loved, loved more than anyone and anything in the world, but he quickly forced the memory of Monique from his mind. He sat down with Davina.
 
   “Your mother is on the Aphrodite, and of course so is your godmother and the rest of the Greek contingent. They’ll be here tomorrow for the concert.”
 
   “Robini?”
 
   “Fine. He came round to my way of thinking very quickly. Everything’s been taken care of.”
 
   She trusted Jacques totally. She knew he was the key to their success and he was an absolute genius when it came to their negotiations. She left everything but the singing up to him. 
 
   Adam Spencer and Eric Shannon entered the lobby. They had spent the day tending to the DC-3. Davina waved them over. “A very dear friend of ours will be meeting us tonight,” she announced.
 
   “That could be half the population of Monaco,” Adam quipped.
 
   “But this one is a hell of a fighter.”
 
   Adam blanched. Ruth said she would try to make it but made no promises. “Ruth? She’s coming?”
 
   “That’s what Bianca says.”
 
   “Bianca?”
 
   “She said you told her.”
 
   “I didn’t tell her,” Adam said, turning to Eric. “Did you tell her?”
 
   “No, not me. How could I tell her when I didn’t know Ruth was coming.”
 
   “Who said she was coming?” Adam demanded again.
 
   Eric put an arm around his shoulders and steered him towards the bar. “Let’s have a pint, old man.”
 
   “Come on, lad, tell me!”
 
   “I’ll tell you about Sally.”
 
   “Ah, that blithering cat! Eric, you’d tell me, wouldn’t you now?”
 
   Jacques turned back to Davina. “Some rather serious news from Miami, chérie.”
 
   “About the house?”
 
   “No, your house is in order. The preparations for the Orange Bowl concert are going well. It’s not that. We received a message from Clinton Benton today. Apparently, there is a problem with Jean’s ex-husband. He is a very dangerous man. He shot Clinton.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He’s alright. He shot him in the shoulder, but the bullet was meant for his head. He was very lucky. The police have no idea where Grady is now.”
 
   “Where is B.A.?”
 
   “He’s in the hospital in Miami.”
 
   “Oh, God, B.A.,” she said softly. She thought of a young Clinton Benton hobbling on a cane. She remembered the night her father brought him home. He was so shy. “B.A.’s alright?”
 
   “He’s okay. The bullet didn’t get to the bone. He wants you to call him. The FBI thinks Grady is planning some sort of revenge on Jean. You could be in danger yourself, you know. He saw you with Jean, remember? B.A. thinks we should postpone the Miami concert.”
 
   “Do you think we should?”
 
   “It’s up to you,” Jacques said gently. “It can be arranged without too many problems. If that is what you want, I will go ahead and arrange it. But why don’t you take a few days and think about it. We still have some time.”
 
   “Do you think Jean knows?”
 
   Jacques shrugged. “I don’t know. I do know that she is the one who has brought this danger into your life.”
 
   “Not her, Jacques, that bastard she married.”
 
   “Yes, but she…”
 
   “I know, I know, I know.”
 
    
 
   The Monte Carlo Sporting Club was really more of a nightclub. It could not possibly match for audience the thousands who filled the stands at the Bernabeu Stadium in Madrid. But what it lacked in numbers, it made up for in intimacy and elegance, and of course fame. Only a few hundred people would attend the concert. This made it very exclusive. 
 
   It was decorated with hundreds of flowers, mimosas and hibiscus. Davina had arrived several hours before her performance, as was her habit. She liked to feel the atmosphere in the place she would sing at. It gave her an edge, a sense of security. 
 
   The men were already dressed in their tuxedos, waiting at the bar. Alejandro, who had flown in only that morning from Havana, had just learned that Ruth Rosenblum would attend the concert.
 
   “I don’t know if she’ll still like me,” Adam fretted. “Do you think she’s changed? Have I changed?”
 
   “Just relax!” Eric said, watching Ruth come into the bar. He winked at her.
 
   Ruth sat on a stool next to Adam. “A pint of ale please.”
 
   Adam thought his heart would stop. He turned and came face to face with her. She was a picture of health and beauty with naturally red cheeks and a slight hint of lipstick. She looked lovely and very sexy. Her long blond hair was pulled back in a chignon held with an orchid, and her blue evening gown reflected the sapphire of her eyes, even deeper and lovelier than he remembered. “Ruthie…”
 
   “Adam, I’ve missed you so much,” she said, putting her arms around him.
 
   Alejandro put a hand on Adam’s shoulder. “Leave some for later, old man. We want to say hello too.”
 
   Adam reluctantly released Ruth. Alejandro introduced his brother. 
 
   Bianca had never seen Ruth before but she knew immediately who she was. “Davina is dying to say hello to Ruth,” Bianca said.
 
   “She just got here!” Adam complained.
 
   “I’ll have her back in a flash.” The two women made their way to Davina’s dressing room.
 
   Davina jumped up from the vanity and hugged Ruth. “You look absolutely smashing, Ruth! This is Jean, a good friend. Jean, this is Ruth, a very brave woman. She saved my life.”
 
   “Thank you so much for inviting me.”
 
   “My pleasure. Have you seen Adam?” 
 
   Ruth nodded. “It’s special for me because he’s here.”
 
   “You know he adores you. All he talks about is you.”
 
   “The problem is getting the time to get together somewhere in this world.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll both work it out.”
 
   Bianca held up her wrist and tapped on her watch. It was time for Davina to dress. Bianca said to Ruth, “I have to get you back to Adam or he’ll make me ride in the cargo hold.”
 
   When they left the dressing room, Jean sat next to Davina. “What do you mean she saved your life?”
 
   “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you sometime, but not now.”
 
   “Davina, you have done so much for me. You saved my life. You gave me hope when there was none. I owe you so much. I know this might sound silly but if I can help you in any way…” But how in the world could she help Davina Walters? What possibly could she do for this woman? 
 
   Bianca returned to the dressing room and took Davina’s gown off the hanger. 
 
   “It’s time for me to get dressed,” Davina told Jean. “We’ll talk later, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” Jean said. She kissed Davina on the cheek. “Good luck tonight.”
 
   Davina slipped out of her robe and went to Bianca who was holding up her dress.  “Thank you, bella.”.
 
   “Piacere. My pleasure.”
 
   The Sporting Club was filled to capacity with distinguished guests—wealthy businessmen, ship owners, entertainers, diplomats, professional athletes, old titled European families. It was an elite crowd of different nationalities and cultures.
 
   Davina stood behind the curtain awaiting her cue—the orchestra playing the overture. She sang for more than two hours in several different languages. When someone in the audience asked for a song that was not on the program and not known by the orchestra, Davina sang it a cappela. The crowd gave her a standing ovation.
 
   But the night was just beginning for certain members of the audience, the lucky ones who would be joining the singer on the yacht Aphrodite.
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   THE MEDITERRANEAN SEA
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   The Aphrodite, which was moored in Monte Carlo’s harbor, belonged to Stefanos Koulouris. The yacht measured almost three hundred feet with over 1,800 tonnage. The sides were decorated with raised gold lettering. A gold statue of the goddess of love and beauty adorned the bow of the ship, making her the unmistakable property of the Greek shipping magnate. The yacht easily reached twenty knots, generated by six thousand horsepower from her twin engines. The bridge was equipped with the most sophisticated equipment, and there was a communications room that was a wonder in itself. It was said that one could rule the world from that room. 
 
   The yacht was manned by forty-five crewmembers, including five chefs (Greek, Swiss, Chinese, Mexican, and a French pastry chef). A disk jockey housed behind a 360-degree panel of buttons would simultaneously conduct a laser show, let mist envelope the dancers, and play a mélange of international popular music while the guests danced on a polished parquet floor under a mirrored ceiling. If a visitor wished something subtler, he or she could relax in an adjacent room of pastel tones of peach and beige as a piano player’s fingers shuffled along the ivory keys, playing more mellow melodies.
 
   The Aphrodite was renown as the grandest personal museum afloat. The décor and the art, the antiques and the paintings, reflected the exceedingly good taste of its owner.
 
   Stefanos Koulouris had not always been so wealthy. Born in a poor fishing village on the Greek island of Chios, Stefanos was raised by a neighboring family who had taken him in as a child when his parents died in an earthquake. The family had lost their own son in the same earthquake. Stefanos had no brothers or sisters, and he did not know if he had any other living relatives. His young life had been difficult. The family he lived with meant well and tried to provide for him as best they could, but times were difficult and Stefanos had to do his share of hard work. Their home was a one-room shack on the waterfront and they lived off the sea. His dream was to become a ship owner. Chios boasted the largest number of men who had become ship owners and who now held the impressive title of owning the majority of ships of the largest merchant fleet in the world. Koulouris had become one of these men, and he was the richest of them all.
 
   At sixteen he found a job as a deck hand on a merchant ship. He worked twelve hours a day and spent another six learning everything he could about the ship and the shipping business from the crew and staff. The area on board he enjoyed the most was the engine room. The gigantic machinery that made the tons of metal move rhythmically through the seas fascinated him, and he scrupulously learned everything there was to know about the mechanics and the heart of the enormous vessel. In just six short months, Stefanos was promoted to the job of assistant in the engine room.
 
   Koulouris had been on board for two years when, one day as the ship was docked in the port of Piraeus to unload supplies, he saw a small tugboat moored on the side of the dock. It looked abandoned and run down, and when young Stefanos disembarked and noticed the ‘For Sale’ sign on the helm, his heart skipped a beat. He quickly boarded the little boat and looked her over. The structure was still strong but the machinery was badly rusted. Apparently the owner knew nothing about maintaining an engine and had probably given up any hope of salvaging her. He saw his opportunity. He negotiated the price for the tugboat and bought it for practically scrap metal. He was happy. He would restore it to its original condition and start a business of his own. 
 
   Stefanos quit his job on the merchant ship and began restoring his new acquisition. He meticulously took the entire engine apart and rebuilt it piece by piece. During the day he was hard at work on the tug, and in the evenings he went to school and received his license as a tugboat pilot. It took four months of hard work on the tugboat and his course work proved even more difficult as his formal education extended no further than third grade. But he prevailed. Stefanos succeeded in transforming his modest investment into the most powerful tugboat in the entire Piraeus harbor. Freshly painted, looking better than she had on her maiden run, Stefanos took her out and paraded her past the piers. In five years, he would own the largest fleet of tugboats in Greece. On his twenty-fifth birthday, he purchased his first ship. He was now a ship owner.
 
    
 
   He was a cunning businessman and knew the shipping industry inside out, but his prowess lay in his imagination for the improvement and rebuilding of ship engines. By the time he was thirty-five, he had become a multi-millionaire and was the sole owner of the Koulouris fleet of ships and the Koulouris shipyards. He had achieved his lifelong ambition, but he had no one to share it with. His adoptive parents, with whom he never really had been close, had passed away.
 
   Although Stefanos was a good-looking man with dark Mediterranean features, he had not found a woman he wanted to share his life with. But he needed an heir, a son, to take over the vast Koulouris empire, and when he was introduced one evening to Irene Navaris, the daughter of another ship owner, he decided he was going to marry her. She was pretty, young, well educated, and from an old established shipping family. Yes, he thought, she would make a good mother for his son.
 
   Stefanos and Irene were married two months later. It was not a marriage of love, but of convenience. Stefanos and her parents had arranged it and they had all agreed. Irene did not mind. She believed that her new husband would one day come to love her. She herself thought she was in love with him. She taught him the finer things in life. She was a good teacher and he was a good student, and soon he was an expert in art, jewelry, antiques, music, and even fashion.
 
   Koulouris became a master bettering his teacher. He came to enjoy their evenings together and was ecstatic when Irene announced she was pregnant. Although he felt no passion for her, he was a good husband. He provided her with everything she needed or wanted. It was an easy and convenient relationship, but Stefanos did not know the meaning of love. He had never truly experienced it, not with his wife, and not with his foster parents, but his life was about to change.
 
   Irene gave birth to twins, a girl and a boy. The little girl was born first. Stefanos had already decided their future. His daughter would inherit a fortune, and his son would be the head of the Koulouris enterprises. But then something happened that Stefanos never expected—Irene died in childbirth. His only thought now was for his children, and he dedicated his time and energy to raising them, especially his son.
 
   As the years went by and the children grew older, Stefanos started spending more and more time with his son and paid less and less attention to his daughter. She was a beautiful little girl, but his son would be the one running the business. When Penelope was thirteen, she was sent to a school in Switzerland. She was intelligent and sharp, just like her father, but he never had any real quality time for her. He provided her with a good education and whatever else she needed. What he didn’t realize was that he was grooming the wrong Koulouris. His daughter, not his son, was the one with the brain and the aptitude for business. Even at this young age, anyone could have seen it in Penelope. He would have seen it had he not been blinded by the fact of her gender. Instead, he was desperately trying to form a carbon copy of himself in his son, without realizing that the boy did not want any part of his father’s business.
 
   Stefanos was on a course that could only lead to a great deal of disappointment, and had he not met Eleni Kerzi, he would have been desperately unhappy. He met her through William Walters who was in Athens with his family for a brief visit. William was also representing the U.S. State Department. In this capacity, he met with the executive officers of the Koulouris company, which was shipping a great deal of oil from the Middle East. 
 
   Walters and Koulouris took a liking to one another. After their meetings, the Greek man insisted Walters bring his family to his villa for his children’s birthday party. Walters couldn’t refuse.
 
   Walters arrived with his wife Melina and daughter Davina and, of course, Eleni Kerzi, who was more or less a part of the family.  Eleni was also the renown Greek soprano, one of the greatest voices of the century. The extraordinary range and dynamic quality of her voice and her unique dramatic talent were equaled only by the versatility of her repertoire. Not since Lilli Lehman and Maria Callas had there been a voice that could range so freely from dramatic to lyric roles. She was the reason so many forgotten operas had been revitalized. Stefanos Koulouris was a big fan. He adored her singing. She was the prima donna assoluta.  To have her in his home was thrilling. He was all but tongue-tied now. 
 
   “You must be very proud of your children, Mr. Koulouris,” Eleni said.
 
   “Thank you,” he managed to say. “It is indeed an honor to make your acquaintance. I am one of your greatest admirers.”
 
   “Your compliment is very kind.”
 
   Stefanos could not help staring at her. She had a face like a Madonna, from her deep sensitive brown eyes to her full sensual lips. The beauty of her face was hypnotic, so much so that one never really noticed the large heavy body, and Eleni Kerzi had a personality to match her beauty.
 
   Eleni and Stefanos had been together ever since. He never imagined that a woman could be motherly, affectionate, talented and intelligent, all at once. Never had he associated intelligence with women, but perhaps that was due to his peasant background; his father gave the orders and his mother obeyed him like a faithful servant. 
 
   Stefanos worshipped Eleni, and he trusted her, occasionally more so than even himself, if that was possible. Her God-given voice and charm had a hypnotic hold on him. He never doubted her judgment. In consequence, many ideas that Stefanos harbored all his life changed, thanks to Eleni. His children Faydon and Penelope adored her.
 
   After graduating from their respective schools in Switzerland, the twins joined their father and Eleni one evening for dinner on the terrace of the Koulouris house on their private island.  Faydon and Penelope had both decided to continue their studies at Harvard, but they knew they would have a problem telling their father, let alone convincing him of the careers they wanted to follow. The youngsters knew they faced a monumental confrontation, but Eleni had given them courage.
 
   Faydon had felt it his duty to protect his sister, but this confrontation was different. What weapon could he invent in the next few seconds to shield them from their father’s forthcoming anger?
 
   “Patera, Penelope and I have something very important to discuss with you,” Faydon said.
 
   “I too have good news for you. I have a feeling this will be a wonderful day,” Stefanos said. “What is it, my son?”
 
   “We have decided to continue our studies right away instead of taking off a year to travel.”
 
   “That’s fine, Faydon, but I had presumed that Penelope would have wanted to marry by now,” Stefanos said, as if his daughter was not standing right there before him. “She is at the right age, and I’m very proud to say quite beautiful. It should not be difficult for her to find a good husband.”
 
   Penelope sighed in exasperation. Her father still regarded her as nothing more than a pretty young woman with no brain, ripe to be a servant to some Greek man. “Father, please, I’m not ready for marriage. I want to do things with my life. I don’t just want to settle down and have babies. I want to have a career. That is one of the things Faydon and I would like to discuss with you.”
 
   “Women don’t have careers! They are groomed from birth to marry and raise children. Why can’t you understand that?”
 
   “But Father, that is what women did last century, and unfortunately most village women in this country still do, but in this day and age, most women have wonderful careers. I want to be one of them, and I know I would succeed.”
 
   “No. I forbid it. You will get married like all good decent Greek girls, and that is final. It is not correct for a young lady to even think of such things.”
 
   “But Father,” Penelope persisted, “even Eleni has a career, a wonderful one.”
 
   “Yes, that’s very true,” Eleni said. She was waiting for this. 
 
   “She is different; she is an exception,” Koulouris said flatly.
 
   “But…”
 
   “Enough of this. So, my son, contrary to your sister, I am happy to hear that you have decided to continue your studies so quickly. Have you decided on a university yet?”
 
   Faydon looked glum. He knew he would not succeed with his father either. “Yes, I have. Harvard School of...”
 
   “Ah, that is good,” his father interrupted. “The Harvard Business School is one of the best in the world. I’m very pleased.”
 
   “Yes, but...” Faydon hesitated, “it is not the business school I wish to attend.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “It is the Harvard School of Medicine. I want to become a doctor.” He felt lighter for finally having said so to his father.
 
   Koulouris turned red. He turned to Eleni with pleading eyes. 
 
   “May I be permitted to voice an opinion?” She asked gently.
 
   “By all means,” Stefanos said impatiently. “Persuade my ungrateful children to not shame me or the Koulouris name.”
 
   “Stefanos, I don’t believe the children are trying to shame you in any way. As a matter of fact, I think they are trying to make you proud of them.”
 
   Koulouris could not believe what he was hearing. If anyone could help, it was Eleni. “How do you figure?” he demanded. “He wants to become a common doctor, and she wants to be a renegade!”
 
   “Let me just make a suggestion. If I understand correctly, they both want to go to the same university. Why don’t you let them go for the year they intended to travel and pretend that they are just having a vacation? It is a wonderful school and they would be together. They could take care of each other, and they would be getting some sort of education anyway. If worse came to worse, Faydon would have at least learned how to study in a difficult university and Penelope might change her mind and come back home. I think it is a good opportunity for both of them. I think you should consider it seriously.”
 
   Stefanos smiled at her. His children stood on either side of Eleni.
 
   “I will make a deal with you, agapimou, my love,” he said, addressing Eleni. “I will grant them their wish under one condition. As I had mentioned previously, I have good news.” He took out a small velvet box from his pocket and placed it on the table in front of Eleni. “This is my condition: You must agree to marry me.”
 
   Eleni, the thespian, showed no emotion. Koulouris’ eyes were victorious.
 
   He’s ghastly, Penelope thought. She was disgusted with her father, hated him at that moment for trying to use his children to get a woman to marry him—just another business deal, that’s all we are to him.
 
   “Father, that’s blackmail!” Faydon exclaimed. “How could you?”
 
   “Call it what you like, but you have just witnessed my marriage proposal to the woman who has taught me many fine things.” Koulouris felt only victory.
 
   Eleni spoke slowly and calmly, looking Stefanos straight in the eyes. “That was dirty and underhanded to use your children in such a fashion. You are a chauvinist, a real sexist, Stefanos. You are lucky that I love your children very much, as I do you, but now it is my turn to make you a counter offer.” She had yet to open the box. As she did, the powerful Aegean sun shone on a beautiful fifteen-carat square cut emerald lined with diamond baguettes. The rays on the gem had a blinding effect. Eleni still showed no sign of any emotion. “My deal,” she continued, “is this. The children go to Harvard and I become officially engaged to you, but my condition is that I will set the date of the wedding.” 
 
   The twins held their breath. Eleni was cunning. She was gambling for their futures, and the twins felt that they already knew the outcome, so powerful was Eleni’s hold on their father.
 
   “Do you agree?”
 
   “Bellissima Diva,” Koulouris said. “Your performance is as usual unsurpassed. You are very shrewd and you drive an even better bargain. I accept.” Koulouris put the ring on her finger. “You should have been a businessman.”
 
   “You mean a businesswoman,” Penelope corrected him.
 
   He grunted.
 
   “And what, Penelope, will you study at Harvard?” her father asked.
 
   “I will be at the Harvard Business School.”
 
   Stefanos threw his hands up and looked at the sky. The Gods had erred somewhere terribly. His daughter wants to become the businessman, and his son wants to be a doctor, the son who is supposed to become head of Koulouris Enterprises, and the daughter who is supposed to marry. “This is getting too complicated,” he said. “We will talk again.”
 
   After their first year at Harvard, much to their father’s dismay, the twins continued their studies. Faydon proved to be brilliant in the medical field and continued for another six years, specializing in the cancer research field. Penelope graduated at the top of her class, and managed to convince her father to let her work at one of his offices in Piraeus. He of course believed that she would be a disaster, would fall flat on her face and make a complete fool of herself, but she proved him wrong on all counts. She actually improved his businesses. She reorganized the company in such a way that in a short time, Koulouris was making profits he never knew possible. He now regarded her as proficient and he was quite proud of her. His son, the Doctor, was extremely successful, not financially, that did not concern him, but more importantly in his research, and he was highly respected in his field. Koulouris finally came round to realizing that Faydon was doing something special for the whole world. He was very proud of both his children, and like all good Greek fathers, he wanted his children close to him, closer to home, closer to their roots. It bothered him that Faydon stayed in Massachusetts at one of the large research hospitals.
 
   On the twins’ twenty-seventh birthday, Koulouris called a press conference to which he invited the international press as well as his business associates. When all had gathered in the huge conference room at the Piraeus head office, Koulouris finally told them what was on his mind.
 
   “I know this is a little unusual, but of course you are aware that I am an unusual man,” he said, and the crowd laughed. Yes, they knew him. When he called a press conference, it was well attended. “I have called you here today,” he continued, “to make an announcement. First, you will note that champagne is flowing amply and I hope you will drink it for this is a wonderful day and we should all celebrate it.”
 
   “Today is the birthday of my children,” he said, looking at Faydon and Penelope. The crowd clapped politely. “Also on this day, I am retiring.”
 
   The room began to hum. The business reporters knew they had a page-one story. Koulouris’ business associates were alternately shocked and afraid.
 
   “I know you are wondering who will replace me.”
 
   This was greeted with laughter, for that is exactly what they wondered.
 
   “Well, I have found my replacement and I believe this person is the best man for the job.” He extended his hand toward his handpicked replacement. “The best man is none other than a lady, my daughter, Penelope Koulouris.”
 
   Penelope stood for the applause. She was widely respected by the shipping and business communities.
 
   “I see you agree,” Koulouris said. “Good! I am glad. Of course, many of you might have thought that my son would have continued in my footsteps, but he has decided on another field of endeavor, one which I must admit I was firmly against, for I had hoped one day he would succeed me. But let me tell you, that one is a stubborn Greek if I ever saw one, almost as stubborn as his father.”
 
   Now, the crowd roared with laughter.
 
   “But believe it or not, I was finally convinced, and I am glad of it. Faydon has become an internationally acclaimed research specialist. He is a doctor, and of course a brilliant one. My sources confirm this.”
 
   Koulouris waited until the crowd quieted. “My son has done what few noble people in this world can, and I must admit that I was a little jealous that I did not have this God-given gift, but I wanted to help.”
 
   Faydon, grinning quizzically, wondered what his father was up to. His father, he knew, was capable of almost anything.
 
   “Now, finally, I present on behalf of the endeavors of my son and his colleagues the new Koulouris Institute for Cancer Research here in Greece.” Koulouris unveiled a miniature replica of a building with tiny trees and cars parked in tiny spaces on fake asphalt. “You see, my son, I too have done some homework.”
 
   Faydon, tears filling his eyes, embraced his father.
 
   Koulouris’ final announcement was his marriage to Miss Eleni Kerzi, the great Diva.
 
   Eleni kissed him on the cheek. Koulouris, an arm around his new wife and his children at his side, could hardly contain his emotion. Ah, I did it, he thought, this is the happiest day of my life. He beckoned all in attendance to join him in a toast.
 
    
 
   Stefanos Koulouris had indeed come a long way. He could not have believed that a man could be so happy. When he learned that Eleni’s godchild Davina Walters was on her first singing tour, he insisted on throwing her a party, a very big party that would stretch from Monte Carlo to Portofino, Rome and an to his own personal Greek island, Sinefaki.
 
   Traditional Greek folk music could be heard from the deck of the Aphrodite as the guests began to arrive after Davina’s concert in Monte Carlo. Koulouris and Eleni, and Davina’s mother Melina, who lived in Greece since her husband’s death, greeted them with a glass of champagne and kisses on the cheeks. Melina and Eleni showed the guests who would be staying on the yacht to their staterooms.
 
   Eleni decorated each of the twenty staterooms in the style of a single artist or period. Jacques’ room was the Gauguin, which had two original Gauguin paintings, done during the artist’s time in Tahiti. The room had a Polynesian mystique about it. Monique would love this room, Jacques thought. 
 
   Adam and Ruth were in the Hogarth, where a painting by the early 18th century British artist hung. Bianca was in the Rafael, Eric in Caravaggio. Jean and Rodrigo were in the Sargeant, where one of his gypsy paintings hung. Melina was in the El Greco. Davina and Alejandro were in the Pajac. Eleni had her godchild in mind when she decorated this suite because she knew Davina loved this modern French artist’s work. The suite exuded youth and elegance. When Davina saw it, tears came to her eyes.
 
   “Eleni, you are finissimi,” she said, hugging her chubby godmother. “You’ve made this room especially for me, haven’t you?”
 
   “I’m happy you approve, little one, but this room does not even border on your beauty, not so much physically, but more importantly your inner beauty. Promise me you’ll never change. I am very proud of you, and I love you very, very much.”
 
   The two divas embraced one another, love and respect in their eyes and hearts.
 
   All aboard gathered in the ballroom for champagne and caviar and a midnight buffet of shrimp trees and other delicacies. An ice sculpture of the Aphrodite gleamed under the recessed lights. The guests lounged around the grand piano, the mirrored bar, or sat on the leather and silk couches. 
 
   Stefanos Koulouris told them there was enough food and spirits on board to last a decade. “Please, indulge and enjoy,” he said, “and if you should require anything, we will be most happy to get it for you.”
 
   When the first rays of the Mediterranean sun began to bathe the vessel, the guests who would not be sailing bade their hosts farewell and the Aphrodite slowly made her way from the marina of Monte Carlo into the azure that lay beyond. 
 
   Since Koulouris’ retirement, he spent more time sailing on his yacht than he ever had before. He never missed any of Eleni’s performances, no matter where in the world she happened to be singing. She meant everything to him, and he would have gladly given up his empire for her. How one changes, he often mused. As a young man, his ambition was to be wealthy, powerful and independent. But now that he was older, he realized that true happiness did not exist without the love, trust and friendship of his life-long partner.
 
   ”Agapimou, my love, you must be having a day dream, or should I say a morning dream, considering the hour it is,” Eleni said. “Why are you smiling?”
 
   “I was thinking of you, my sweet, and how much you mean to me. You are right, it is late. Shall we go to our room?” 
 
   Eleni cradled his arm as they left their guests and headed for their own personal suite, decorated with paintings of the modern Greek painter Thanasis Akrivopoulos, a favorite of Eleni’s.
 
    
 
   As the Aphrodite sailed the waters of the Mediterranean, Stefanos and Jacques were shooting skeet off the stern. Most of the guests were at the pool. Adam and Ruth sat together on the edge with their feet in the water.
 
   Davina followed Alejandro and Rodrigo into the pool.
 
   “Jean, wouldn’t you like to cool off as well?” Eleni asked.
 
   “I can’t swim.”
 
   “I see, yes, that could be a problem,” she said and sat down next to Jean.
 
   “Eleni, thank you for this wonderful cruise. Everything is just… just… wonderful.”
 
   “Don’t mention it, just enjoy yourself, that’s all that counts,” she said, watching Jean closely. “Is there anything wrong?”
 
   “It’s just that… Well, all of you, you’re rich and famous, and I feel a little out of place, like a fraud.”
 
    “Ah! Let me tell you something, and I want you to listen carefully and understand this. Yes, you are right. We are a group apart. We are successful, rich and famous, each in our own way. We do lead the good life, but we’ve worked hard, some of us maybe harder than others. But we’ve all had our share of problems and pain. We’ve learned, usually the hard way, who our friends really are, and there is nothing more important in the world than a good friend. What we are interested in is the wealth someone has in his or her heart. It does not matter how much money you have in your bank account. Davina has become your friend for this reason. She sees the wealth inside of you, not the carats of the rings on your fingers or your beautiful eyes. You must never feel out of place among your friends. Otherwise they would not be real friends.”
 
   Jean was touched. “Thank you, Eleni.”
 
   “Hello, everybody,” Penelope said, waving her towel. “I see you are deep in what seems to be a very important discussion,” she said to Eleni and Jean. “It could only be artistic gossip.”
 
   Koulouris’ daughter was wearing a designer swimsuit that accented her lovely lines. She looked very much like her father, dark-skinned, and handsome. One look made men stop what they were doing, and when she opened her mouth, intelligence spoke. She had been proposed to many times but Penelope never wanted any part of these offers of marriage. She was content with her work and her friends. She believed love would come when the time was right.
 
   “What’s for lunch?” she asked her stepmother.
 
   “I don’t understand it,” Eleni said. “Penelope eats like a horse and doesn’t gain a gram. How do you do it?”
 
   “Simple, Eleni, I work out.”
 
   “But when do you work out? You’re always at the office. You mean you push that pencil so much that it reduces your calories?”
 
   “Hey, Jean!” Rodrigo shouted. “Why don’t you come in and let me rescue you. I could give you mouth-to-mouth if you get in trouble.”
 
   “No, thanks, I’ll pass.”
 
    
 
   Jacques went to the communications room to answer a telephone call. He wondered who it might be and thought darkly of Robini, the Italian promoter. But then he dismissed this quickly. Robini wouldn’t dare. The Rome concert was booked solid.
 
   Jacques picked up the telephone receiver. “Hallo?”
 
   “Jacques?”
 
   “Oui?”
 
   “This is Charles Charpentier.” He was Monique’s physician.
 
   “Yes, Docteur, how is she?”
 
   “I’m afraid nothing new, but we would like to try some new medicine on her that might bring her out of the comatose condition. I need your approval.”
 
   “Is it dangerous?”
 
   “The results so far on other patients have been very encouraging, but there is always a percentage of danger, that is why I need your okay.”
 
   “Could there be a possibility of her…not making it?”
 
   “I will be honest with you, my friend, there is always that possibility, but in Monique’s case, I think the risk factor would not be too high. The percentage is low.”
 
   “If she were you’re wife, would you… would you?”
 
   “I do not want to influence your decision, but once you give it to me, either way, I will tell you what I would do if I was in your position.”
 
   Jacques could not make the decision, not alone. He asked the doctor to give him a few minutes and he dialed the extension at the pool. 
 
   “Chérie, I’m on the line with Charles, Monique’s doctor,” he told Davina. “He wants to try some new medicine on Monique which could bring her out of the coma, but it may be dangerous.” 
 
   “Jacques, what are you asking me?”
 
   He sighed. “I’m not sure. If it succeeds, she could come back, if not, she… she might…”
 
   “I’ll be right there.”
 
   Davina wrapped a towel around her and went to the communications room where Jacques sat, holding his head in his hands.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said. “I just don’t know.”
 
   Davina put an arm around his shoulders. “I won’t make the decision for you, Jacques. You know I can’t do that. But if it was up to me, I would tell Charles to go ahead. It’s a chance, but it’s worth the risk. It’s time Jacques. For all of us, but especially for you and for Monique.”
 
   He knew she was right. “Thank you, chérie,” he said, putting the doctor back on the line. 
 
   “Charles, I have made my decision.” Jacques breathed in deeply. “Go ahead. Do it.”
 
   “Very good.”
 
   “And, Charles, please tell me your answer. What would your choice be?”
 
   “I would do the same.”
 
   “Thank you. I know you will do your best. When will we know the results?”
 
   “It usually takes a few days. I will keep you up to date.”
 
   “Very well,” Jacques said. He had just made the right decision, or one that would haunt him for the rest of his life.
 
    
 
   Davina returned to poolside and whispered to Jean. “Can we talk?” She had not told Jean the news about Simon Grady. Davina squeezed Jean’s hand. This was her opportunity.
 
   “Is everything alright?” Jean asked.
 
   “Perhaps there is something.”
 
   “There is something I have to tell you first… The truth is, Davina, I…I have cancer. I don’t know how much time I have left. I haven’t told Rodrigo. I don’t know how to tell him. I’m so in love with him. I have leukemia. I take pills. They keep me alive, I suppose. I’m almost out of the pills. But it doesn’t seem to matter now. I’ve never felt so well in my life.” Jean started to cry. “If this is what love does, then I could die tomorrow and it won’t matter because I’m so high on life right now.”
 
   Davina just listened. “I know, Jean” she said very gently, I’ve know since the airport in Miami the first day we met..
 
   “You know? But how?”
 
   “I saw your pills. I knew what they were for because of my father.” Davina said, reliving her father’s hell in a split second, but she came back quickly. “However, I have some things I need to discuss with you.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Davina had spoken to Faydon who suggested that Jean come to the Koulouris Clinic in Athens. It would be a good preamble to the more difficult news. 
 
   They went into one of the lounges, empty now, and sat on an over-sized couch. The air conditioning made them shiver.
 
   "Good news first,” Davina said, and she told Jean about the Koulouris Clinic and the work Faydon was doing there with cancer patients.
 
   “Does he think there’s hope?” Jean asked.
 
   “There’s always hope!”
 
   “But this is leukemia, Davina.”
 
   “I know. Faydon says leukemia is often curable. Those are his words. He’ll examine you at the clinic in Athens. You can talk to him. He’s on the yacht with us. I know he can help you.”
 
   “Rodrigo still doesn’t know.”
 
   “You’ll tell him when you’re ready.”
 
   Jean did feel hopeful, no matter that a doctor had already told her she had only a few years to live. Rodrigo gave her hope. Her life had changed so completely.
 
   “There’s something else, Jean. It's Simon Grady."
 
   "What's he done now?"
 
   Davina told her. 
 
   "I’ve put you in danger, Davina. He’s got to be stopped. Maybe we should forget the clinic in Athens.”
 
   “Jean, what are you saying?”
 
   “I'm the one Simon wants. I could probably find him. Or he’d find me.”
 
   "Are you out of your mind? He'll kill you! Do you think I've forgotten the look on his face at the airport and the state you were in? He's crazy, and you know that better than anyone. Your geste, your gesture, is very gallant, Jean, but not one of us would allow it. You are too dear to us. You've suffered enough.”
 
   "But can't you see? I don't care what happens to me, as long as you and everyone else are safe. Davina, you don’t understand. He is a killer!”
 
   “What about Rodrigo? Have you thought about him? Do you think he wants to lose you? My God, he adores you.”
 
   “I love him!” Jean wailed.
 
   “And he loves you. Listen, Jean…”
 
   “I’ve been in jail.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “We checked you out when you boarded our plane in Miami. We were just being careful, you understand. There was never a doubt about your innocence. You have been completely cleared.”
 
   “You knew all along?”
 
   “Yes, Jean, listen. What we can do, you in particular, since you know Simon better than anyone, is to figure out who he’s hanging around with. He's been hiding out since the last incident with the prostitute."
 
   Jean sat very still. “He couldn't care less who gets killed. That’s what scares me, Davina. Like I said, he’s a killer.”
 
    
 
   The Aphrodite moored in Rome’s nearest port for Davina’s next concert. Robini was true to his word, at least his final word. The concert was sold out. The fans and the press followed Davina’s limousine from San Leone Auditorium all the way to the marina. They swamped Davina and her famous diva godmother and they also tried to board the tender that would take them to the Aphrodite. The polizia had a difficult time containing the crowd. Only after several more autographs from Davina and Eleni, and many more photographs, were they able to safely board the tender.
 
   That night the Aphrodite set sail for the Strait of Messina and the Aegean islands. Davina excused herself, pleading exhaustion. It was not so much the physical exhaustion as the emotional turmoil that had run her down, although it was not enough to keep her from making love with Alejandro. Nothing in this world made her happier than her caballero. 
 
   They awoke the next day cradled in each other’s arms. Refreshed and anticipating another relaxing day on the yacht, they slipped into their swimsuits and headed for breakfast and the Mediterranean sun.
 
   The Aphrodite sailed the gentle waters of the Tyrrhenian Sea, stopping for short periods along Italy's western coast so that her passengers could explore Naples and visit Capri and Pompeii. After a full day of sightseeing and shopping, most of the Aphrodite’s passengers retired early for the night.
 
   Eric was strolling on the deck when he ran into Penelope, almost knocking her down. “I really don’t feel like going to sleep,” he said, as if by way of apology. 
 
   “I don’t either. I’m just going to walk around.”
 
   “Would you like some company?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The Irishman folded her arm over his, and they walked the empty upper deck under the stars. They stopped in front of the life-size gold statue of Aphrodite the goddess.
 
   “She’s grand!” Eric said. “I suppose she’s a favorite of your father’s?”
 
   “Not so much the goddess but what she stood for. Love changed my father’s life so profoundly. He’s not the same person he is today that he used to be.”
 
   “What happened?” Eric asked. His eyes shined like emeralds in the beam of a deck strobe.
 
   “He met Eleni and they fell in love. He had never known love before, not like that.”
 
   Eric took Penelope’s hands in his own. “You are very beautiful, but you already know that. May I tell you what I find even more beautiful about you?”
 
   “If you wish.” 
 
   “You. The real you. The you deep down inside, the you who’s dying to burst out and give all the love you have to the man who makes you happy and doesn’t want you for your money or your business. And I just happen to know this man.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Me.” He pulled her gently to him, and as their bodies touched, he softly put his lips to hers. They held for a moment until her arms came up around his neck. Their passion had been mounting for days and now it exploded.  
 
   Penelope suddenly pulled away.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Shh. Listen.”
 
   They went to the railing and peered down to the lower deck. Faydon and Bianca were there in an impassioned embrace. 
 
   Penelope laughed. They were twins, after all. Twins managed incomprehensibly to do the same things, to make the same decisions, to have the same emotions at the same time. Had they fallen in love together? In the same place?
 
   When Faydon looked up towards the muffled sound of laughter, he blushed. His sister had never seen him kissing a woman before. But when he saw that Penelope and Eric had an arm around each other, he chuckled too.
 
    
 
   The Aphrodite continued southward through the Strait of Messina between Italy's 'toe' and the 'soccer ball' known as Sicily. The following day, she sailed into the Ionian Sea and headed toward the Gulf of Corinth and the isthmus that would lead them into the Aegean.
 
   Eric and Penelope and Jean and Rodrigo were on the bridge to watch their trek through the narrow passageway. The Aphrodite's master, Stefanos Koulouris, passed the wheel over to the pilot, Captain Haralambos, who had boarded the yacht for the trip through the isthmus.
 
   “Did you know that the isthmus was an idea dreamed up by Periander in the seventh century BC,” Penelope said. “But it wasn’t completed until the end of the nineteenth century.”
 
   “Who’s Periander?” Jean asked.
 
   “A tyrant.”
 
   “And just a few miles from here,” the pilot said, “the Spartans defeated the great Persian army.” He smiled, looking very pleased with himself. He was a short man. Most of his dark curly hair was hidden under a typical Greek fisherman's hat. His dark eyes and olive complexion were accented by a large mustache, handlebar style. "Captain Koulouris, are we ready?” the pilot asked. “My men at the pilot station are awaiting my signal."
 
   “You are in full command, Captain. You may proceed at any time."
 
   “Endaxi. Okay. We leave now." He gave orders to his crew over a walkie-talkie. Every time he spoke into the gadget, his whiskers got caught in the tiny speaker holes. 
 
   Once the crossing through the twenty-mile stretch was over, Captain Haralambos said good day and descended the ladder to his tender.
 
   Faydon stood with his father on the upper deck as the Aphrodite approached Sinefaki, the secluded Koulouris island in the heart of the Aegean. There is no blue like the blue of the Aegean, Faydon thought. It is a combination of sky and sea. The Greeks are so proud of it they put the same color on their flag.
 
   “She is beautiful, Father. I don't think I ever realized how beautiful nature really is. Every time I come here, I feel as though I’m coming from one world into another. It’s like a dream.”
 
   “My son, I know you have always liked Sinefaki but now you see it differently, like a man. You always were the quiet and peaceful one, always wanting to help. Even stray cats! I remember one summer, you were a little boy sitting on the patio surrounded by a dozen cats climbing all over you. You had saved them from a terrible fate.”
 
   Faydon remembered the cats. They were all starving. He fed them all.
 
   “I wondered, I’ll be honest with you, I thought to myself, well, how kind he is with all these little friends climbing all over him, but is this kindness good for the one who will run my empire? A good businessman must be ruthless. This thought stayed with me for some years. I should have realized then that you would not follow in my footsteps. Instead, Faydon, you followed your heart. This is good.”
 
   Faydon laughed. How much his father had changed.
 
   “I'm very proud of you, my son. Never give up something you love so deeply, and always fight for what you so greatly believe in.”
 
   Faydon embraced his father. For a moment, he felt like a little boy. He realized how important it was to him to know that his father was proud of him.
 
   “Promise me, Faydon, always do your best and above all be happy. I do have one request though."
 
   “And what is that, Patera?"
 
   “Grandchildren," he said. "Many."
 
   “We could both try for twins," a familiar voice behind them said.
 
   They turned to see Penelope with Eric and Bianca. Penelope kissed her father on the cheek. Stefanos wasn’t exactly sure what his daughter meant, but it felt right, too good to interrupt the magic of the moment with a question seeking an explanation.
 
   The five of them bent over the rail and took the salt into their lungs and the sun into their hearts. It really was dreamlike. They all felt it. 
 
   The Aphrodite pulled up to its moorings at the island.
 
   “What does the name Sinefaki mean?” Bianca asked.
 
   “Little cloud,” Faydon replied.
 
   How appropriate, she thought. Floating on a cloud surrounded by an infinity of blue as far as the eye can see.
 
   Stefanos interrupted their thoughts. "Children, it is still early. Go and enjoy yourselves. Lunch will be served at two o'clock on the veranda.”
 
   Faydon and Penelope decided to show their island to Eric and Bianca and to Adam and Ruth, who had remained fairly secluded in their stateroom for much of the trip. Eleni, Melina and Stefanos opted to go up to the house and relax. Jacques needed to attend to last minute details for Davina’s last European concert in Athens. The others decided to go water skiing, although it took some coaxing to get Jean in the skiing launch and even more to get her into the water.
 
   “We're going in that?" Jean asked.
 
   Rodrigo laughed. "Don't be afraid, amor, you will be perfectly safe. I will put a life vest on you. I will definitely have to teach you how to swim. You are missing so many fine things we could do in the water together."
 
   He promptly threw his slalom ski into the water and dove in. He swam to where his brother and future sister-in-law were putting on their skis. The trio was ready. They signaled the driver and the powerful twin engines of the boat started to pull them. They gently rose out of the water behind their tow ropes, Davina between the two del Valle brothers, all on single skis. Their sculpted bodies glistened under the hot summer sun as the cool water flowed off them. They sachéed back and forth off the side of the boat's wake in perfect unison.
 
   Jean watched them in awe and with envy. Seeing them like this together, as if on a stage, reminded her of the gratitude she felt for having these people come into her life. She loved them intensely. Each one held a special place in her heart. Davina was like a sister. Alejandro was special as well. To Jean, he was the epitome of a gentleman, kind and thoughtful, strong and intelligent. And Rodrigo. He had given her life new meaning, an intense desire for living. He had shown her the intimate joys of love, affection and respect between a man and a woman. She would never get enough of this. She wanted to spend her entire life by his side, wanted to grow old with him and have his children. And he wanted the same. Soon she would be at the Koulouris clinic in Athens. Faydon had told her there was hope. He made her believe it.
 
   “Hey, you, beautiful!” Rodrigo yelled from the side of the launch. “You seem deep in thought."
 
   “I wish I could swim. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Would you like to ski?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “But, Rodrigo, I can’t swim!”
 
   “That is not important. Come, we will ski together.”
 
   Surely, he’s not serious, she thought.
 
   “Trust me."
 
   “I do but how..."
 
   “Shh." Rodrigo lifted a finger to his lips. "Just do exactly as I say.”
 
   “Okay,” Jean said nervously. “But why do I have the feeling I’m about to jump out of a plane without a parachute?”
 
   Davina and Alejandro, who held onto the other side of the craft, tried to be supportive. “Well, you never flew before we met either, do you remember?” Davina said, laughing.
 
   “Oh, right,” Jean said, giggling. “Now I can fly!”
 
   “So you don’t need a parachute," Alejandro said.
 
   “Do you know that Rodrigo is Spain's national water skiing champ?"
 
   “Really?” Jean said, impressed.
 
   Rodrigo squeezed her arm. "Come, time for skiing now." He checked Jean's life vest and positioned his skis as Alejandro and Davina helped Jean into the water.
 
   “Now, remember," Davina said, "there's nothing to worry about. If you get some water in you mouth just spit it back out."
 
   Jean rolled her eyes and moaned.
 
   Rodrigo grabbed the towrope with one hand, and with the other, he reached for Jean around the waist and pulled her toward him. "Listen carefully, querida. There is absolutely no way that you will go under water. The life vest will keep you afloat. This is what you are going to do: You will put your feet on top of mine and you will hold my arms. Okay?"
 
   Jean started to laugh.
 
   "What is so funny?" Rodrigo asked.
 
   “This is probably my last hour on this earth, or should I say the ocean, but at least I'll die in your arms.”
 
   Rodrigo's eyes locked onto hers. He kissed her gently. "I will never let anything happen to you, amor mio, and believe me, I will die before you for I am a selfish Spaniard. I could not bear to live without you.”
 
   Alejandro, at the wheel of the launch, gave the all-ready sign. Rodrigo cradled Jean between his arms, her back against his chest, her feet on his. She put her hands on his arms and held tight. Rodrigo gave a thumbs-up and Alejandro slowly pulled them out of the water. They were up, the two of them together on one pair of skis. "Relax, this is all there is to it. Now do you believe me? Easy, no?"
 
   Jean tried to hold her breath. She wasn't about to answer for fear that even the movement of her jaw muscles might topple her into the water.
 
   The boat pulled them around toward the Koulouris mansion. As the skiers passed in front of the veranda overlooking the tiny bay, those on the patio waved and clapped.
 
   “Wave back to them," Rodrigo said.
 
   “I can’t let go!"
 
   “If you don't, I will."
 
   “Okay, okay," she said, digging her nails deeper into his arm. She slowly lifted a hand and waved. Rodrigo did the same.
 
   “You are getting tired?"
 
   Jean nodded.
 
   “Very well, we will stop then.” He felt Jean's body tighten. "Do not worry, just do exactly what you have been doing. I will let go of the rope and we will slowly descend into the water. Nothing to fear, you will see. Ready?"
 
   Jean nodded again.
 
   Rodrigo signaled to the boat that they were quitting and let go of the handle. As he promised, they slowly glided downward until they were neck deep and floating. Rodrigo held on to Jean for added protection, more for her benefit that for safety's sake.
 
   The launch promptly was at their side and Alejandro helped Jean up out of the water. 
 
   "You were marvelous, Jean! Water skiing is very becoming to you. You should do it more often."
 
   Jean smiled, relieved but very excited. "I must admit it was a lot more fun than I expected. I really liked it.”
 
   Rodrigo lifted himself onto the boat as the radio started crackling and Stefanos' voice came over the speaker. "Lunch is ready, children, come join us."
 
   Ouzo and mezedes were on the table which had been set up on the veranda under huge umbrellas. There were small bits of cheese, olives, cucumbers and tomatoes, and Greek delicacies-- keftedes, tzatziki, taramosalata, and pyramids of dolmades. The fresh seafood and meats were baked in a brick outdoor country oven. There was red snapper and octopus, as well as lamb and rich pastries and fruits that grew on the island.
 
   The terrace jutted out over the sea overlooking a small beach. In the distance other tiny islands could be seen on the horizon. They were surrounded by olive trees and the bushes whose flower buds were harvested as capers. Flowers were everywhere—jasmine, honeysuckle, hibiscus, geraniums, roses. A gentle breeze from the sea carried the perfumes of the flowers. They feasted in paradise. 
 
   “How are you doing?” Penelope asked Davina, helping herself to the stuffed grape leaves. 
 
   “Great. You?”
 
   Penelope lowered her voice.  “Davina, I think I’m falling in love.”
 
   “Ah ha!”
 
   “What do you mean…ah ha?”
 
   “I mean I noticed.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How could you when I’m not even sure?”
 
   “Penelope, I’ve known you a long time. You’ve never really been interested in any guy, and now…”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Somewhere after Pompeii or Capri, you two are always together.”
 
   “I didn’t realize that.”
 
   “What’s to realize?”
 
   “You’re right. What do I do now?”
 
   “This isn’t a business deal. It’s your heart talking to you. Listen to it. “
 
   “You mean take the guy to bed?”
 
   “Yeah, something like that.”
 
   “I think Faydon is…”
 
   “I’ve noticed that too.”
 
    
 
   Their visit to Sinefaki lasted only twenty-four hours. The next day, most of the group dispersed. They left for Athens aboard Stefanos’ sleek Falcon 50 which lifted off from Sinefaki’s own airstrip. Upon arrival at the Airport in Athens, they bade each other goodbye. Adam Spencer and his crew flew back to the Riviera to pick up the DC-3. Ruth caught a flight to Tel Aviv. Alejandro went to Havana, and Rodrigo, against his better judgment, went home to Madrid to his computer business. Jean was adamant about it, after she finally got the courage to tell him about her illness. She would not let him accompany her to the clinic.
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   MIAMI
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   Simon Grady had run out of places to hide. The police were hot on his trail. There was only one place left he could think to go. Gina Thornton would not be happy about it, but he didn't give a damn about that. He knocked on the screen door and Johnny opened it. Gina never told her brother about the incident with the police, so Johnny was quite surprised to see him at the front door.
 
   "Simon! Come in."
 
   "How you doin’, man?”
 
   “Good. You're looking at a college man. University of Miami.”
 
   “You rich yet?”
 
   “Naw. I’m making it, but it’s not easy. I’ve got a job on the side.”
 
   "Yeah? Doing what?"
 
   "Orange Bowl. When there's a concert, I help set up the lights.”
 
   Grady perked up. Now he knew how he would get into the stadium. “I got a favor to ask you, Johnny. I'm kind of hard up for money right now. Do you think they might need someone else around there? At the Orange Bowl? I'll take anything, even for just a week."
 
   "I don't know.”
 
   “Hey, man, you owe me one.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Well, I'll see what I can find out. I'm going to see the promoter this afternoon. He wants me to look at blueprints for the layout for the stage lights. I'll ask him."
 
   Better and better, Grady thought. "Great, man. And hey, I have another favor to ask. I don't have a place to stay right now. Would you mind if I crashed here for a couple of nights?"
 
   "I don't think Gina will mind," Johnny said, knowing that she would. But he owed Grady.
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure she won’t.”
 
    
 
   Gina and Zeferino arrived to find Grady asleep on the couch. 
 
   "Simon’s here,” Johnny said, announcing the obvious.
 
   "I can see that!" Gina snapped. She dragged her brother into the kitchen. "I don't like the idea of that man in my house.”
 
   "He just needs a place to crash for a couple of days.”
 
   "I don't care what he needs. This is a small house, you know."
 
   "He's in a bad way right now. He needs a job."
 
   "Johnny, sometimes you're too nice. He’s not coming back here."
 
   Gina would not return to the living room until she heard the screen door slam to signal that Grady had left with her brother for the Orange Bowl.
 
   "What was that all about?" Zeferino asked.
 
   "Simon Grady, an old racing buddy of Johnny's."
 
   "You do not seem to like him very much."
 
   "Let's just say I don't have any use for him."
 
   "Any use for him?"
 
   "You're right, I don't like him very much. I don’t like him at all."
 
   "I think maybe I understand. I too have this feeling that he is not a very good person."
 
   "Would you like to help me make dinner?"
 
   "No. I will make dinner for you. I love to cook. I will prepare a specialty from Brazil, yes?"
 
   "Okay." A smile came back to her lips.
 
    
 
   The sound and light company, which had been hired out of Los Angeles to work at the Orange Bowl, needed extra help, and they were using locals to fill those slots to set up for the Davina Walters concert. Simon Grady was hired right away.
 
   This is too easy, he thought, much too easy. He worked with Johnny on the wires. He was good with his hands. When he needed information for his own benefit, he pretended he needed the knowledge because he wanted to be thorough, he wanted to do a good job. When he took a cigarette break alone, he’d take out the picture of Jean and Davina and those two men in Spain. There were bulls in the picture too. All of them but the bulls were smiling. 
 
    
 
   Johnny knew his sister would be happy to know that he had been promoted. He was the head light man now. It meant a raise. He also had two tickets, gratis, for Gina and Zeferino for the Davina Walters concert. But before he could announce his good news, Zeferino and Gina had news of their own. They were engaged to be married. 
 
    “I would like your permission,” Zeferino said to Johnny. “As the man of the family, you must decide.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Johnny said. “It’s okay with me.”
 
   Zeferino hugged his future brother-in-law and kissed him on the cheeks.
 
    “Hey, hey!” Johnny tried to wriggle away. “We don’t do that in the States.”
 
   “But I’m happy! In Brazil it means you’re happy.”
 
   “Okay, okay.”
 
   “And now,” Zeferino continued, “I have something to tell both of you. Please sit down.”
 
   They did as they were asked and Zeferino made a quick phone call. He said he had to call a friend to bring the gifts he bought for them. He returned with a bottle of champagne.
 
   “First we open the champagne and put a little music on.” 
 
   “The suspense is killing me!” Gina said.
 
   “Patience,” he said into her loving eyes.
 
   Finally, the doorbell rang. “Don’t move,” he ordered and went to the door.
 
   “Johnny, could you give me a hand please!” he called.
 
   Zeferino was trying to bring in a huge bouquet of red roses that wouldn’t quite fit through the door.
 
   ”Jesus H. Christ, Gina is going to kill you,” Johnny said. “You must have spent a fortune!”
 
   “It is only once that a man gets married, and when you are in love, nothing is good enough for your woman, si?”
 
   They managed to get the dozens of red roses through the door.
 
   “Now you go sit too, amigo,” Zeferino told Johnny.
 
   “Wait ‘till you see this, you’re gonna flip,” Johnny told his sister.
 
   Zeferino came into the living room carrying the bouquet. It was so large it hid most of his body. “Oh, Zeferino, they’re gorgeous! But why did you have to go and spend so much money?” 
 
   “Okay, it is time,” Zeferino said. “First, my love, the roses truly are beautiful, but nothing compared to your beauty.”
 
   Gina blushed. She still wasn’t used to his compliments but she did so enjoy them. He made her feel that she was important, not only for him but for herself as well. 
 
   Zeferino handed Johnny an envelope. “I hope you will make good use of it, my friend.” 
 
   The envelope held two thousand dollars in cash and a receipt for the balance of Johnny’s tuition at the University of Miami. It was all paid for.
 
   Johnny stammered a thank you.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Gina said. “Have you hit the lottery or something?”
 
   “Or something. That is what I have to tell you. Come, there is a gift waiting for you outside, Gina.”
 
   “Zeferino, please tell me what is going on first,” Gina said, beginning to fear something, something she wanted no part of.
 
   “Very well. I will tell you. When I first came to Miami, I met Johnny at the university housing office. I hoped that maybe someone there could help me look for an apartment, something inexpensive, something a student, a foreign student, could afford, someone who did not have much money. To my luck, Johnny was there and he overheard my conversation and offered me his house for a small fee. You see, I wanted so much to be like everybody else, just another face in the crowd, as they say, and that is exactly what happened. We became friends. And, Gina, you and I fell in love. You fell in love with me, with my heart and not my wealth.”
 
    “Are you trying to tell us that you are rich?” Gina asked. 
 
   “I believe you say filthy, yes? Please now, let me finally give you your present, Gina, for our engagement, yes?” He pulled them both by their arms off the couch.
 
   Outside was a yellow Dino Ferrari, wrapped with a big red bow on top of the roof.
 
   “My love, please accept this key,” he said, putting it in Gina’s hand. “It is yours.”
 
   The Thorntons just stood there staring. Zeferino gently pushed Gina toward the driver’s side. He took the keys from her hand and opened the door. “Go on,” he prompted her. 
 
   Inside on the driver’s seat was another red rose tied to a small yellow box. He had it specially made to match the car. She gently caressed the leather of the seat until her long manicured fingers touched the soft velvet box. She carefully opened it and caught her breath. Inside was a heart shaped ruby surrounded by yellow diamonds.
 
   Zeferino took the ring and placed it on her finger and kissed the stone.
 
   “Oh, Zeferino, is all this really true?”
 
   “Yes, querida.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say. You have done so much for me, given me so much, but I have nothing to give you.”
 
   “You are wrong, Gina. You have given me your love! I am truly sorry I had to pretend all this time, but so many times people loved me but I found out they did not really love me; they loved my wealth. You see, I was falling in love with you and I wanted you to fall in love with me,” he said slapping his chest with his hands. “Do you understand now why I had to play this silly charade? Believe me, I am sorry, but I had to be sure of your feelings. Will you forgive me?”
 
   “Oh, Zeferino, there is nothing to forgive, and I do understand, and I do love you very much. I just don’t know what to say. I’m a little stunned. I hope I’m not upsetting you.”
 
   “Of course not, but I have one demand.”
 
   “What is that?” 
 
   “That you enjoy everything I can offer you, and that you love me until the day I die, yes?” 
 
   She had come to realize in the past moments that she could now afford everything she had ever dreamed of. She had come into money, a lot of money, but she had also come into love. She had fallen in love with a man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with. He was the real wealth and the most important thing in her life, not his riches. “Alright, but only if you love me until the day I die.” 
 
   “I accept,” he said and hugged her.
 
   “Listen, you two,” Johnny tried to interrupt them. “I’ve got tickets for you for the Davina Walters concert.”
 
   “Good!” Zeferino said. “I wouldn’t miss it. Davina and I have known each other since we were kids.”
 
   “You know her?”
 
   “Yes. She has been to my house in Brazil. My father has always been a fan of hers. You know, my father is in the construction business in Brazil. He always needs engineers. He has businesses all over the world. Believe me, he will be very impressed to have an expert who has set up the lighting for a Davina Walters concert.”
 
   “What kind of buildings?”
 
   “Big ones, sky scrappers, entire neighborhoods for new cities. You see, Brazil has so much virgin territory that the need is great.”
 
   Zeferino thought it would be appropriate to tell Davina in person about his engagement after the concert.
 
   “What will I wear?” Gina fretted.
 
   “Let’s go drive in your new car and buy you a dress, one to match the ring perhaps?”
 
   Gina could not keep the corners of her mouth from rising. In the back of her mind she was just starting to feel the power money could buy.
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   ATHENS
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   Faydon Koulouris had a reputation for being a brilliant physician and a humanitarian. When his patients were in pain, a part of him hurt with them. If someone needed help, advice or information, he always found the time, and when Faydon in turn asked for the smallest of favors, his co-workers practically ran to help him. He set the tone for the professionalism and the dedication of the staff that the Koulouris Clinic was renown for. Poor villagers from the mountains of Greece, as well as the international elite came here. Some could not pay. For these people, the medical help was free. Those who were wealthy donated generously, especially those who knew the Koulouris family. Writing a check for a million dollars or five million dollars was an act of the heart. The wealthy donors did this with pleasure, whether the final outcome of their treatment at the clinic was a positive one or not.
 
   Prominent doctors from various institutions around the world made visits to the clinic. There was a tacit agreement among them that whenever a new development arose, they would try the new technique or medicine, whatever it was. Being in Greece, they did not have the severe restrictions that were imposed on experimental treatments and medications in other countries such as the United States. 
 
   Faydon examined Jean. She had leukemia, a rare form of the disease, so rare that the treatment for this was far from standard. Jean’s white blood cell count was alarmingly high and she had begun to experience episodes of fatigue and nausea. Faydon and his team designed a course of treatment for her. They decided to move cautiously. A bone marrow transplant would be a last resort. They opted to try a new chemotherapy drug in combination with radiation. Because the drug was experimental, Jean would have to stay in the hospital. They would have to watch her very closely.
 
   Davina accompanied Jean to the clinic on the day her treatment was to start. They were led to a private room that looked more like a luxury suite in a hotel. The room was filled with dozens of flowers from Rodrigo, Stefanos and Eleni, and Melina. It perfumed the room with a sweet delicate aroma. 
 
   Jean tried to reassure her friend. “I’m okay, really, Davina.”
 
   “I’m glad. Did Faydon tell you they’re on the verge of a major breakthrough?”
 
   “Jean lowered her eyes and held Davina’s hand.  “I have a dream. I want to give Rodrigo a son and I want you to be the godmother. If only I could accomplish that before I go, then I’ll know that my life would have been worth something, that I could repay you and Rodrigo for some of the love and happiness you’ve given me. Even if I weren’t around, at least I’d know that a little piece of me still is.”
 
   Davina was shaken. She tried to hold back tears. “Don’t be silly. You’ll probably outlive us all.” She held up the hospital gown to Jean. “Come on, get dressed. Faydon’s waiting.”
 
    
 
   The treatments took their toll. That first week, Jean would wake up gagging on her own vomit, or she would be soaked in perspiration and shake uncontrollably. She lost track of the days and the dry-heaves that seemed to tear her stomach to shreds, and the nightmares, and the hell of what her body was going through. She finally just wanted to die, but every time she thought of giving up, there was a new letter from Rodrigo or he was on the telephone. Or Eleni and Melina were on the telephone together talking to her. Or Davina was holding her hand, talking of hope. Or one of the nurses or doctors or Faydon himself was there for her.
 
   Jean had been at the clinic for a week when Faydon told Davina that Jean was making progress. Her white blood cell count had declined dramatically, enough to make the doctors think that she might go into remission. “She is very brave,” Faydon said. “She wants to beat this. You know, one of the strongest medicines is will. She has it. You and Rodrigo seem to have given that to her.”
 
   “Does remission mean cure?”
 
   “We are optimistic.”
 
   “Does Jean know?”
 
   “Yes, I spoke to her this morning, but as I told her, she must follow directions. She must avoid depression and unhappiness. That could put her back to square one and we would have to start from the beginning, without knowing the final results, which might not take effect as well. We really can’t tell from one individual to another or from a previous case of that certain person. It could vary each time, sometimes better, sometimes not. It’s strange, even to doctors, that the mind plays such an important role in the physical well being of the body. You see, we have two battles to fight, and if we defeat one and not the other, we will have lost both and in consequence, the war. I talk too much.”
 
   “Not at all, Faydon. Thank you. Will you be at the concert tonight?”
 
   “Yes. I’m taking Bianca.”
 
   “How nice.”
 
   Of course Jean would not be there. She had another week to go at the clinic. But she had been through the worst. This second part of her stay, Faydon said, would be a “piece of cake.”
 
    
 
   Davina spent that afternoon rehearsing for the concert in Athens. When she returned from the Acropolis, she asked the hotel to hold all her calls and got into a bubble bath. She planned to soak for a long time. But within five minutes, she thought she heard Jacques calling her name. She got out of the tub and grabbed a towel.
 
   “Chérie! Davina!” he shouted. 
 
   Something was up. She could tell by the excitement in Jacques’ voice. He was always so calm.
 
   Jacques was definitely not calm. He walked in on her in the bathroom, oblivious to her nakedness. It was a simple matter for him to enter her room as it adjoined his room.
 
   “I’ve just talked to Charles Charpentier,” Jacques said, almost breathless. “Monique is out of the coma!”
 
   Davina finished wrapping the towel around her and sat down on the toilet seat cover. 
 
   “She’s just… about an hour ago,” he said.
 
   "Oh, Jacques, what wonderful news.”
 
   Jacques nodded and then he shook his head. Suddenly, he could not find his tongue. Davina led him out of the bathroom.
 
   “Start from the beginning.”
 
   Jacques was sweating. "The good news is she is out of her coma. She is physically and mentally sound. She woke up an hour ago.”
 
   “Thank God.”
 
   "The bad news is she has amnesia. She doesn't remember anything or anybody. She doesn't even know who she is."
 
   "But won’t she remember, eventually?”
 
   "Yes, he says yes, maybe, he says, maybe.”
 
   "We'll leave right after the show. Jacques, can you arrange everything that fast?"
 
   "Yes, of course."
 
    
 
   The Herodus Atticus Theater was at the base of the Acropolis. From the top of the hill, you could look down into the two-thousand-year-old theater and clearly see its columns, most in ruins but still stately, and its semi-circle of stone seats. It was a kind of mini-Coliseum, hewn of the rock of the hill that was so famous. Few entertainers had ever been permitted to sing there. It was usually restricted to symphonies and ballets, and now Davina would join the exclusive group of performers to shine under the lights of the Parthenon, the giant temple of marble built for Athena, the guardian of the city of Athens.
 
   A warm breeze was blowing down the slopes of the Acropolis toward the ancient theater below Athena's temple. Students and others, mostly young people, who could not afford the ticket prices, were allowed to sit on blankets on the slopes of the Acropolis to hear the performance. The stone bleachers of the theater were packed with spectators who could afford the price of a ticket. The lower seats, which were carved out of marble near the stage, were reserved for important personages. The President, Prime Minister, and other prominent Greeks took those seats. Davina’s mother Melina and Eleni and Stefanos, Faydon and Bianca, and Penelope and Eric also sat on the marble stones in the front row. 
 
   Soft orange spotlights illuminated the Parthenon and the stage. Slowly the lights dimmed and the curtain opened. The orange gels opened up and softly enveloped Davina who sat on a high round stool. She wore a white dress embroidered in gold, a replica of the ancient Greek toga, one shoulder covered and the other bare. She looked like a goddess. Bianca had designed this costume. It was her idea.
 
   Athena was surely smiling down at Davina from her temple above the theater. Davina stood up slowly. She did not want the mood to change. The orchestra started playing a few soft notes to one of her new songs. The first verse, which was in Greek, was very familiar to much of the audience. Se gnorizo apo tin kopsi tou spathiou sou ti tromeri… I recognize you from the cut of your tremendous sword… who with force measures the Earth… 
 
   It was the first line of the Greek national anthem, which was known primarily for its length (one-hundred and twenty-eight verses). But it was also quite beautiful, which was why Davina incorporated the first line of it into her song. The Greeks loved it. They jumped to their feet applauding. 
 
   "Kalispera, good evening," Davina said.
 
   The energy of the music, Davina and the audience, and even the ancient venue itself made the night magical. After an hour and a half of virtually non-stop singing, Davina finally stopped. She placed her microphone in its stand, bowed to her audience and walked over to her maestro seated at the piano. The conductor got up from his bench, took Davina’s hand and kissed it.
 
   The crowd was on its feet again, clapping and cheering, but they feared that perhaps this was the end of the concert, and they did not want it to end. 
 
   “May I?” Davina’s eyes asked the conductor. This was not in their rehearsals. She was up to something, but he was not worried in the least. Davina was as sure of herself as any entertainer he knew. He went to the side of the backdrop where the audience couldn’t see him, but he was in place and ready for anything. 
 
   Davina sat at the piano and placed her hands over the keys. She closed her eyes and lowered her head slightly. The audience didn’t seem to breathe. Davina began to caress the keys. Her entire body swayed to the melody of Schubert’s Röslein (Little Rose). After a few bars she opened her eyes and smiled directly at Eleni. The audience suddenly understood. The diva could not refuse the invitation and they knew that what was about to happen would be very special.
 
   The maestro picked up on this cue as well. He went to the edge of the stage and held out his arms toward Eleni who got up from the marble seat and took the conductor’s hands. As he escorted her onto the stage, the audience stood to applaud Eleni, who was arguably the biggest star in all of Greece.
 
   At Davina’s side at the piano, Eleni touched her goddaughter’s cheek. No words passed between them. They weren’t necessary. In a moment, Eleni was singing. She had an enormous range. She was a soprano baritonale, which was an unusually deep low voice for a woman, but she could also sing the high notes of the coloratura. She was hailed around the world as the prima donna assoluta. A few other women could sing as well as Eleni, but no one had the extraordinary range and dynamic quality of her voice. She could sing any aria from any opera.
 
   The orchestra seamlessly joined Davina’s accompaniment. Eleni’s deep, rich voice effortlessly carried across the Acropolis. It did not seem possible that such sounds could come from a single person, least of all a woman. She sang from her soul, from her heart, from some unknown depth of beauty and magic. She sang first in the original German and then switched to Greek. Now she turned to her beloved Davina. This was her cue, and Davina joined in the singing.
 
   They sang to each other as they had sung when Davina was younger, when they sang duets. These were always special moments for them both. When they finished the song, they immediately started another, this one a local folk song with an entirely different rhythm and tone. The Greeks went wild; they were on the feet, singing with the divas.  “Ti eine afto pou to lene agapi? Ti eine afto? What is this you call love? What is it? S’agapo, s’agapo, s’agapo. I love you, I love you, I love you…”
 
   At the end of the song, the women embraced and Eleni went to center stage to bow. Davina stood next to the piano and clapped with the rest of Eleni’s admirers. The maestro once again escorted Eleni down to her seat. She turned to the crowd one last time and blew them a kiss.
 
   The lights dimmed and the orange lighting spread over the stage as it had at the start of the concert.
 
   "Efharisto, thank you," Davina said. "I would like to dedicate this last song to the civilization that gave light to the western world, to the wonderful hospitable people of Greece, to my mother Melina Malandros Walters and to my godmother Eleni Kerzi, who are part of Greece’s beautiful and amazing history."
 
   As was her trademark, Davina repeated her opening song as her last song. I recognize you from the cut… Hail, hail, O Freedom! 
 
   The audience was electrified. They were in love with the music, with Davina, with Eleni, with the evening, and they were proud of these women who honored them and reminded them of all they had to be proud of.
 
   Jacques thought that Davina got better with every show. When she returned backstage after the last encore, he asked her for the third time if she was sure she wanted to leave for Paris tonight. Yes, of course she was sure.
 
   The limousine took them to the Airport where the crew of the Black Angel was standing by. Only Adam Spencer was in uniform. Bianca was in her evening dress, and Eric wore the suit he had on at the concert.
 
   “Double date?” Davina winked.
 
   “Well, they are twins,” Eric said.
 
   "Adam,” Davina said, “get us to Paris, and please break the sound barrier as you're doing it.”
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   PARIS
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   Monique looked frail and vulnerable in her hospital bed. Jacques wanted to run to her and hold her. The doctor, who had anticipated this, held him back. "She has to remember you first," he cautioned. 
 
   Dr. Charles Charpentier explained that the brain was like a computer that you could not enter until you had the correct password. Once they knew the password, Monique would start remembering. But how would they find that password? An old memory could be the password. But he warned them that it should be a happy memory. Were she to recall a trauma, this could perhaps cause permanent amnesia. He admitted that the brain was still mysterious even to him, and he specialized in this. "You must remember to talk about only good things because as she starts remembering, the bad memories will also come back and we don't want to speed that up."
 
   "Bonjour, Monique," the doctor said. "I brought some friends to see you.”
 
   Monique of course did not know them. She hadn’t the slightest idea of their shared pasts.
 
   "Hello, Monique," Davina said, extending her hand, trying to keep calm amid the anxiety and happiness enveloping her. 
 
   Monique shook her hand. "How do you do."
 
   "This is Jacques Laffitte."
 
   "Enchanté, Monique," Jacques said and kissed her hand.
 
   "Enchantée," she said, smiling.
 
   "I seem to have seen you somewhere," Monique said to Davina. “I think I saw your picture in a magazine. You're a singer, aren't you?"
 
   "Yes, I am, and Jacques is my manager."
 
   "How fascinating. Please sit down.”
 
   "If you'll excuse me," Charpentier said. "Monique, these people are your friends and they’re here to help you."
 
   "Yes, that's right," Davina said. "As a matter of fact, we've been friends since we were very young."
 
   It was like telling a five-year old that she would one day become the president of the United States or be the first to visit the planet Venus. 
 
    
 
   Every day for the next week, Jacques and Davina went to the hospital to talk to Monique, to tell her about the good memories they shared. One day, Monique asked Jacques why he kept staring at her.
 
   "It is because I love you,” he said. “You are my wife.”
 
   Monique laughed.
 
   "What’s so funny?" Jacques asked.
 
   "I'm sorry, but for the past days I have been imagining things... well, you know what I mean. It feels like I’ve fallen in love. It seemed funny to me."
 
   "La petite mort," he said. He hoped that maybe a hint of intimacy would jar her memory.
 
   But suddenly Monique raised her hands, grabbed her head and started screaming. She thought her brain would explode.
 
   "Oh, my God, what have I done?" Jacques jumped out of his chair. Before either he or Davina could get a nurse, the episode passed. 
 
   “It’s alright,” she said, "I just had a flashback. It's like a dream, you see. When I remember things, I see a lot of colors.”
 
   Jacques and Davina were quiet, each of them trying to think of a good memory that would not set off Monique.
 
   “Sometimes I see you,” she said to Jacques. “But you are not very clear. But I can tell you are wearing something gray.”
 
   “Your wedding?” Davina suggested. “Jacques, you were wearing gray tails and a gray top hat.”
 
   Perhaps Monique was making progress but it seemed almost trivial. Every time they thought she was close to remembering, it seemed that she was far indeed from it. Jacques was frustrated to the point of tears. Davina kept reassuring him. “She’s close, Jacques, I know it, I can feel it.”
 
   But how close? Would it take another day, another month, a year?
 
   Davina held him as he cried. "I'm sorry,” he said, “I guess my nerves are just on end."
 
   "No Jacques, you are wrong. You have finally become your old self again, trying harder than ever. You know now that Monique is out of danger and you’re impatient to have her back again, and crying is the best medicine for you, you big oaf." 
 
    "Merci, chérie, I could not survive without you."
 
   "Nonsense. Now come on, we’ve got to keep trying."
 
   Davina was determined, as determined as she had been about anything in her life. When it seemed that they were both out of ideas, she brought a guitar with her to the hospital. Monique was delighted. She had heard some of Davina’s songs and read about her in magazines.
 
   Davina strummed a few chords and began to sing one of Monique’s favorite songs: Mademoiselle de Paris..."
 
   To everyone’s surprise, Monique joined in and didn't stop until the song was finished. While she remembered the words and the tune, she could make no other connection. She was surprised to learn from Davina that they used to sing together, that, in fact, Monique was an accomplished guitarist.
 
   Davina knew she was on the right track. She kept strumming and singing and Monique sang with her. The hospital staff enjoyed it. Nurses, interns, and doctors came by throughout the day to hear their impromptu concert. But none of the songs triggered that mysterious area in Monique’s brain.
 
   Monique was tired. She closed her eyes. Davina put her head on Monique’s pillow and started to sing very softly, as she had sung to her in the helicopter leaving Egypt. Davina knew that what she was doing was dangerous, as the events leading up to the song were what put here in the predicament she was now in. “Bashana abaa…”
 
   Monique’s eyes filled with tears and she slowly put her hand up. Davina stopped singing. So did her heart. Had she made things worse?. "Jacques, would you come here please."
 
   He went to her.
 
   "Please kiss me." She raised her arms and placed her fingers around his neck. "I've missed you, my darling husband." 
 
   Music had been the trigger that brought everything back for Monique.
 
    
 
   Davina left the next day for Miami. Jacques wanted to go with her. “You need me,” he insisted.
 
   "Of course I need you, but right now Monique needs you more than I do, and you need to be with her just as much. Besides, you’ve already set up everything in Miami.”
 
   “I spoke to B.A. this morning. He’s not too happy that we’re going ahead with the Orange Bowl concert.”
 
   “No matter what you say, I won’t change my mind. You are staying in Paris with Monique."
 
   "But, Davina, this is your first concert in the United States and you are not familiar with the American public. And there is the danger with this Grady man. We don't know what that salaud is up to. I'm sorry, but I will not allow it."
 
   "Jacques, don't be so damn French! I appreciate your gallantry but I’ll be perfectly alright. The FBI and the entire Miami police force are on the case.” Davina softened her tone. “She needs you.”
 
    
 
   ♫
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MIAMI
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
   The sultry air of Miami felt oddly disquieting to Davina. She told herself it was because she had been away for so long in very different climates. She enjoyed the soothing sunsets of southern Florida, and the privacy of her home on the Bay.
 
   There were fewer than a dozen homes on the island and these were surrounded by lush tropical foliage and individual security systems, both electronic and human. The island was guarded by its own police force. You had to go over a bridge that was guarded around the clock to get onto the island. As good as the security was, Miami police and the FBI had added their own touches. Two undercover Miami cops were assigned to the villa full-time. 
 
   Davina and Alejandro spent their first weekend together in a long time alone on the island. When Rodrigo and Jean joined them, they sailed their new yacht, the Enamorados, the Lovers, an engagement gift from Stefanos and Eleni. The boat was quite small compared to the Aphrodite, but it was sleek, modern and elegant, and Davina and Alejandro had no desire for a bigger boat. 
 
   They cruised off the Bahamas, enjoying the serenity of the ocean and each other’s company. They turned in early in the evenings, each couple retiring to the privacy of their own stateroom.   
 
   Jean had not entirely recovered from her treatment at the clinic in Athens. She seemed frail and easily tired, but she insisted on going out with the others on the yacht. She felt better every day, more renewed and refreshed. Life overflowed with promise and hope. Every time Rodrigo held her or kissed her or told her that she was the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with, she could feel a healing energy stampeding through her. It made her stronger and stronger.
 
   Davina basked in the leisure of these days before her final concert of the tour, and she thrilled to the caresses of the pastel sunsets and the man she loved. She would know those powerful gentle hands anywhere, those wonderful hands that made her body writhe with pleasure. They played with the thin material of her bathing suit. Her nipples grew firm. Alejandro kissed her deeply, holding her very close. They could feel each other’s heartbeats. He caressed her back and the lovely firm skin awaiting his warm lips. Davina arched slightly backwards as his mouth made contact. He removed her bathing suit to taste every inch of her. Davina, her own hunger growing, kneaded the muscles of his back. He brushed his lips against her flat stomach, sending shivers through her entire being. Nothing else on earth mattered. How could anything else matter?
 
    
 
   Simon Grady had grown a full beard, which he kept neatly trimmed and his hair had been cut very short. The metamorphosis was very effective. He told people to call him Sy. On his application for work at the Orange Bowl, he wrote “Sy Goodman.” With a pass, Grady came and went as he pleased without drawing attention. He managed to get the C4 plastic explosive past security into the stadium, and little by little, he put a small package of explosive under each of the four floodlights at the corners of the stage. Now, he had only to connect the charges with det cord. He figured the explosion would take place about half an hour after the concert started when the lights would exude enough heat to detonate the charges and blow up the stage.
 
   The head electrician had words with Grady after he caught him under the stage, an area the police had marked as off limits. The chief electrician warned Grady that if he were caught in that area again, he would be fired on the spot. And he was, the day before the concert. It put him in an ugly mood.
 
    
 
   The afternoon of the concert Davina got into a police helicopter in her front yard. The police insisted on taking her to the stadium. They were just being careful.
 
   It felt strange to Davina without Jacques at her side. She tried to dismiss Jean’s warning, that Simon Grady would be stalking them, no matter where they went in Miami. Maybe she should have cancelled the concert. Davina grew impatient with herself. It was just nerves, she told herself. This would be the first time she would be singing in front of an American audience. She forced herself to contemplate the sunset painting the city into a canvas of colors. Sun, sky and sea were a blend of persimmon and tangerine, lilac and lemon, and blue. The effect was dazzling.
 
   As was her custom, she arrived extra early, with several hours to spare. She wore a simple white shirt, jeans, and athletic shoes. She headed for the backdrop of the stage. Clinton Benton and Sergeant Ernesto Martinez met her halfway there. As Davina went to hug B.A., he lifted her into the air.
 
   “How are you, little monkey?” 
 
   Davina had not heard that name in a long time.  “Put me down, you big gorilla!”
 
   “Okay, okay,” he said, giving her a gentle landing. He introduced Martinez. They said they intended to remain glued to her side.
 
   Plainclothes agents and police officers were already stationed at each entrance, in each corridor, and in each bleacher section. 
 
   Davina met with her own people. She warmly greeted her maestro, the orchestra, the sound and light crew, the stagehands and the stadium personnel. One by one she thanked them. Davina was one of them and she wanted to make sure they understood this. They were a team.
 
   By now everything was ready, perfected to the last detail. The stage, the lights, the instruments. They were all there, machines and humans alike, all waiting with the usual before-the-show excitement.
 
    
 
   Simon Grady squatted in the bushes just outside the stadium. He wore a pair of faded jeans and what looked like a batik shirt that had been dyed with different shades of red. He reached into his pocket for a tiny package of white powder. He took a crisp new one hundred dollar bill from his wallet and neatly folded it into a thin tube. He then made two symmetric lines of the powder on the back of his hand. Finally he took the paper tube, closed his nostril with one finger and inhaled deeply. The cocaine exploded into what he thought were millions of minuscule stars. He did the same with the other line in the other nostril and again felt the explosion followed by a numbness. He closed his eyes for a few seconds and then started laughing uncontrollably. “Yeah man,” he said aloud. “Fourth of July in September!” He kept repeating himself, as if he were a small boy about to see a fabulous pyrotechnic display. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, kicking the dead man next to him, “want some, man?” He kicked the body again. “Asshole,” he said, licking the rest of the cocaine off the back of his hand. He put on the electrician’s baseball cap and picked up a small bag and proceeded toward the entrance.
 
    
 
   The audience began to enter the stadium, taking their seats on the chairs in front of the stage and in the bleachers. Plainclothes police and FBI agents intermingled with them. The musicians were behind the curtains, and the sound and light crews were checking the microphones and spots on stage in the middle of the field. Twenty minutes before the concert was due to start, the stadium was almost packed to capacity. The VIP’s were being ushered into their respective reserved seats. Prominent politicians, businessmen and entertainers were in attendance.
 
   Jean, Rodrigo and Alejandro went to Davina’s dressing room where they met B.A. and Martinez.
 
   Alejandro’s cellular phone rang. Davina saw the troubled look on his face as he took the call. He felt her eyes on him as he hung up.
 
   “Amor, I need to speak to you,” he said, taking her by the arm and leading her away from the others. “I’m afraid I have to leave immediately for Havana. The plane is waiting for me at the airport. I am not supposed to tell anyone this but there is some problem at the embassy, apparently very serious. I am sorry. You will forgive me, querida?”
 
   “Of course, but please be careful. Do you know when you will be back?”
 
   “No, I have no way of knowing, my love, but I will return as soon as I can,” he said, hugging her. He turned and quickly left the stadium.
 
   “Davina, it’s time,” B.A. said. “Everybody’s ready. I’m just sorry that we can’t be standing next to you while you’re singing.”
 
   “Trying to steal the show?” Ernesto joked. He was on edge and at the same time confident. During their last altercation with Grady, he managed to put four police cruisers out of commission and wound two of his men. The officer thrown off Grady’s car died in intensive care of internal wounds. Martinez could see the bright side. At least now Simon Grady, wherever he was, would not be able to get off on any technicality. He was wanted for murder and attempted murder.
 
   “Time!” a voice shouted from outside the door.
 
   That was her cue.
 
   Rodrigo and Jean went to one side of the stage and Ernesto and B.A. went to the other.
 
   Grady had no problem getting through security at the Orange Bowl. He had the pass of the electrician he had killed. This was his show. Nobody was going to keep him out. He kept his head low, mumbled a hello at the guard who was checking passes at the door and went to the first restroom he could find. He went into one of the stalls, closed the toilet cover and pulled a mirror out of his pocket. He smiled at his reflection. This was his day, the one he had been waiting for, and the more he thought about it, the more he could feel an erection coming on. He thought of Jean as he masturbated, imagining the effects of the explosion. He ejaculated onto the wall in the stall. He took off the electrician's overalls and the red shirt he wore underneath and once again, he positioned the mirror. He took out a razor and shaved his beard. Then he dabbed the perspiration from his face and torso and proceeded to apply black theatrical stain to his face, neck, upper body, hands and arms. He adjusted a wig over his hair. The cops might go looking for a white man with a beard or a balding electrician with blue overalls and a cap, but not a black man.
 
   He threw the other clothes in the garbage in the bathroom and ventured outside, losing himself in the crowd.
 
    
 
   The audience was growing impatient. They clapped and whistled. Finally, the orchestra opened the show. The lights dimmed to almost complete darkness and Davina slowly walked unseen to the center of the stage. The enormous spotlights formed a single tiny spot of light on a microphone at the center of the stage. As the circle of light opened a little wider, a hand could be seen holding the microphone. The sounds of the orchestra softened and from the darkness, Davina Walters' crystalline voice danced ahead of her into the audience. As the sound of the music and the voice grew, the stadium became eerily quiet. Slowly the spotlights opened up and a perfect circle colored by soft orange gels formed on Davina's face. Her chin was tilted slightly upward and the microphone, which she held with a finger and thumb, carried her voice throughout the arena. The sphere of light kept widening until her entire spectacular form was illuminated. Throughout this first song, she stood in the same spot, letting the full impact envelope the audience.
 
   When the first song came to an end, the audience loudly proclaimed their approval, but the whistling threw Davina off, at least initially. In Europe, whistling was not a compliment as it was in the U.S. She quickly composed herself. It was an odd time, and she felt it. Alejandro and Jacques weren’t there. Jacques had never missed any of her concerts before.
 
    
 
   "Martinez!" Lieutenant Peterson hissed to his sergeant behind the curtain.
 
   "Yeah, what's up?"
 
   He beckoned him over. "We reran a check on everyone working for the show. Everyone checks out except one, Sy Goodman. He doesn't exist."
 
   Martinez felt a tightening in his stomach. It took him only seconds to figure it out. Sy Goodman was Simon Grady. Of course.
 
   "He was working with the light crew. Chief electrician fired him yesterday.” Peterson paused. "Ernesto, the bastard is here. We just found two bodies."
 
   "Two?"
 
   "Head electrician’s right outside the grounds in some bushes. Slit his throat. His pass is missing. We also found traces of cocaine.”
 
   "Damn it. I'm going to look for him.”
 
   "No, stay here. He might just try to get to the singer or his ex-wife before we get to him.”
 
   "Yes, sir. What about the second body?"
 
   "Prostitute on Biscayne.  Late last night, same MO.
 
   “Grady."
 
   "Yeah. He’s getting sloppy. Maybe it's the cocaine. We've got an eyewitness who saw him come in with the girl." Peterson put his hand around Martinez’s shoulder. "I need you here two hundred percent.”
 
    
 
   An embassy car took Alejandro to the airport, onto the tarmac directly to the jet that awaited him. The co-pilot saluted him. "Don Alejandro, please fasten yourself in your seat. Our orders are to depart immediately.” 
 
   "Entendido. Understood," Alejandro said as he clipped his seat belt into place, anxious and irritable at the same time. He did not know what was happening in Havana and he hated missing Davina's performance. They only had tonight and tomorrow together before he was supposed to return to Cuba. Why couldn't this have waited another twenty-four hours? It better be important. That was his Davina down there singing to the world. “I will you see soon, mi amor,” Alejandro said softly as he watched the lights of Miami fade into the black horizon.
 
   At that moment, Davina was singing one of Alejandro's favorite songs. "Eres el hombre de mi vida. You are the man of my life..."
 
   As she sang the next song, she walked toward the audience, descending the steps toward the first row of seats. Still singing, she approached some of Florida's most famous residents. The dozens of lights with their kaleidoscope gels narrowed to her face. She moved closer to the audience and shook hands with a few of the ladies and lightly kissed some of the gentlemen on the cheek. 
 
   Ernesto Martinez didn't like it. Davina was off the stage, too far from him. He followed her every movement. 
 
   Davina was singing a slightly faster melody now but she continued to greet the delegates in the front seats. She stopped in front of Zeferino da Cunha, her friend from Brazil and embraced him. Still singing, she looked inquiringly at the young woman in the beautiful silk dress sitting next to him. Yes, Zeferino nodded, this was she. “My fiancée,” he whispered. Davina squeezed her hand and, still singing, started back up onto the stage. 
 
    
 
   Alejandro was briefed as soon as the plane was at cruising altitude. Apparently there had been an infiltration at the Spanish Embassy in Havana. There was a collaborator among the staff and Alejandro had been chosen to find this person. His thoughts about who this might be were abruptly interrupted as the plane suddenly lurched forward and pitched down sharply.
 
   “What’s going on?” he shouted into the cockpit over the noise of the engines.
 
   “We’ve lost our hydraulics,” the pilot said.
 
   “Is there anything I can do?” Alejandro said.
 
   “No. Assume crash position in one of the back seats. And put a life vest on.” 
 
   Alejandro did as he was told, frustrated that he could not help the situation. How he hated to idly wait, especially when he was forced to wait for something that he knew would come to no good. He tried to push away the memories of crash landing in Egypt, Davina at his side.
 
   “Davina, amor, I love you,” he whispered, as the small jet screamed toward the black water below. 
 
    
 
   Davina was finishing a song on the stage when suddenly her throat froze and a flash of heat rushed through her body. She felt as if she were having a heart attack but that was ridiculous. She was too young for that, too healthy. But what was this feeling, this rock forming in her chest? She breathed deeply, trying to take in more air. She couldn’t get enough air. She stepped toward the backdrop, trying desperately to conceal the burning in her eyes and the invisible fingers tightening her lungs. She thought she would never reach the curtain, such a short distance that now seemed like miles. California was closer. She pushed herself, worried that her legs would give out. Come on, come on, just a few more steps. She could see Alejandro’s hand reaching out to her, but when finally she reached the backdrop, Alejandro was gone. She turned back to her audience.
 
   The maestro and the musicians knew something was amiss and continued playing. Davina finally reached behind the curtain. B.A. caught her as she fainted. He slapped her lightly on the cheek.
 
   “Davina, what’s wrong? Davina?”
 
   Martinez brought over a glass of water. She took a sip and a deep breath, and she closed her eyes. Again Alejandro flashed in front of her. 
 
   “Davina, talk to me,” B.A. said.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m not sure what happened. My voice froze for a second and I felt hot all over.” She didn’t mention that she had seen Alejandro. “Anyway, I’m fine now. The audience is waiting.” She stood to go.
 
   “Are you sure you’re alright?” B.A. asked.
 
   “Yes, yes, I’m fine.”
 
   Davina returned to center stage, nodding to her maestro. She began to sing again. The audience had not suspected anything amiss.
 
   The lights, including the four five-hundred-watt quartz lamps at each corner of the stage, flooded the platform. It was momentarily blinding. For Martinez and B.A., it was enlightening. Now they knew. The explosives Grady bought were triggered by heat. 
 
   Martinez spoke into his two-way radio. “Light engineer, cut the lights! Cut the lights, all of them! Now!” 
 
   The engineer did as he was ordered and the entire stadium blackened, leaving only the security people roaming the crowds with their flashlights. A few shrill screams could be heard from the bleachers but there was no panic. On the contrary, the crowd thought it was part of the show and began flicking their lighters, giving the sensation of hundreds of fireflies invading the stadium.
 
   But a blackened stadium was not in Simon Grady’s plans. He moved quickly from where he had positioned himself in the crowd on the field and crept up to the sound and light console. Johnny Thornton was behind it. Grady grabbed a light reflector and hit Johnny over the head with it, knocking him to the ground. Grady turned on the main switch. The entire stadium was instantly bathed in light except for the four quartz lights at the corners of the stage; these took a full minute to come back on. The audience now saw a very different show on stage.
 
   B.A. was screaming. “Martinez, that’s it! I can see the det cord. Pull it out!” B.A. grabbed Davina and literally threw her toward the back of the stage, and somewhere in the back of his mind, he hoped she was still as agile and athletic as she was as a kid. He rushed at one of the four quartz lamps and yanked at the det cord that connected the small pack of explosives to the light fixture. Martinez did the same at another lamp.
 
   Peterson and Rodrigo, who understood from watching the other two men what needed to be done, went for the remaining two lamps. They both reached for the det cords just as the lights came back on. They were a split second too late. The heat generated by the lamps triggered both detonators.
 
   The left side of the platform exploded, hurling Petersen and Rodrigo through the air like broken dummies onto the middle of the stage. The klieg lights above came crashing down. Davina saw the heavy steel coming right at her and ran, but as quick as her reaction was, it was no match for gravity. A strobe landed on her head.
 
   The audience was now out of control. People were screaming and trying to run in every direction. The stadium was in complete chaos. People were crushed underfoot by others trying to escape. Chilling screams of pain continuously pierced the smoke filled sky above the Orange Bowl and, as the crowds fought for the exits, the spot lights went into a wild frenzy and created their own feverish show forming circles of light in erratic designs that landed crazily on the faces in the crowd.
 
   The stage was on fire, almost fully engulfed with flames. 
 
   B.A. had been struck by a beam from above. He slowly opened his eyes as the smoke filled his nostrils and made him cough. Davina lay face down. He tried to get up to reach her but the pain tore through him and he collapsed. He tried once more and, to his amazement, his muscles responded, although slowly. Jean stood on the side of the platform, apparently unhurt, but in obvious shock. Her eyes were glassy, focused on something, and when B.A. followed her line of sight, he saw a body. Rodrigo had taken the full impact of the explosion and most of his torso had been blown away, leaving a river of blood.
 
   “Jean!” he shouted. “Move! Help me with Davina.” But Jean did not move. The heat of the flames and the boards of the stage were getting hot. The fire had already destroyed most of the platform and was heading for their corner. B.A. used all the strength he had to reach Davina. Then he picked her up and got to Jean. “Come on!” he screamed. “Jean!” Finally her eyes moved and she looked straight at B.A., then at Davina. Jean started screaming hysterically, thrashing clenched fists. B.A. punched her and let her fall on his other arm. He carried the women, one on each of his shoulders, down past the backdrop and behind the stage. Fortunately the crowds had not stormed that part of the stadium; there was no exit there. B.A. thought they would be more or less safe, at least for a while. He had to leave them. He had to contact emergency medical staff. Davina needed help and fast.
 
   B.A. went back onto the stage, what was left of it. He saw Peterson, dead. Martinez jumped off the stage just before a flaming beam came crashing down in exactly the same place he had been standing.
 
   “Martinez! Are you alright?”
 
   “Yes,” the sergeant answered. “You?”
 
   “Fine. What about the microphones, can they be used?”
 
   “The ones at the console are probably still intact,” Martinez said. “Jesus Christ, you’re bleeding like a stuck pig. I’ve called emergency help.”
 
   “I’m okay.  I’m going to the light booth to see what I can do. Davina and Jean are behind the stage. See if you can get a chopper to lift them out of here.”
 
   “Right, I’ll see what I can do but I don’t think a pilot will land in this chaos.”
 
   B.A. made his way to the booth where Johnny was passed out on the floor. He sat him up and shook him.  “Hey! You okay?”
 
   Johnny mumbled. His head was pounding.
 
   “I’m FBI. We’ve got a panic on our hands and I need your help. You with me?” B.A. shook his shoulder again.
 
   “Yeah, yeah...”
 
   “I need a working microphone connected to all the speakers in the stadium and I need it now.”
 
   “Okay, okay.” Johnny arranged the wires and cables to their connections. He could feel his heart pounding in his throat. “Is Davina Walters okay?”
 
   “She’s hurt. Come on, let’s go!”
 
   “My sister and her fiancé were in the first row.”
 
   “I don’t know about them. Listen, if we don’t stop this panic now, thousands of people will be killed.”
 
   “Okay, we’re on,” Johnny said, handing him a microphone.
 
   “Please remain calm!” B.A. said into the mic, as calmly as he dared. His deep voice boomed over the loudspeakers.  “Do not panic. There is no danger. Walk, walk toward the exits. There is no danger. The fire is contained to the stage. Do not panic.”
 
   Ambulances, police cruisers and fire trucks arrived en masse. Hospitals and trauma centers were on alert. Helicopters hovered over the Orange Bowl. The stadium was bathed in light. The choppers took turns, like giant flying insects of all colors, some with red crosses, some green or brown and khaki, and others still had television channel logos and numbers. They were suspended in the depressing sky of smoke and bright raw light, waiting in a formation coordinated by the police from their own perch in the sky. B.A.’s announcement helped, but there were still casualties. Now the medical teams were finally getting to the wounded. The stage was charred rubble and the VIP section, the front rows and the chairs in front of the stage on the field had all been kicked and turned over. Bodies lay on top of several of them.
 
   Martinez thought about his pregnant wife. He had lost sight of her and couldn’t find her. His mind was in a million different places. Petersen, his lieutenant, was dead. Martinez could hardly breath. He did not know if it was because of the fumes and the smoke or his anger at himself for not having prevented this disaster. He should have done something when they had Grady in custody, even if they couldn’t pin anything on him. He watched as the firemen extinguished the flames on the stage. Suddenly he was overcome with the smoke and fell to the ground. Firefighters rushed to him and put an oxygen mask over his face. Martinez inhaled deeply. It helped. He could breathe now. He had to find Isabel. His heart tightened at the thought of anything happening to her. She was the most important thing in his life. She had brought happiness and joy to him and now she was carrying a part of them both. 
 
    
 
   For the next twenty-four hours, the press was very busy. It was the hottest news in the world. BOMBS EXPLODE IN MIAMI’S ORANGE BOWL STADIUM… HUNDREDS INJURED, SEVEN KILLED… SINGER DAVINA WALTERS IN CRITICAL CONDITION… POLICE SUSPECT SERIAL KILLER…
 
    
 
   Jacques and Monique were sipping champagne in bed at their home on the Avenue Foche in Paris when the call came. 
 
   “Jacques?” the voice barely whispered.
 
   “Oui? Who’s calling?” he asked, immediately alert. The voice sounded familiar. 
 
   “This is Melina,” Davina’s mother said.
 
   “Melina! How nice to hear from you.”
 
   “How is Monique? Is she alright?”
 
   “Yes, she’s wonderful.” 
 
   “I wanted to speak with her but I’m afraid I’m not in the right frame of mind, please apologize to her.”
 
   “Melina, is something wrong?”
 
   “You haven’t heard the news?”
 
   “No, I haven’t. What?” 
 
   Melina started to sob.
 
   “Melina, please, tell me what is wrong!”
 
   Monique watched the horror in Jacques’ eyes as he listened.
 
   “Oh, mon Dieu…no, oh no!” he said. “I’ll make some calls and get right back to you.” Jacques put the receiver down. He covered his face with his hands. He turned on the television, switching the channels until he found what he was looking for. He and Monique sat in silence, both stunned beyond belief. They watched the reportage of the explosion and the reporters interviewing the families of the deceased and the injured. They saw the stage go up in flames. The concert had been taped to be run as a special on American television, so there was plenty of footage. The television also showed pictures of the former Miss Florida, Jean Conrad, and Simon Grady, her ex-husband.
 
   Jacques called Melina back. “Melina, I’m flying out immediately,” he said trying to sound strong and secure, but his legs felt like jelly. “Yes, I just saw, on the TV… I’ll meet you there… Do not worry…” 
 
   “Monique, there is an Air France flight to Miami in three hours. I’m sorry, my love, but you understand that I must go,” he said, sadly thinking how short their first happy hours had been, and how he would be without her again. He swore he would make it up to her. He knew that Monique would understand. 
 
   “Of course I understand,” she said interrupting his thoughts. “But I’m going with you. I’ll pack. You call for the private jet.” 
 
   “But…”
 
   “No buts, please, my love.”
 
    
 
   ♫
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
   Alejandro’s plane screamed into the ocean. Upon impact, the wings of the flying machine ripped off, as if a giant hand had slapped them. Alejandro was thrown clear from his seat onto the door of the cockpit. His shoulder took the full impact of it. The pain took his breath away. He managed to open the cockpit door. The lights flickered. He saw sparks coming from naked cables. The captain was on the floor of the cockpit, his arms at his sides, dripping with blood. The co-pilot was mumbling incoherently. He had been cut severely.
 
   “Capitán! Capitán!” Alejandro shouted, but there was no reply. The captain was dead. Alejandro turned to the co-pilot, finally remembering his name.
 
   “Manuel, are you alright?”
 
   “Life raft,” Manuel said. “Get… life raft…”
 
   The plane was sinking. He had to work fast. The tail and fuselage were already under water. The aircraft had flipped. The nose was up high and he was sitting on the ceiling completely soaked. The plane would be submerged in a few minutes. Alejandro looked in the main cabin. He had to work backward. Everything was upside down. He finally located the compartment and tried the latch. It was stuck. He cursed and prayed at the same time to any saints and gods who were willing to listen. He pulled again, wincing at the pain in his shoulder, but still the latch wouldn’t give. The water was now up to his chest. He held his breath and tried to free the door under water. He came back up for air and dived under again, looking for something to pry it loose with. He saw a long piece of metal lying under one of the seats that had been ripped from their rails and had settled on the ceiling. It was a piece of the railing. He quickly moved the chair out of the way and reached for the tool, but just then a cable sparked and scared him just enough so that he hit his head on what he thought was another loose seat. Pain spread through his skull and eyes. It was just enough to make him gasp and swallow water. He opened his eyes and desperately searched for air. He swam toward the ceiling, not remembering that it was below and not above him. More precious seconds lost and more water swallowed before he realized his mistake. His lungs felt as if they were on fire and would soon explode. He mustered all the will and energy he had and tried once more for air. He came up coughing and spitting water, desperately gasping for the substance he needed to stay alive. The metal strip, he thought, what did I do with it? He remembered reaching for it. Had he grabbed it? He looked at his hand. His knuckles had turned white so tightly was he holding onto the strip.
 
   Again he went underwater, this time being careful of the objects around him. He could barely see anymore. He worried that the remaining lights would go out any second. He located the compartment and tried the latch again. Still it wouldn’t budge. He inserted the metal into the ridge on the side of the door and began to pry it loose. He hoped the tool wouldn’t break. His arm was swollen under his shirt and he cringed every time he pushed a little harder. He had to act faster, he thought, as his lungs warned him that he only had a few seconds left of air. He could feel his heartbeat in his temple and neck, as if trying to burst through his skin. Come on, one more time, he pushed himself, its coming, just a little more. Finally the door broke away. Alejandro quickly removed the yellow package from its compartment and headed to the top of the water holding on to his precious load. The water level now reached his neck. There was very little time left. He inched towards the cockpit and called out to the co-pilot.
 
   “Manuel, I have the raft. Hurry, we have to get out of here!” There was no sound from the cockpit. “Manuel!” he shouted again, but Manuel did not move. Alejandro made his way into the cockpit. Manuel still had a pulse. He lifted him, groaning at the pain in his arm and pulled him out of the cabin, being careful to keep his head above the water.
 
   Alejandro pulled the cord on the raft to inflate it. Then the lights went out. He cursed. He felt his way to the large opening he had spotted previously. There was just enough room to fit the raft through. He let go of Manuel momentarily to push it out but held on to one of the attached ropes. He dragged Manuel out with him. He thought his arm would explode but he tried erasing the pain from his mind and shoved the co-pilot into the raft. He was starting to climb in when a strong undercurrent pulled him down. He realized that the plane was almost entirely submerged and the water from the displacement was pulling him under. He held on to the rope as tightly as he could, hoping the raft would hold steady. Pain tore through his arm and now his fingers. The current pulled him down farther. He fought to stay up, but he couldn’t fight the current. His hold on the rope was starting to slip. Alejandro had no more oxygen left and he was swallowing water. His lungs were on fire and his heart wanted to pound right out of his chest. He was about to black out and the rope was almost through his fingers. But as abruptly as he had been pulled under, suddenly he was being pushed up. His nose and mouth filled with more of the salty water and then his head was above water. His hand was aching. His other arm came out of the water. He felt the rubber side of the raft. 
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   CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
   Johnny Thornton learned that his sister Gina had been taken to the hospital. He had not seen the pieces of wood from the stage penetrate her body. He arrived at the medical center breathless. He looked ragged and depressed, but his appearance didn’t seem to faze anyone. The hospital was full of such visitors, those who had been in the Orange Bowl audience and relatives of those people anxious for the news of their friends and loved ones. 
 
   Gina was in an ICU of the trauma room. Zeferino was there. His face was ashen, his hair disheveled. His tuxedo was torn and his white shirt was spattered with dried blood. He had been cut on one arm at the shoulder. A bandage covered his arm.
 
   Johnny saw Zeferino first. “Zeferino, are you alright?”
 
   “Yes, just a few hundred stitches, I think, but they said no real damage. And you?”
 
   “Bad headache. Simon knocked me out.
 
   “Simon? He hit you? But why?”
 
   “He wanted to kill Jean, his ex-wife, and Davina Walters. That’s what the cops say. For revenge.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Davina helped Jean escape from him once and he wanted to pay them back, to kill them. He’s the one who caused the explosion.”
 
   Zeferino’s eyes darkened and his jaw line became very tight and drawn.
 
   “I was the one who got him the job at the stadium. If it hadn’t been for me…”
 
   “Stop it, Johnny. Don’t torment yourself.”
 
    “How is Gina?”
 
   “Not good. She was hit bad. I was right next to her. Why couldn’t it have been me?”
 
   “Can I see her?”
 
   “She’s inside,” he said. “Go on. And Johnny…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Be strong for her, my friend.”
 
   Gina was almost completely bandaged. The parts of her face that were not covered were bruised and discolored. Several bottles hung from posts around her, draining their liquids into the needles piercing her body. Johnny gently touched his sister’s ravaged hand. She slowly opened her eyes.
 
   “It’s me.”
 
   “Come closer,” she said almost inaudibly. Johnny lowered his ear close to her mouth to hear her.
 
   “Promise me…Promise me you’ll take care of yourself and get your degree.”
 
   “I promise…”
 
   “Johnny?”
 
   “I’m right here, Sis.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   “I want to speak to Zeferino now.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll get him. I’ll be back later.”
 
   Johnny relayed the message to Zeferino and sat down outside the room to wait. He watched a pretty woman walk down the corridor. She was wearing a long evening gown that had been torn, another victim of the concert. Her face looked oddly familiar. She was also bruised and cut. Her eyes were dark and puffy and her makeup had run, but even the ugly dark spots could not mask her beauty. Johnny knew her but he couldn’t place her. She looked at him and stopped.
 
   “My God,” he said, jumping out of his chair. “Jean!”
 
   She recognized him. 
 
   Just then Zeferino came out of the intensive care unit. Zeferino stared straight ahead and then, as if in slow motion, he sank to his knees and covered his face with his hands, sobbing. 
 
   “No, no,” Johnny said. “She can’t be!”
 
   Johnny went back into the room. Gina’s body was now covered entirely with a sheet. Johnny’s eyes turned an icy gray. His eyes were dry when he left the room. This time, Johnny thought, Simon is going to pay. He left the hospital directly without saying another word to anyone.
 
   Zeferino did not try to stop him. “She was my fiancé and his sister,” he said to Jean.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Jean said. “I lost my fiancé too.”
 
   “Sorry,” Zeferino intoned. 
 
   “I need to get out of here. I hate hospitals.”
 
   “Do you know how Davina Walters is?”
 
   “She’s here but they’re not letting in visitors. She’s in critical condition.”
 
   “Is anyone with her?”
 
   “Probably half the Miami police force and the FBI.”
 
   “Her family?”
 
   “I don’t know. Nobody seems to know where her fiancé is. He’s my fiancé’s brother. Was. I need to get out of here.”
 
   “Me too. I think I could use a strong drink. Would you please join me? I’d rather not drink alone.”
 
   “Yes,” Jean said, not wanting to be alone either and feeling oddly close to this stranger who had just suffered the same fate as she. They walked out of the medical center, two lonely people. They sat in the back of a taxi in silence.
 
   “Where you going?” the cab driver asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Zeferino said. “Just start driving.”
 
   “Sure. Any particular direction?”
 
   “Miami Beach,” Zeferino said for lack of a better idea. “I was living with the Thorntons, but I cannot go back there, not now.”
 
   “I have the same problem. I was staying with Davina.”
 
   “May I make a suggestion, and I beg you, please do not take it the wrong way. I just don’t want to be alone. Let me get us a hotel room and if we feel like sleeping or lying down we will at least have a bed.”
 
   Jean could see that he was sincere, and he was a gentleman with a lot of pain in his heart.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Driver, the Fontainbleau please.”
 
   It was too late to go to a bar; they were all closed. Zeferino called room service and ordered vodka for Jean and scotch for him, a bottle each. They took the bottles outside onto the beach with two glasses and a bucket of ice. The beach was empty and quiet. Zeferino filled their glasses.
 
   “To the ones we loved,” he said, holding up his glass. “May they be in peace. And to life. May it still be good to us, for I fear the pain will never die.” He downed his entire glass. Jean quickly drank all of hers as well. 
 
   “That was nice, Zeferino, thank you.”
 
   “I truly hope that they are happy, wherever they are. It is I who must thank you. I do not think I can survive alone tonight.”
 
   They walked along the beach, feeling the caressing breezes and the cool sand under their bare feet. The moon was very big and bright. They walked mostly in silence, both of them crying.
 
   “I was so happy a few hours ago,” Jean sobbed. She sank down to the sand.
 
   “I understand,” Zeferino said, putting an arm around her.
 
   “No,” she shook her head. “You don’t…you can’t.”
 
   “Tell me then…please.”
 
   “There’s too much to tell. I’m pregnant. I was going to tell Rodrigo tonight after the concert.”
 
   She planned to tell everyone, to make an announcement tonight. She played with the thought of suicide but only briefly. She was carrying Rodrigo’s baby. She would not harm the baby. It was all she had left of him.
 
   Zeferino was a good listener. He listened long into the night and the morning as Jean opened her heart, telling him her story. When finally she was too spent to say more, the Miami sun started to form where ocean and sand met, and the two of them went back to their hotel room. They fell asleep in each other’s arms.
 
    
 
   Jean woke to the sounds of laughter from children playing in the hotel pool. It took her a few moments to get her bearings. Zeferino was still asleep beside her. She had a terrible headache. She splashed some water on her face and looked at the mirror in horror. She was bruised and pale, as if she had been in a fight. She hadn’t looked like this since the last time Simon Grady beat her up. You son-of-a-bitch, she said to the mirror, you’ve done it again, Simon, but this time you’ve gone too far. I’m going to find you, you bastard, if it’s the last thing I do.
 
   She dressed quickly and left. She walked three miles before stopping, and now she debated her next move. She saw a restaurant, Los Pollos, and went inside. That night she started working as a waitress. If she was careful, she could survive until the baby came. One thing was certain—she would not see, could not see Davina Walters.
 
    
 
   Zeferino thought his head would break. He had a monumental hangover and his eyes were puffy and heavy. He thought he would never have any tears again. He must have cried all night. He remembered how nice Jean had been and how understanding. But now she was gone, the only part of her left was the note she wrote to him. 
 
   Zeferino, thank you. I could not have made it without you last night. Thank you for being a friend and a gentleman.
 
   Your friend, Jean Conrad
 
   ♫
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   Alejandro inched himself into the raft. His lungs were on fire from the salt water and he was sure his throat was being torn from his body. He gasped and coughed up more water as it came burning through his nose and mouth. He was dizzy from the shock to his body. Manuel was unconscious.
 
   “Manuel,” he called, shaking him. How he ached! His arm was swollen and his muscles were aflame. He had torn the skin off his hand from holding onto the rope so tightly. But now they had to survive until they were rescued. But who would know? They had been on a secret mission. Had the pilots called in a mayday before going down? The life raft was supposed to carry emergency equipment. He found a couple of flares, a radio transmitter with a homing signal, a water jug, a small medical kit, and a sextant. Thank God, he thought. They had a chance of being found. He opened the medical kit, found what he needed and cleaned Manuel’s wound. The pilot was coming to.
 
   “It’s okay, Manuel. I am just patching you up a bit until we are rescued.”
 
   The sky was ominously dark, with threatening black clouds hovering. Waves threw the life raft around. Manuel was slouched on top of his life jacket. Alejandro had no life jacket. He had taken it off on the plane to get to the compartment where the raft was stored.
 
   Once he finished bandaging the flyer, Alejandro set up the homing device. There was nothing more to do. They would just have to wait until they were found. Alejandro worried about the weather. They must be somewhere between the Keys and Cuba, he figured, so their chances were pretty good. It shouldn’t be too difficult to locate them. It was only a short distance, maybe a hundred square miles at the most. And they had the homing beacon. Surely by morning they would be found. He thought of Davina. She would be just finishing the concert and going to the party.
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   CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
   Upon arrival at Miami International Airport, Jacques and Monique were greeted by Sergeant Ernesto Martinez, who quickly ushered them through customs and security. They immediately asked for news of Davina. 
 
   “She is still critical,” Martinez said, counting his blessings that his own wife had managed to get out of the stadium unharmed.
 
   “And Alejandro?” Jacques asked.
 
   “Nothing. He left the concert immediately before the performance because his embassy called him back. I’ve been in touch with the Spanish ambassador, which is a feat in itself. He and his wife were slightly injured last night at the concert. It was very difficult trying to locate him. I have a feeling, call it policeman’s instinct, that he’s holding back, like he knows exactly where Alejandro is but he isn’t telling.”
 
   “I see,” Jacques said, his mind already trying to figure out who he knew or what strings he could pull to find out more about Alejandro’s whereabouts. “Melina Walters, Davina’s mother, and her godmother Eleni Kerzi will be arriving tomorrow from Athens. Could you have someone meet them?”
 
   “We’ll meet them.”
 
   “What about Jean Conrad?” Jacques asked.
 
   “She wasn’t badly hurt. She was released last night. I offered her a police escort but she refused. She was pretty upset. She saw her fiancée get blown up. Obviously, she’s got to have police protection. But we don’t know where she is right now.”
 
    
 
   At the hospital, Martinez stopped in front of huge double doors. The man assigned to guard the room was not there. “Please wait here,” he told Jacques and Monique.
 
   Martinez returned a few moments later. “She’s been moved to a private suite on another floor.”
 
   “Does that mean she is better?” Monique quickly asked.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What are these lines of different colors on the floor?” Monique asked.
 
   “It’s like a map,” Martinez said. “The colors are codes. Each color represents a specific area. One of them is probably for maternity, another maybe radiology, Intensive Care, and so on. This hospital is huge. I’d get lost without them.”
 
   “I’m sure they are very helpful,” Monique said in English with a slight French accent. “The Americans will never cease to amaze me.”
 
   They took the elevator to the designated floor. The officer on guard at the door of the suite saluted. 
 
   “I have good news, Sergeant,” the guard said. “Davina is in stable condition now, sir.”
 
   “Miss Walters to you.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   This is probably the best watch he’s ever been on, Martinez thought. The other guys are probably jealous.
 
   “What wonderful news!” Monique said and kissed the guard on the cheek. “Thank you. You are a blessing as well.” The young officer blushed.
 
   “Just don’t let any of this go to your head, and keep up the good work,” Martinez said to the guard.
 
   “Yes, sir, Sergeant.”
 
   “I imagine he will never be the same or be able to live it down,” Martinez said. “The men will never let him. But he’s a good cop and that’s why I put him there.”
 
   They were immediately struck by what they beheld when they entered the room. Davina’s face was black and blue. Some of her hair had been cut, her head was bandaged and the side of her face was swollen. Jacques and Monique went to her sides. Davina opened her eyes briefly to acknowledge their presence.
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   CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
   Manuel and Alejandro were both soaked to the bone. The spray from the waves filled the raft just enough so that they were constantly sitting or lying in two or three inches of water. Alejandro was exhausted from bailing water, all the while trying to hold the raft steady. He took the two blankets and wrung them out but they were still wet. He covered Manuel and himself as best he could, hoping that the morning would be clear and warm and that the rescue teams would find them. He rechecked the homing device. The red light was still blinking but he hadn’t been able to raise anyone on the radio. It must be because of the lightning in the distance, he surmised. He thought of Davina and the Mediterranean cruise. He thought of how happy his younger brother was to be settling down with a wonderful girl. He remembered how he and Rodrigo had once chased so many women.
 
   Soon after dawn, the sun disappeared and it started to rain. They never had a chance to dry out. Alejandro worried about hypothermia. The rains did not let up for the next two days. Manuel was constantly nauseous, and when he wasn’t vomiting, he was dizzy from his head wound. Alejandro bailed endlessly. The swells that hit the dinghy were an average of fifteen feet high and they came in sets. He tried keeping the raft as even and balanced as possible. One wrong move and a wave could capsize them instantly. When the waves weren’t as strong, they ate one of the cans of food that had been provided with the other equipment on the raft. There was enough water and food for two more days.
 
   By the morning of the third day, their food and water had run out, but thankfully the sun broke through the puffy white clouds. Now they had a chance, Alejandro thought, their last chance.
 
   “Manuel, take your clothes off. We must dry out. I’ll try the radio again. I’m sure we will be found today.”
 
   The two men ached all over. They were rubbed raw from the salt water and the chafing against the raft. They both developed sores and cuts. The tremendous heat from the sun was like a furnace.
 
   Alejandro made a canopy of a blanket by attaching the ends to the life raft’s ropes and they huddled under it for the shade. They were miserably confined, sore and unbearably hot, but they managed to fall asleep. It was the first time since the crash that Alejandro was not bailing water or trying to keep the supplies and equipment from going overboard. But they woke up feeling worse than ever. Besides the sores that covered their bodies, they had cramps. Anything that touched them caused sharp pain. They were irritable, hungry and thirsty, but most of all they were worried. They had been adrift for four days and had no idea of their whereabouts.
 
   When they saw a tanker in the distance, they waved, whistled and shouted, but it was too far away. Alejandro tried the radio again and again but he still couldn’t raise anyone. 
 
   “We are doomed,” Manuel said. “No one will ever find us.”
 
   “Don’t give up! We can do it. We must.” But in the back of his mind Alejandro wondered how much longer Manuel would endure, or for that matter himself as well.
 
   They held out one more day. That afternoon the sun was grueling with no breeze to cool them. “It’s no use,” Manuel said. “We have no more supplies and the damn radio never worked. Only God knows that we are here.”
 
   Alejandro tried to calm him, but it was no use.
 
   “I’m leaving!” Manuel screamed, standing up.
 
   “And where do you think you’re going?”
 
   “To paradise,” he said emphatically.
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake, Manuel, stop it and sit down, please or we’ll capsize!”
 
   Manuel lunged at Alejandro. The co-pilot was delirious. As the two men struggled, they both screamed with the pain of their raw skin sores. Suddenly the raft capsized and they both went overboard. 
 
   Alejandro liked the cool soothing sensation enveloping his body. He tried to reach Manuel in the distance but he disappeared into the deep. He swam after him but it was no use. Then something dark and clammy covered him. He froze in fear. He thought it was giant manta ray, but it turned out to be a blanket that had fallen over. He looked for the other man but he was gone. Alejandro’s chest was burning. He found the surface and gasped for air. Never before had he come so close to drowning so many times. He swam to the raft and turned it over. He lifted himself painstakingly back in, moaning at the open sores and the throbbing in his swollen arm. He wrung the blanket out as best he could. All the other supplies were lost overboard, and now there were tiny pinholes in the bottom of the life raft. Water slowly seeped in through the holes. All Alejandro now had was a wet blanket and the will to live.
 
   He sat crouched in the raft for hours, bailing water. He winced in pain from the open sores on his body that were constantly being rubbed against the raft’s bottom, sides and seams. He continually thought of Davina. Did she know he was missing? Did she presume that he was busy with his assignment and didn’t have time to call her because of the nature of the mission? Or had the Embassy notified her? He had already concluded that no one received his radio messages or located the homing beacon. But he would survive. For Davina, for Rodrigo and for himself. He kept repeating this over and over.
 
   By dusk he was starting to hallucinate, seeing ships and Coast Guard boats, but none of them ever stopped. The people on these ships waved to him and smiled. They all smiled the same way and the Captain always urged them on. “Come on boys, he’s alright, let’s go rescue somebody else. Maybe we’ll come back in the morning.” They would pass him by and never return as promised. Alejandro was in agony and it was endless. Bailing water had become an excruciating task. Every movement sent fire searing through his body.
 
   Night fell once again. The sea was calm, the moon was out and the sky was clear and full of stars. How nice, he thought, now that the sky is clear, I don’t have the sextant. He covered himself as best he could, wincing in pain when the blanket rubbed against his open wounds, but he had to cover himself as the air was cold and the occasional spray from the waves hitting the raft made it bitter. He shivered most of the night and he wondered if he should just slip over and vanish like Manuel.
 
   He dreamed he was in his comfortable bed in their villa on Miami Beach. Davina was asleep next to him, her head in the nook of his neck, her deep amber-golden hair draped over his shoulder. Her perfume deliriously teased his senses and he wanted to lick her entire naked body. He watched her breasts move to the rhythm of her breathing, felt her breath on his skin. How he longed to touch her but he did not want to wake her. They had just finished making love. He slept. Then he felt Davina nudge his hand. She was trying to wake him. He smiled and opened his eyes, expecting to see her lovely face, but instead he awoke from his dream and landed in a nightmare. Davina was not the one who had nudged him. It was a shark. Hah, toro! Hah!
 
   He was surrounded by bits of garbage. Could he be near land? Or was this from a passing ship in the night. Alejandro caught sight of an orange peel and a pineapple core. He eyed them hungrily but the shark was still close, swimming back and forth among the garbage. 
 
   Here in the corrida, one meets danger face to face. It’s fun!
 
   If I don’t move, Alejandro thought, maybe the beast will go away. He hoped the big fish had already filled his belly because he did not want to be his next meal.
 
   One must calculate the danger correctly. Or become the conquered.
 
   The sea was calm and the food did not drift away, but he did not dare put his hands in the water to retrieve the bits of food. His eyes followed the shark. Hah, toro! Hah!
 
   Go away, he pleaded. I know you’ve eaten, otherwise you would have attacked me, so now leave …please!
 
   But then the shark turned and headed straight for the life raft.
 
   In this corrida, the odds are not in the favor of the man.
 
   Alejandro carefully stood up, not knowing what else to do. Hah, toro! Hah! What could he do if the shark attacked?
 
   The shark circled. Alejandro did not turn around to keep the creature in his sights for fear of overturning the raft.
 
   The shark swam out but turned again, heading for Alejandro. It turned away before touching the raft.
 
   A change of heart.
 
   Alejandro crossed himself. Thank you, Mister Shark, you have been very kind today. Thank you for not eating me for breakfast.
 
   Alejandro saluted. Buena Suerte, good luck.
 
   He slowly sat back down. The shark was gone. Maybe. Now he could eat. He paddled over to the food and picked up everything he could - a pineapple core, an orange peel, a lettuce leaf and a half rotten tomato. To his further joy, he found an empty beer bottle. Now he hoped for rain. He was badly dehydrated.
 
   He decided on the tomato as a first course. It took incredible discipline not to eat everything at once. Eat slowly, eat slowly, take your time, he told himself, trying to control his desire to devour the entire tomato in one gulp.
 
   His sores had become deep wounds, and layers of skin were beginning to peel off. Until the shark’s visit, he lowered himself into the water periodically to cool the rawness and numb the pain a little. More than once, he thought of staying in and not getting back into the raft. Crawling back into the raft was agonizing. Alejandro screamed in pain as more pieces of skin peeled off of his hands, legs and buttocks. He would try to cover himself with the blanket, but this only made it worse. The blanket felt like sandpaper. His body could no longer tolerate anything touching it. After the shark’s visit, Alejandro decided he would forgo his ritual of lowering himself into the water. Besides, he no longer knew which was worse: the pain of the fire that could be cooled briefly by the water or the pain of getting back inside the raft.
 
   That night it rained. He made a funnel from the piece of lettuce and held it over the beer bottle. He tried not to think of the rain that pierced his skin, like needles penetrating his body. After what seemed to Alejandro like hours of torture, the bottle filled with water and he ate half of the lettuce leaf. This was today’s nourishment. Tomorrow he would eat the other half of the lettuce leaf with one swallow of water. He would try his utmost not to pass those marks. Then the next day would be the orange peel and the day after, the pineapple core. If he was lucky, he might try to catch a fish, but he doubted that his hands would follow his commands. They hurt too much. The water in the bottle would last four days– two swallows per, he calculated. After that, survival would be impossible. He would be dead. But I at least tried, he thought, urging himself on with the pride and dignity of the Spanish hidalgo before passing out.
 
    
 
   ♫


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 37
 
    
 
   Monique stayed with Davina throughout the day. Jacques left for meetings with promoters, sponsors and lawyers. As he anticipated, the entire situation was an absolute mess, with lawsuits and insurance claims pouring in. The case was unique. Never before had any of them encountered such a catastrophe. Natural causes such as earthquakes and hurricanes were one thing, but explosions were something else. The meetings went on for hours. Meals were eaten during the meetings and the negotiations. Coffee was poured continuously. Midnight had long since past when they decided to reconvene in the morning. Jacques caught a taxi and returned to the hospital. Davina was sleeping. He was surprised to see Monique still awake.
 
   “Ma chérie, you are still up?”
 
   “I was waiting for you, my love. I’m really not sleepy.”
 
   “You are wonderful,” he said hugging her.
 
   Jacques held Davina’s hand and said a silent prayer. He turned to his wife, his eyes moist from the anguish and desperation in his heart. “What can I do?” he asked, exasperated.
 
   “Exactly what you are doing, hoping and praying, and time will help as well. But now you must rest.”
 
   Monique convinced him to sit on the empty bed and in moments, Jacques was asleep. She took off his shoes and loosened his belt. I’ve slept for an entire year, she thought. Now it’s my turn to help.
 
   Monique stayed at Davina’s bedside until almost nine a.m., when she leaned over Jacques and kissed him awake. He put his arms around her.
 
   “Bonjour, chérie,” he said opening his eyes.
 
   “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”
 
   “Oh yes, and I had the most wonderful dream…”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “It was the day of our wedding. We were all together, you and I, and Davina and Alejandro… How is she?”
 
   “Same. Look, your breakfast is right here,” she said, bringing him the tray. “You have enough time to get ready for your meeting and eat and kiss me goodbye.” 
 
   “But where did you sleep?”
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m just fine. Now get up or you’ll be late.”
 
    
 
   Melina and Eleni arrived that afternoon. They came straight from the airport to the hospital. Davina’s condition remained stable. She was conscious and aware of all those around her but she was not talkative. 
 
   The older women were immensely happy to see Monique, but there was little else to cheer them.
 
   “Alejandro could surely help her now,” Melina said. “Where can he be?”
 
   “We don’t know,” Monique said. “Nobody knows.” 
 
    
 
   Sergeant Martinez looked grim as he left the Spanish embassy. Now he knew. And he would tell them, no matter that the Spanish Ambassador made him promise not to tell anyone. His sense of decency would not let him keep this secret. He would tell them, damn it.
 
   He told them at the hospital, in Davina’s room. On the night of the concert, Alejandro was called on an emergency back to La Havana. He left on a chartered plane. Halfway to Cuba, contact with the plane was lost. It crashed at sea for reasons unknown. There were no survivors.
 
   “But how can you be sure there were no survivors?” Jacques asked.
 
   “At one time they thought they heard a radio message or a homing beacon but they lost that too. Even if anyone had survived, there was a storm that night. They never would have made it through that.”
 
   “Were rescue parties sent out?” Melina asked. 
 
   “Quite a few vessels were sent out, and they did find some parts of the plane. The rest was submerged. There were only three men on the plane, two pilots and Alejandro. The Embassy is quite positive none of them survived.”
 
   “They are mistaken,” Davina said quietly, surprising everyone because she had hardly said a word all day. “Alejandro is not dead. I would have known.”
 
   Martinez stammered an apology.
 
   “He is still alive,” Davina insisted. “I know it. I can feel it.” She spoke calmly. “He has to be found. He is not dead!”
 
   “Please my love, don’t exert yourself,” Melina said to her daughter. “You must remain calm.”
 
   “I am calm, Mother.” Things were beginning to fall into place for Davina. She remembered seeing Alejandro at the concert when he wasn’t actually there. “Please,” she said to all of them, to anyone listening, “please do everything you can to find him.”
 
   But what could they do? And who were they to doubt the Spanish Embassy which had sent out search parties?
 
   The following day, Davina was released from the hospital. She went to her villa, where B. A. and other FBI agents and Miami police were. As it was, each of them, she and her mother and godmother, Monique and Jacques, were shadowed by an ever-present guard. B.A. and Martinez insisted it was necessary.
 
   “Where is Jean?” Davina wanted to know.
 
   “I…don’t know,” Jacques answered honestly. “I haven’t seen her since we arrived.”
 
   Davina looked at his eyes and saw that Jacques was telling the truth. He really did not know. She looked from B.A. to Martinez.
 
   “Is Jean alright?”
 
   “She’s okay,” Martinez said. “She’s working as a waitress at a restaurant in Miami Beach. We’re keeping an eye on her."
 
   Davina was confused. “Wait a minute… what are you saying? Where’s Rodrigo?”
 
   B. A. put a hand on her shoulder. “Sit down, monkey.” 
 
   “You must know that nothing is very good, Davina darling,” Melina said. “Why put yourself through all this?” 
 
   “Someone please tell me what is going on.”
 
   “Davina,” Martinez said, “we’ve got everything we have out there looking for Grady. In fact, there may be too many people looking for Grady.”
 
   “There can’t be too many people be looking for that salaud,” Jacques snapped.
 
   “I’m talking about vigilantes, people like Johnny Thornton and Zeferino da Cunha. They want revenge.”
 
   At the mention of her childhood friend, Davina lost her patience. “What does Zeferino da Cunha have to do with this?” she demanded.
 
   “His fiancée, Gina Thornton, died in the explosion at the concert,” Martinez said slowly. “You know da Cunha?”
 
   “Yes. Oh, my God, he must be devastated.
 
   “Sit down, Davina,” B.A. said again. “Please.”
 
   Davina sat down.
 
   “I’m going to cook a big pastichio,” Melina said, but she didn’t get up from her chair.
 
   “Please continue,” Davina said to B. A. “Who is Johnny Thornton?”
 
   “Gina Thornton’s brother. He was part of the light crew at the Orange Bowl.”
 
   “Will somebody please tell me what happened to Jean? Where is Rodrigo?”
 
   “Jean wasn’t hurt, “B. A. said. “Rodrigo was killed in the explosion. He didn’t have a chance. He died instantly. In front of Jean.”
 
   Davina sat very straight in her chair. “I’m responsible for this…”
 
   “Don’t do this, little one,” Eleni warned her.
 
   “It was my decision to go ahead with the concert.”
 
   “If anyone’s to blame, I am the one,” Jacques said. “As your manager, I should have been present and insisted the concert be postponed or cancelled until the matter with Grady was over.”
 
   “Now, listen, we can all play that game,” Martinez said. “We can say that security, or better said, the lack of security, is to blame. Listen, Simon Grady is a psychopath. This is not a reasonable human being.”
 
   Melina stood up, wringing her hands. “Stop this! Stop this! This is ridiculous. None of you are to blame. The one to blame is Simon Grady. He must be found so he cannot do this again.” She threw up her hands. “I’m going to make pastichio.”
 
   “I’ll help you,” Eleni said, rising to follow her. 
 
   Monique, fearing the worst for her friend, put an arm around Davina’s shoulder. “Wouldn’t you like to lie down, chérie?” 
 
   Davina did not want to lie down, but she was too overwhelmed to think straight. It was as if a fog enveloped her, a haze she could not escape. She let Monique lead her into her bedroom. But she could not sleep. When she looked out the glass door of the balcony, she saw Alejandro. 
 
   He spoke to her from the balcony. “Davina, amor mio, yes, it is I.”
 
   “Alejandro? Where are you, my love?”
 
   But he went away without answering. Davina ran outside to the swimming pool and looked up at the empty balcony off her bedroom. Eleni and Sergeant Martinez were sitting at a table by the pool. Alejandro was not there. No one else was around. 
 
   Davina suddenly felt weak. She slumped into a poolside chair.
 
   Martinez and Eleni, who had watched her from where they sat, stood up to go to her side. “I’ll handle this, Sergeant,” Eleni said. “And thank you again. You’ve been very helpful.”
 
   Martinez wondered at how easily Eleni had gotten information out of him that he had not planned to divulge. Nothing major, but still. This case was really getting to him. Martinez was at turns enraged and frustrated to the point of almost giving up. But he was not one to give up. He could not help but feel responsible in part for the Orange Bowl fiasco, for Grady escaping again. They would catch him, sooner or later. Hopefully, sooner.
 
   Martinez left Eleni and Davina at the pool. He had work to do. He had to catch a psychopath. He worried that if he didn’t Zeferino da Cunha and Johnny Thornton might die trying to catch him.
 
   “What is it, little one?” Eleni asked her godchild.
 
   “He was just here, Eleni.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Alejandro. I know what you think, but it’s true. Alejandro was here. I saw him.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “In my balcony.” Davina began to cry. She buried her face in Eleni’s soft ample shoulder. “Eleni, please, please, you’ve got to help him. He’s not dead, I know he’s not dead.”
 
   Davina sobbed and sobbed. Just like a baby, Eleni thought. It will be alright, she told Davina, holding her as she had held her when she was a little girl, when what made a little girl cry seemed insurmountable—being thrown off a horse, a pet kitten that stayed away for a day. The future was so far away then. But it was different now. It was more difficult to promise Davina that soon everything would be better. The kitten did come back, and the horse learned discipline but what of Alejandro? Eleni was not convinced that it had been Alejandro that Davina saw, but she also knew that it could have been more than just a dream and she was determined to do whatever she could. “We will find him, little one,” she cooed, already thinking of how to find Alejandro, dead or alive. Stefanos would surely have some connections.  
 
   Melina carried a plate of ground meat and pasta she prepared to the table at the poolside. “Pastichio,” she declared, hoping it would tempt Davina. It was once her favorite meal.
 
   “Oh, mother, what a nice surprise,” Davina said, wiping the tears. “I have the absolute best mother in the whole wide world.”
 
   “And I have the best little girl in the whole wide world.” She hugged her daughter. “But now I suggest we eat. You have lost weight, you know.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I can’t lose too much weight and anyway it’s such fun putting it back on.” 
 
   Her laughter gave them a renewed sense of hope that her good humor would continue. What they didn’t know was how she would react once she understood that Alejandro had died, much to her insistence to the contrary.
 
   “Mother, forgive me, I just can’t right now, but I will. Later.”
 
   “Are you feeling alright?” Melina asked.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine, but…”
 
   “Yes? What is it, my darling?”
 
   “It’s just that I know that Alejandro is alive.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just have a feeling.”
 
   Melina studied her daughter. Should she tell her to give up, to accept Alejandro’s death or should she let her keep on believing that he was still alive? “What kind of feeling?” She asked.
 
   “I’m not sure. I just know he is alive but I don’t know where to start looking. Oh, Manoula and Eleni, I need your help.” 
 
   “Of course, my darling,” her mother said in despair. Melina knew Davina was very good at helping others with their pain and problems, but when it came to her own self, she worried. Even when her father died, she had been strong for both of them. She understood that this would have been her father’s wish, and she had been strong, guiding Melina through her worst mourning. But would her little Davina in turn be strong for herself? Or would she let go? “Maybe you should get some sleep now.”
 
   Eleni agreed. “Get some rest, and while you do that, we will make some phone calls. Okay?”
 
   Davina returned to her room. She was alone. Alejandro did not appear again, and she finally fell asleep.
 
    
 
   “What if she’s right, Melina?” Eleni asked. “What if Alejandro is alive?”
 
   It was the only hope, as remote as it seemed, but it was still hope. Eleni and Melina spent the evening on telephones, with the Coast Guards of the U.S., Cuba, the Bahamas, even Bermuda. They were on the phone with Stefanos, Penelope and their aides for hours. Koulouris Enterprises put out an all points bulletin to all its ships in the Atlantic and extended the bulletin to every maritime line and navy in those waters. All vessels, from the smallest pleasure boat to the largest container ship in the area would pick it up on their radios. Stefanos and Melina tried to get the heads of state and the admirals of surrounding countries they knew or at least were acquainted with—in Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Bermuda, the Bahamas, and the United States. Everyone they spoke to at least listened, some with more compassion than others. But almost none of them had any hope. 
 
   It was after midnight when Eleni and Melina put down the telephone receivers for the last time. They were both exhausted and emotionally drained from the hours of questioning and pleading, and of being told, again and again that it had been six days since Alejandro’s plane went down and that the odds of him being alive were not good, not at all good. 
 
    
 
   Eleni was up before the others that morning. She wore a muumuu with an African pattern of dancing zebras splashed over a sea of browns and greens. She wrapped her hair in a kerchief, tied at the back. Sunglasses in hand, she told the policeman who seemed to be in charge of the guards at the villa that she would be leaving to do some errands and she was not about to be seen with a man in uniform following her around. The policeman said he would be glad to supply her with a guard in civilian clothes. So it was that a young man in a suit and tie accompanied Eleni to Los Pollos (The Chickens), where Sergeant Martinez said Jean worked.
 
   Eleni’s handsome young police escort convinced her to let him drive. Why should they take two cars? She graciously agreed. She did not mention that she in fact could not drive. She had never driven a car in her life. She never had a need to. In Europe, Melina or William drove when they were together and required an automobile. Or her lovers drove. And when she became successful in her career, there were enough chauffeurs.
 
   Los Pollos was not among the more fashionable eateries in Miami Beach. It was near the boardwalk, next to one of those souvenir shops that cater to tourists everywhere. Inside Los Pollos, Eleni was greeted with the smells of Cuba—cumin and roasted coffee beans, onions frying and chorizo. The sounds of salsa and merengue filled the place.
 
   Eleni sat in a back booth. The officer sat at the bar. Eleni kept her sunglasses on. Jean, wearing an apron, came to her table. Eleni peeked up at her from over the menu. 
 
   Jean looked tired, very tired.
 
   “How are you, Jean?”
 
    
 
   ♫
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 38
 
    
 
   Melina woke Davina with a glass of orange juice. “I’m going to bring you something to eat, and I don’t want to hear any complaints. You must eat or you will stay weak, and that is not like you.”
 
   “Alright, Mother, whatever you say.”
 
   “So, what would you like?”
 
   “How about some of that pastichio.”
 
   “For breakfast?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Yes, of course why not. Not wanting to give Davina a chance to change her mind, Melina hurried to the kitchen and heated up a portion of the ground meat, cheese and pasta. She placed it before her daughter on a tray. “Now promise me that you will eat every little bite.”
 
   “All of this?”
 
   “All of it.”
 
   “But, Mother, this is enough for an entire army!” 
 
   “I know you can eat all of it. You used to eat more than that when you were just a child.”
 
   “Those were wonderful years, weren’t they, Mommy?”
 
   “The best, my darling, the best. Now eat.”
 
    
 
   Melina’s pastichio was also the dinner that evening, enjoyed by Jacques and Monique, and Eleni and Melina, and even Davina enjoyed another piece. Davina’s appetite was coming back. She had more life in her voice. They felt a renewed sense of hope for her. Not wanting to dampen that in any way, they stayed clear of any talk of Alejandro. Life must go on. Eleni was confident that the visitor she expected that night would only help matters. 
 
   They were all still seated around the table at the patio when that visitor arrived. Only Eleni was not surprised.
 
   Jean was as beautiful as ever, clad in jeans and a loose blouse.
 
   “Jean!” Melina exclaimed. “My dear, how are you?”
 
   “Very well, thank you, Melina,” she said quietly
 
   Davina was happy to see her. “Jean, where have you been?”
 
   Jean slowly turned to Davina but she would not meet her eyes. “How are you?” She made no attempt to move. Her tone of voice made it sound as if as if her presence here was a burden she really did not want after all.
 
   Davina’s elation turned to confusion. 
 
   Jacques stood up. “Hello Jean,” he said. “May I introduce you to my wife Monique.”
 
   “How do you do,” Jean said.
 
   Monique wondered if this was the same Jean Conrad she had heard so many wonderful things about. Why was this woman so uncomfortable here among friends? She seemed almost morose.
 
   “Eleni convinced me to come,” Jean said almost in a monotone. “But it was a mistake. It’s not safe.”
 
   “You cannot hide forever in a hole,” Eleni said, trying to reason with her as she had that morning at Los Pollos.
 
   Jean shook her head and studied her shoes. “It’s not safe, Eleni. I’m putting you all in danger, my being here.”
 
   “Listen, Jean,” Jacques tried, “we have to get this all behind us.”
 
   Jean looked up abruptly and stared at Jacques. Her eyes seemed to penetrate him. “Easy for you to say, Jacques,” she snapped. “The only man I ever loved is dead. How do I put that behind me, I’d like to know.”
 
   “Children, children, it is over,” Melina said, her voice rising. “Whatever happened happened.”
 
   “It wouldn’t have happened if there hadn’t been a concert,” Jean said quietly, tears now on her face.
 
   “If you’re trying to tell me it was my fault, Jean, you’re right,” Davina said quietly. “I should have listened to you and to Jacques and cancelled the concert.”
 
   “That is nonsense!” Jacques said. 
 
   “I have to go,” Jean said and began to walk across the patio.
 
   “Just a minute!” Jacques said, catching up with her and grabbing her arm. “What is wrong with you? What are you trying to do to Davina?”
 
   “To Davina? Don’t make me laugh, Jacques. Let me go,” she said, pulling her arm free.
 
   “No!” Jacques hollered and grabbed her arm again. “Maybe you have nothing to say, but I do.”
 
   “Jacques, please let her go,” Davina said.
 
   He ignored her. “I didn’t hear you blame yourself for any of this, Jean. And we all know that if Davina hadn’t rescued you from Simon Grady at the airport, you would have been dead by now. If she hadn’t, none of this would have happened! Would it?”
 
   Jean tried to get away but Jacques held both her arms firmly.
 
   “Davina’s first mistake was to help you at the airport. Her second was trusting you!”
 
   “Jacques, stop it!” Davina yelled.
 
   “Jean,” he said looking at her straight in the eyes, “I hope none of us ever sees you again.” He let go of her arms.
 
   Jean, sobbing, rushed to the gate.
 
   Davina called after her. “Jean, please! Don’t go!”
 
   Jean didn’t turn back. She ran out of the villa grounds and didn’t stop until she reached the security gates.  “Goodbye, my great friend,” Jean whispered. “I shall never forget you and your heart of gold.” Her chest and her throat tightened. She would have to forget all those wonderful people. She knew the road ahead would be difficult and lonely. She would have to work much harder and save up so that she wouldn’t have too many financial problems once the baby started to show. 
 
    
 
   Raindrops began to drip down the large glass balcony doors off Davina’s bedroom. She wiped the glass with her sleeve. It was raining inside. But no, it was not raining. The only water that was falling was from her eyes. “They have done everything possible to find you, Alejandro,” Davina said. “Even if you had survived the crash, you couldn’t live without food and water. Maybe it would have been better if I had died as well, mi amor, we’d be together now.” 
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   CHAPTER 39
 
    
 
   If only they could suspend the poor bugger in mid-air, Captain Christian Nelson thought staring at the man. He could almost cry, something his crew would never expect from him. The big rugged Bahamian was known for his strictness and perfectionism and he expected nothing less from his men. Standing six-feet-five and weighing close to three hundred pounds, the man was an impressive figure and many feared him. But the Captain could have cried as he watched his crew move the man in the rescue launch. No human being should have to endure what this man had been through. The Captain shuddered at the idea of his pain. Like being burned alive but without the hope of dying, just slow excruciating torture.
 
   “Doctor, will he make it?”
 
   “Fortunately or unfortunately, yes, Captain. In his place I would not want to. We have to get him to Miami, to the burn center there.”
 
   “I will alert Nassau. We should be there in two hours. Have you been able to find out who he is yet?”
 
   “No, but I think he is Spanish or South American. He mumbled something. The only words that were clear to me were “Davina, Davina.” That was the only thing I could distinguish. Does that make any sense to you?”
 
   “Davina?” the Captain repeated. “No. Well, I’ll be on the bridge should you need anything, or if our friend tells you anything else,” he said turning to the door. “Wait. That singer, Davina, Davina Walters. That’s the only Davina I know of.”
 
   The Captain had seen footage on the news of the Orange Bowl explosion the week before. And now he remembered an all-points bulletin via ship’s radio about a downed plane and the Spanish diplomat Alejandro Del Valle. Could it be? But what was he doing in the middle of the ocean adrift?
 
   Captain Nelson went to the bridge. He radioed Miami Police. He was put through to Sergeant Ernesto Martinez.
 
   Martinez almost choked on his Cuban coffee. “Captain, would you please repeat that,” he said rising out of his seat.
 
   “We have a man on board we rescued from a raft. I believe he is Mister del Valle, Davina Walters’ fiancé.”
 
   “Are you sure it’s him?”
 
   “Perhaps. He is not in good shape. Our doctor on board says he must get to your burn center immediately. We will be in Nassau in two hours and he should be in flight in less than three. It is quite beyond me how this man survived. Judging from his beard growth, he must have been at sea about seven or eight days.”
 
   “Captain Nelson, I commend you.”
 
   The Bahamian was pleased. “I thank you, Sergeant.”
 
   Martinez immediately called the Spanish Ambassador. 
 
   “Buenos dias, Sargento, how are you?”
 
   “I’m fine sir, how are you and your lovely wife?”
 
   “Most bruises have healed.” The Ambassador and his wife had been at the concert and both of them had been trampled by spectators.
 
   “I’m very glad to hear that, sir,” Martinez said and then he got to the point. “I am calling about Alejandro del Valle.”
 
   “I see,” the Ambassador said, although he didn’t, and he wondered what the detective really wanted. He knew too much already. “What about him, Sergeant?”
 
   “He was found about an hour ago by a Bahamian coast guard. He’s being flown to Miami Burn Center as soon as they reach Nassau, which will be in approximately two hours. I am told he’s in bad shape.”
 
   “I see. When you say bad shape, do you mean mentally or physically?”
 
   “Physically for sure, mentally I don’t know.”
 
   “I see. Will you be meeting the plane?”
 
   “Yes. It’s landing at Opa Locka.”
 
   “Sergeant, this matter is of the utmost secrecy.”
 
   “Is it alright for me to inform his family?”
 
   “No. No, no, definitely not. Nobody can know. We must wait and learn more about his condition and what exactly happened that night on the plane.”
 
   “Very well.” 
 
   Martinez knew that it was appropriate, professionally at least, to respect the ambassador’s wish for secrecy. But he was not entirely comfortable with it. If Davina knew about Alejandro, it could only help her. She would recuperate faster. He dwelled on his thoughts for a while and then picked up the phone. He called Jacques Laffitte.
 
   “Jacques, this is Ernesto. Can you meet me in a couple of hours at the Opa Locka airport? Six o’clock? I can’t tell you why.”
 
   “Alright. I’ll just call Monique and let her know that I’ll be late.”
 
   “Don’t tell Monique where you’re going.”
 
   “Is this pertaining to Simon Grady?”
 
   “Not exactly. I’m sorry but I can’t discuss this right now over the telephone.”
 
   “I will meet you at six then.”
 
   “I’ll have one of my men pick you up half an hour before.”
 
   “I shall be waiting.”
 
    
 
   Jacques and the plainclothes police officer drove to the airport north of Miami in an unmarked police car. Jacques had an odd feeling, but he couldn’t place it. His stomach was in knots and he couldn’t comprehend why he was so uneasy. They drove through security and parked alongside Martinez’s car.
 
   “Ernesto, what is going on?” Jacques asked as they shook hands. An ambulance came through the gates and turned toward the airfield. “Are we waiting for someone?”
 
   “Yes, Jacques, as a matter of fact, we are.”
 
   “Who? Why all this secrecy?”
 
   “There is a plane due in from Nassau at six. They are transporting a man. No one is supposed to know.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”
 
   “Even you, Jacques, are not supposed to know.”
 
   The Frenchman looked blankly at the policeman. 
 
   “I am under strict orders, but the case is exceptional so I decided to let you know. I’ve got to let someone know! Maybe you can be of some help, but please, you must not mention to anyone what we’re doing here. I am going against the rules.”
 
   “I understand. No, no I don’t understand. Who are we expecting in that plane from Nassau?”
 
   “They rescued him a few hours ago.”
 
   “Alejandro…” Jacques whispered.
 
   Martinez nodded. “A Bahamian boat found him, and he is pretty sure that it is Alejandro.”
 
   “But not certain.”
 
   “Certain enough. Jacques, he’s in pretty bad shape. The captain seemed to think that Alejandro’s survival was a miracle in itself.” 
 
   They watched the plane land. Jacques could feel his heart pounding. He climbed the portable stairs behind Martinez, but he was not prepared for what he saw. He cringed at the sight of the man being loosened from the safety straps. A light sheet covered him but did not touch his naked body. His wounds were bleeding from open sores where his skin and flesh had peeled off. Intravenous bottles hung from oddly shaped hooks above his frail frame. Jacques had to look twice to make sure it was Alejandro. The once handsome face reminded him of a skull in a bad horror movie. He had lost an enormous amount of weight and he was in a great deal of pain. The slightest touch made him scream. Jacques’ eyes filled with tears.
 
   Martinez put a hand on Jacques’ shoulder. “You’ve got to be strong, for both of you. It will be a long road to his recovery.”
 
   Jacques nodded. He could not speak. He was thankful that Alejandro was alive but at what cost? He accompanied Alejandro in the ambulance to the hospital. The Frenchman caressed the top of Alejandro’s head, all the while murmuring words of hope and praying that his friend would be able to return to a normal life.
 
   Martinez met them at the burn center. “Take it easy,” he told Jacques.
 
   “I keep wondering if he wouldn’t be better off if Davina was made aware.”
 
   “I know. I’ve thought of that too. But we can’t, Jacques. We can’t say anything until we get an okay from the Spanish embassy. An envoy is on his way. I’ll ask him as soon as he arrives.” 
 
   Jacques nodded. He would wait, despite his growing depression. His patience had worn thin. Time was a healer, everyone said, and as with Monique and Davina, Jacques now had to deal with yet another wait, this one for Alejandro.
 
   The envoy from the Spanish Embassy, when he arrived, was adamant that no one know about Alejandro’s rescue or his whereabouts, not even the fact of his existence. Even the hospital staff could not know. 
 
   “Apparently, Alejandro was on a delicate mission,” Martinez tried to explain to Jacques, although he himself did not understand the need for such secrecy. “It’s a direct order from the Spanish Ambassador. Alejandro has been registered incognito.”
 
   “But what happens when he wakes up? Surely Alejandro will want to see Davina and possibly myself as well. What do we do then?”
 
   “Davina doesn’t know and you don’t know anything either. For now we leave it at that. You may not speak to the doctor. If you have any questions, I’ll be more than happy to ask them for you.”
 
   Martinez could see that Jacques was irritated. “Please, my friend, I know this is difficult for you but he is a Spanish subject and we must abide by Spain’s wishes.”
 
   “What do they know about a man’s feelings? About his personal life? Why don’t they just leave him alone! He’s been through hell! And if I know Alejandro, the best thing for him now is to call Davina and tell the poor woman that her fiancé is alive and he needs her!”
 
   “I’m sure you’re right, but let’s at least see what happens when he comes around. I spoke to the doctor. Alejandro is under heavy sedation. They’ll be removing the dead skin and treating his wounds. It’ll take several hours and then they’ll give him antibiotics, painkillers and something to make him sleep. He probably won’t wake up until tomorrow. So the doctor suggests we go home. I told him about you and he swore not to tell anyone from the embassy. If you want to call in, ask for the condition of Alejandro Garcia.”
 
   “Garcia?”
 
   “Yes. Garcia. Very common name. But we keep his first name in case he wakes up.
 
   Jacques mouthed Martinez’s last words …In case he wakes up.
 
    
 
   Monique greeted her husband with an affectionate kiss. She saw immediately that he was troubled, but she made no mention of this. She knew he would tell her what it was in due time.  “Bonsoir, chéri, how did it go today?”
 
   “More or less the usual,” Jacques said, hating his lie. “Where is Davina?”
 
   “She turned in early. She said she had a headache. I didn’t quite believe her. I think she just wants to be alone.”
 
   “That’s not like her. She hates being alone. She always wants people around her.”
 
   “Yes, chérie, but that is the way Davina is now. I think maybe this entire ordeal has become quite a mountain and she can’t seem to reach the peak. Maybe we should move out for a while and leave her alone. Maybe that would do her some good.”
 
   “You really think so? I thought the best medicine for her was company and friends, and the two of you are so close. Why do you think it would be better?”
 
   “I’m not exactly sure. I have this feeling that maybe we are a burden, maybe she wants to do things and she can’t because we are present, maybe she just wants to scream and shout and let her pain out and she doesn’t because we’re here. She wouldn’t want to upset us or her mother or Eleni.”
 
   “Monique, do you think that if Alejandro were alive, Davina would come out of this?”
 
   “Oh, yes, of course.” Is this what troubles him now? Monique wondered. But of course Jacques knows what Alejandro means to Davina. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I was just wondering what we could do, I guess. Anyway. How is Melina? And Eleni?”
 
   “Jacques, are you alright? I know you are tired, but I fear it is more than fatigue. What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing, chérie, I’m just tired.” He knew she was bound to see through him. “Would you make me a quick snack? I just realized that I’m a little hungry.”
 
   “Of course, I’ll go make something right away.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said, reaching for the telephone. He dialed Martinez. “Ernesto, I have a problem.”
 
   “Is Davina alright?”
 
   “Yes, I think so. I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to her. Everyone is fine. Except me.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “I don’t think I can keep this secret from Monique. She knows me too well. She’s too perceptive. One way or another, she is bound to find out.”
 
   “I was afraid of this.”
 
   “I’m sorry but I just do not know what to do. Ernesto, I must tell her. In the long run, it might be better for all, especially Davina and Alejandro.”
 
   “Alright, Jacques, I know wives are intuitive. Let Monique know, but no one else. No one, not Melina or Eleni and not Davina. Do I have your word on it?” 
 
   “You have my word, and Monique’s as well. I guarantee it.”
 
   “Good, because as far as I’m concerned, I never told you or anyone else.”
 
   “I understand,” Jacques said. “Good night Ernesto.”
 
   “Good night, amigo. Get some rest.”
 
   When Monique walked back into the room with a sandwich for her husband, he seemed somehow different. It was too subtle for Monique to discern more. “Jacques, what have you done?” 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “When I left a few minutes ago, you looked depressed, and now you don’t. Very strange.”
 
   Jacques laughed. “I do feel better, and I was depressed.”
 
   “Yes? So, what’s her name, the sexy Swedish blonde you were just talking to on the telephone?” 
 
   “Would you believe Ernesto Martinez? Not very Swedish. Or sexy.”
 
   “Okay, enough joking. Now tell me what is going on.”
 
   “I will tell you, but you must promise me, no one must know about this or Martinez will be in grave trouble.”
 
   “I promise. Tell me!”
 
   He told her. 
 
   “I wish I could tell Davina,” he whispered letting his head fall forward. “He will need skin grafts. Oh, God, Monique, I’ve never heard a grown man scream like that. It was as if he was being tortured.” 
 
   Monique bit her lip. I must be strong, she thought, for Jacques and for Alejandro, and Davina as well. It’s my turn, they need me, and they’ve all been through too much.
 
    
 
   Upon his arrival at the office in the morning, Jacques placed a call to the Burn Center to inquire about Mister Garcia. There was little change, the doctor said. Alejandro was sleeping.
 
   “He is sedated,” the doctor said. “I’m sorry that I have no further news.”
 
   “I see, thank you. May I come by later?”
 
   “Yes, relatives and close friends are always welcome. As a matter of fact, you can play an important role in the healing process.”
 
   “Anything we can do, and gladly. Thank you, Doctor.”
 
   Jacques next called Sergeant Martinez to say that he had told Monique, as he said he would. He also mentioned that he had just spoken to a physician at the Burn Center. “The doctor strongly recommends that friends and relatives come visit. He says this is part of the therapy, of the healing. It’s very important.”
 
   “Okay, Jacques, but remember, this is still confidential until we get the word.”
 
   “I understand. You can rest assured that we will not say anything to anyone.”
 
   But it made Martinez nervous. Who would be next? 
 
   ♫
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BRAZIL
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 40
 
    
 
   Zeferino da Cunha went back home, that is, back to Brazil, although he did not plan to be away for long. As his plane descended over Rio de Janeiro and the Cristo standing vigilant above the city of light and darkness, he began to cry. His future bride should have been on this flight, sitting right next to him, holding his hand. Instead, he would meet his father alone.
 
   Senhor da Cunha spotted his son at Galeao Airport before Zeferino saw his father. He saw the pain in his son’s face and he saw in his eyes the reason for this visit. On the telephone with his father, Zeferino had been enraged as he explained his terrible loss, the love of his life, as if life itself, his own life, had been taken from him. The irony did not escape Carlos da Cunha, for now both father and son had lost their love, although by different twists of fate, one by a crazed killer, the other by disease.
 
   He knew his son’s agony because he went through the same agony with his wife. She was beautiful with a wonderful heart, but she became very ill, and she suffered terribly. Carlos took her to many doctors. He flew her to specialists in Paris, Switzerland, and the United States. No one could help. Carlos watched her die, slowly and painfully. He had a small boy he didn’t know how to care for and a flourishing business that was practically bankrupt because he had spent a fortune trying to save his wife, the woman he loved more than anyone and anything in the world. 
 
   When she died, Zeferino and his father had somehow drifted apart. But he needed his father now. When he saw his father at the airport gate, Zeferino longed to fall into his arms. 
 
   Carlos indeed knew his son needed him now, he could feel it from their long embrace and Zeferino’s tears, tears he was helpless to control.
 
   “I’m sorry, Pai.”
 
   “Why are you sorry? Are you afraid that your tears mean you are less of a man? Your tears show that you have heart, but unfortunately, a broken heart.”
 
   They sat together nursing steaming espressos as they awaited their flight to Brasilia. Carlos saw it again in his son’s eyes, the reason he had come back to Brazil.  
 
   “Believe me when I tell you, Zeferino, that I know what you are going through. I have been there myself.”
 
   “Yes, with mother.”
 
   “You know, I stayed with her until the very last moment, and when she died, I lost all hope. There was no joy anymore, no sense in pushing myself to make the business thrive again, no one to live for, no one to be happy or to grow old with. The only good thing I had done in that time was to find a nanny to take care of you. You as well had become a burden I didn’t want to face. I felt that I had failed you as well because I wasn’t able to save your mother. I drank. What little money I had left ran dry.”
 
   Zeferino had not heard this story before. His father had never told him how terribly he had suffered. How deeply he must have loved her, and how painful it must have been for him, a young man trying his hardest for his family. Zeferino listened attentively with growing admiration for the man he had always respected but never thought he deeply loved. But he realized now how much he loved him. He had been afraid of showing it, and now his father was finally opening up to him and proving how much he in turn had always loved his son.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I went to a man I grew up with. He told me off, set me straight.”
 
   “Who was this man?”
 
   “A man who made his fortune in peculiar ways.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “Let’s just say that his business wasn’t very common.”
 
   “You mean he was a criminal?”
 
   “Let me explain. Let us call him Mario. Mario and I grew up together in the slums of Rio. We had nothing. No money, no house, no parents. All we had was a big steel overturned dumpster of a box we called home. In the summer it was hotter than hell and we slept outside. It provided a roof when it rained, and thankfully the winters were not too bad. We were always hungry, but also cunning and intelligent, even as children.”
 
   “Where did you meet this Mario?”
 
   “I found him on the side of a dirt road, half dead, or so I thought at the time. I didn’t want to bother with him, having my own problems and all. But I couldn’t just leave him there, so I carried him to the box. I was about ten years old. He had been abandoned. His parents had too many children to feed. He was starving so I gave him some food and cared for him and in a few days, he came to. All the poor kid needed was some nourishment. After that we became brothers and looked out for each other.”
 
   “Where did you get food?”
 
   “Ah, that is where it all started!”
 
   Carlos da Cunha, a millionaire many times over, a man who gave generously, even lavishly to charities, stole the food. There was no other way. He had to steal to survive. He had no money and no one wanted to hire a ten-year-old. Besides, children were supposed to be in school. 
 
   He and his new friend Mario were not the least interested in school, and why should they be? They were free. No one told them what to do. They were on a permanent vacation. They could do anything they wanted. They learned a lot in the streets as they lived their lives of leisure and misery. They learned all the dirty tricks, how to steal without being caught. They worked their trade of thievery at night, stealing from prominent people. The poor had nothing to offer anyway.
 
   “We became very hardened,” Carlos said, glad of his son’s interest in learning about this part of his own father, a past that might have remained hidden forever. “One night we raided an Admiral’s house. We were older, much older now, but not so smart that night. The Admiral happened to be there. He caught us. But he gave us a choice. Turn us in to the police or draft us into his Navy. That was the best thing that ever happened to me. But Mario, poor Mario, he hated it from the start.”
 
   In the Navy, the boys were given food, clothing, and an opportunity to get an education. Carlos came to respect the Admiral, who became like a father and taught Carlos a great deal, not only about the Navy, but also about life. Carlos studied fiercely, for two reasons. He wanted to succeed in the rich man’s world. He wanted to be very rich and very powerful. He swore that he would never go hungry again. He also wanted the Admiral to be proud of him. He felt the man deserved as much in return. Carlos believed that if he succeeded, he would have repaid him in some small way for setting him straight.
 
   Mario had the same dreams Carlos had about money and power but he decided to do it another way, the easy way, or so he said. He hated taking orders from anyone. He hated his studies. He managed to learn to read. He decided that was all he needed and when the first opportunity came, he jumped overboard and every one thought that he had drowned. 
 
   Carlos was shattered. He had lost his friend and family, but he was wrong. Mario left him a note inside one of his books, saying that he would contact him when he finished school. It seemed that nothing could stop Mario. He was as lucky as he was stubborn and his ambition was even stronger. 
 
   “The day I graduated from the University in Rio, I noticed a man with a heavy beard in the audience. When the president handed me my diploma, I looked up and the man was smiling.”
 
   “Mario?”
 
   “Yes, even with his beard, I could not mistake him. He stood out in the crowd. He wore an expensive suit. He was already well off. I waited for the ceremony to end and looked for him, but he was gone. Then suddenly a small boy handed me a note. It was from Mario. He wanted to meet me. I went to the address he wrote on the note. It was one of the worst sections of town, very rough and dangerous, and as hardened and tough as I was through my younger years and in the Navy, I was frightened, let me tell you! I entered a filthy, smelly dark basement. A voice called my name and a man came out and searched me, for what I presumed were weapons. I had none. He told me to enter through a door he opened for me. To my amazement, I saw the most lavish and beautiful apartment I had ever seen in my life. Nothing was missing. Televisions, stereos, leather chairs, a huge carved wooden desk. Mario was sitting behind it. It had been seven years since we had seen each other, but not a moment forgotten."
 
   Mario had succeeded, as he said he would. He was rich and powerful but he had chosen the other side of the law. He had to stay under cover most of the time. He had become Rio’s so-called Godfather. No one moved without his knowledge, not a deal, not a transaction. He controlled the city and had quite a few policemen in his back pocket. 
 
   Mario and Carlos stayed together for a few hours. When Carlos stood to leave, Mario handed him a large envelope. He told Carlos not to open it until he was safely out of the district. Once Carlos opened it, he found a smaller envelope inside with a message written on it. It said: “I’m proud of you. You are like a brother to me. You saved my life and I will never forget that. I know you want to continue your studies in America. I want you to accept this little gift, for that is what this is, a gift, nothing more. I suggest you use half of it for your studies, and save the other half to start your business when you are ready. Think of my gift as my contribution to what will be future good deeds, for that is in your character and you will be generous with your new skills. Brazil will one day be proud of you.”
 
   In the smaller envelope was fifty thousand dollars. Carlos knew the money was dirty. But he decided that he would respect Mario’s wishes and use the money in the manner he had suggested.
 
   “Did you see him again?” Zeferino asked.
 
   “Once. After your mother died. Actually, he found me, in a gutter, drunk and lost, void of all lust for life. I hated everything and everyone, doctors especially. They couldn’t save your mother. Most of all, I hated myself. But Mario told me off, yelled at me for the first time and told me to pay more attention to my son.” The older man turned to Zeferino with tears in his eyes. “Forgive me, Filho, but since then, I have lived only for you. You have been my life and you have made me proud. You have done your father a great honor by the way you turned out. I regret that I was not as affectionate as I should have been, but deep in my heart, no father ever loved his son more than I.”
 
   The two men embraced again and wept in each other’s arms.
 
   “But what about you,” Carlos said. “I have the feeling that I know why you came here.”
 
   “Am I that transparent, Pai?”
 
   “No, but your pain is visible. I sincerely wish that I somehow could change the terrible thing that happened, but what I see in your eyes is something else. You really loved her, didn’t you?”
 
   “Very much. She loved me for myself. She had no idea that I had money. And I know no one can bring her back but…”
 
   “I would gladly give my life for hers, but I am not God.”
 
   “But what I want is revenge.”
 
   “Yes, I can see that, in your eyes. Revenge is never good, and it usually backfires.”
 
   “I know you’re probably right, but this man is sick, he’s crazy. He’ll surely kill again. He’s got to be stopped.”
 
   “Yes, of course, but not by you, by professionals.”
 
   “The police have tried. They can’t catch him.”
 
   Their conversation came to this end with the call to board their flight to Brasilia. Once home, Zeferino detailed for his father the sundry affairs of Simon Grady and the hopeful but ultimately futile attempts on the part of U.S. law enforcement to catch him.
 
   Carlos thought carefully of all his son had shared, and after Zeferino had gone to sleep, he dialed a number that he had never dialed before, but one that he had kept with his most cherished belongings for many years.
 
   “Yes,” a voice answered.
 
   “Carlos speaking…”
 
    
 
   Zeferino awoke to the sounds of tropical birds singing by his window. He took a quick shower, dressed casually in jeans and joined his father in the living room. Another man was with him.
 
   “Bom dia, Zeferino.”
 
   “Bom dia, Pai.”
 
   “Did you sleep well, my son?”
 
   “Yes, actually I did.”
 
   The older da Cunha spoke to the other man. “I would like you to meet my son Zeferino.” 
 
   They shook hands.
 
   “I’m sorry but I did not catch your name,” Zeferino said.
 
   “That is because I did not mention it,” his father said.
 
   “Shall we just say that I am like an uncle,” the man said. “I have known you since you were born and have followed your progress through the years.” 
 
   “It is strange that I have never met you before because I seem to recall seeing you somewhere,” Zeferino said. “I never forget a face.”
 
   The man had a high forehead and a thick moustache that fell to the corners of his mouth. When he smiled, it was with the slightest of facial movement. 
 
   “Your father has done well,” the stranger said. “He should be proud.”
 
   “I am,” his father said.
 
   “I do remember you from somewhere,” Zeferino said smiling. “It will come to me… My first communion. You were in the church.”
 
   “I’m impressed,” the stranger said. A corner of his mouth edged slightly upward. 
 
   “My son, although you remember my friend, you never really met him, so you now have been introduced to this person I consider my only other relative. This is Mario.”
 
   “The Mario?”
 
   Carlos nodded.
 
   “I am honored,” Zeferino said.
 
   “I have wanted to meet you for a long time. It is unfortunate that it has to be under such circumstances.”
 
   “Yes, Mario knows,” Carlos said, answering his son’s questioning look. “I told him. I believe Mario has the means to help you.”
 
   “I’m very grateful, sir,” Zeferino said.
 
   “Call me uncle but never sir. Agreed?”
 
   “Alright, Uncle Mario.”
 
   “Good,” Mario said, cracking a knuckle. “Good.”
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   MIAMI
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 41
 
    
 
   On the third day of Alejandro’s stay at the Miami Burn Center, Melina and Eleni left for Athens. They would make a special pilgrimage to light a candle in Tinos, a church known for its miracles by all Greeks. Davina was still deeply depressed and hardly talking, which was most distressing, but she was eating more. In any case, she would not be alone. Jacques and Monique were still living at the villa, and of course the police continued to guard the house around the clock. 
 
   Miami detectives and the FBI were battling the twin challenges of trying to find Simon Grady and trying to satisfy the insatiable curiosity of the international press without giving too much away and without looking ineffectual. In fact, there wasn’t much information to give. Nobody knew where Grady was. B.A. went back to work the streets but it was quiet. Grady, wherever he was, was alone. Sergeant Ernesto Martinez was following up on a hunch. It required a great deal of patience and finesse. The Spanish consul to Cuba, Alejandro del Valle, had complicated things because Martinez had broken a confidence, which was a serious breach. It wasn’t that he did not trust Jacques Lafitte. He trusted him alright, but he knew about secrets. They were bought and sold and bargained for every day in the streets by the police and the keepers of secrets. He knew that the older a secret was, the less its chances of remaining a secret.
 
   True to their word, Jacques and Monique kept the secret of Alejandro’s rescue. They had no intention of breaking their promise, at least not until they saw Alejandro. He was half his original weight. His arms, legs, feet, and buttocks were wrapped in thick bandages. He was lying on his stomach on a special bed with pulleys that held out his limbs. Intravenous needles carried mixtures of fluids and medicines into his body. 
 
   He had begun to undergo skin grafting, primarily for his legs and hands, where the most severe damage was. His burning wounds were caused not from any flames but from the time he spent at sea on the raft. His face, perhaps because of the beard, was not affected but it showed his pain.
 
   Jacques and Monique felt almost guilty being there secretly with Alejandro. Damn the Spanish Embassy, damn the Ambassador, to hell with them all! They had no right, nobody did, to keep a man’s existence a secret, especially not this tortured man. It was criminal not to tell Davina. She had to be told. She must know.    
 
   Jacques and Monique, wearing white smocks over their street clothes, were accompanied by one of the physicians. The doctor pushed a foot lever and Alejandro’s bed rose hydraulically with only the slightest vibration. Any other movement would have made him scream with the pain, despite the medication given to him.
 
   “Alejandro,” the doctor said gently, “how are you feeling today?”
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “I know you’re feeling pretty lousy. I know it hurts. Two of your friends are here with me.”
 
   Jacques reached over and lightly touched his shoulder. “Alejandro, it’s so good to see you,” he said, his eyes welling up. “We’ve missed you so much. Please talk to me, if you can. We’ve been so worried about you.” 
 
   The room was eerily silent, but then ever so slowly, tears began to stream down Alejandro’s cheeks. Jacques thought his heart would explode. He reached for his friend’s face and put his cheek next to the other man’s.
 
   Monique kissed his other cheek. She put her hand on the now shaven face and gave him a radiant smile. “Hello, handsome,” she said. “Come on, smile. If you don’t, Jacques will faint like a lily right on this floor.”
 
   Alejandro managed a smile, and then he cried some more.
 
   “We should let him rest,” the doctor said, standing to leave. But neither Jacques nor Monique wanted to leave. They had just arrived!
 
   “Alejandro, the doctor wants us to leave,” Jacques said evenly. “We don’t want to. Do you want us to leave?”
 
   Alejandro finally spoke, although with difficulty. “Nnnooo.”
 
   “You see, doctor,” Jacques said, jubilant, “he wants us to stay. Right, Alejandro?” 
 
   “Yesss,” Alejandro answered.
 
   “Very well,” the doctor said, excusing himself.
 
    Alejandro kept talking. “Da…vi…na,” he said. “Don’t.”
 
   “Don’t what, Alejandro?”
 
   “Don’t…tell…her.”
 
   “Don’t tell her? Don’t tell her what?”
 
   “Don’t tell… her… I’m alive.”
 
   “But why not?” Jacques asked.
 
   “No, no… please.”
 
   “Alejandro, Davina is going through hell,” Monique said. “The doctors have given her medication for her depression. What she really needs is you, Alejandro. Just knowing you’re alive would help her.”
 
   “No. No, not… yet.”
 
   The doctor came back into the room and forced Jacques and Monique to leave their best man. “He is very weak,” the doctor said. “He needs to sleep and get his strength back.”
 
   They kissed their friend goodbye.
 
   “We’ll be back,” Monique said, “please reconsider your decision, Alejandro. Please think about it.”
 
   “I will.”
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   CHAPTER 42
 
    
 
   Davina could not walk anywhere in the villa without memories of Alejandro. Each trinket, every chair, every cushion reminded her of him. They had bought the house when Alejandro was transferred to Havana, and they had furnished it together. It was their home, their niche, their nest, where they had loved each other. Her favorite photograph on the baby grand in the living room was of Alejandro and her father in their gray tails at Jacques and Monique’s wedding. They stared back at her with their blue eyes, her father’s a shade gray, Alejandro’s more violet. She slid her fingers across the glass and gently caressed the faces of the men she adored. And lost. 
 
   She opened the piano and stared at the black and white teeth smiling at her. Touch us! They pleaded. Make us sing! Davina caressed the keys. This was the first time she heard music since the Orange Bowl concert. She had refused to listen to the radio or play any music otherwise, but now she listened reflectively to the tone of a key and touched several other keys until she was playing a melody, one she had never before heard. It was a tender, melancholic music.
 
   She went back over the same melody and added new tones. It was a song, she realized, and then she began to write down the notes. She had been at the piano for almost three hours when Monique and Jacques came in.
 
   Seeing Davina at the piano made Monique remember the many times they had spent together composing, writing, and singing. She and Jacques were respectfully quiet, not wanting to disturb Davina. They watched her long graceful fingers masterfully dance on the keys. They did not break the silence until they left the living room. 
 
   “C’est magnifique,” Jacques whispered to Monique.
 
   “I agree. One of her best pieces.”
 
   It was superb. It could be, could very well be a hit single, Jacques thought. The melody was about Alejandro, about Davina’s pain for him. That was clear. How they longed to tell her! He’s alive! They both ached with the agony of having this secret, a secret that would not be bought or sold or bargained over. It took their appetites. Monique said she could not go back into the living room because if she did, she was not at all sure she could keep Alejandro’s secret.   
 
   Davina continued playing into the night, working on that single composition. She was lost in it, hypnotized by this tender music. It described the man she loved, slow and gentle at first, like the beginning of their relationship, then powerful and vibrant like their love, and finally explosive, and then melancholic. He was there with her, sitting next to her on the bench with his arm around her shoulders, as she played their song. Yes, it was their song. She returned his smile, and when she finished playing the melody, he picked her up in his arms and whirled her around the room. They were so happy!
 
   Davina looked at the picture again before she closed the cover over the keys. Tears silently slid down her cheeks. She laid her head down on the piano and fell asleep. 
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   CHAPTER 43
 
    
 
   The Varig flight from Brazil landed ten minutes early at Miami International. As planned, Johnny Thornton was there waiting. Zeferino and his father, Mario and two other men, “old friends of the family,” Zeferino said, climbed into Johnny’s car and drove to Collins Avenue. Everything had been planned, although Johnny thought he was picking up only Zeferino from the airport, and Zeferino did not know that Johnny had planned a rendezvous with Jean.
 
   A few weeks ago, Johnny Thornton was a boy, but he had grown in ways that he could not have imagined. Perhaps the shock of losing his sister had aged him. He felt distinctly mature and much wiser and, for the first time in his life, bitter. He was his own man. He knew exactly what he wanted. He would keep his promise to Gina to finish his studies, but not until after he did what he had to do. He had promised Zeferino when he left for Brazil that he would not do anything until he returned and they would do what they had to do together.
 
   When Zeferino was in Brazil, Johnny began to search for Jean. Sergeant Ernesto Martinez told him she was working in a restaurant in Miami Beach, which is where he found her, and he managed to convince her that it was time to get on with life—that is, life without Simon Grady. He had already taken too much from them. 
 
   Jean had a deep mistrust of police. The police had arrested her because they took Grady’s word. They had believed him. It didn’t matter to the police that she had been beaten senseless. The cops would never find him. Jean wanted desperately to get on with her life. She promised Johnny that she would work with him and not try to get to Simon on her own. She would search her memory, try to remember a person, a place, something that would be the connection to Grady’s whereabouts. Then they could get to him together.  
 
   As Johnny parked behind Los Pollos, Zeferino wondered aloud what they were doing here.
 
   “Jean works here,” Johnny said. “She’s got an idea.”
 
   The men piled into a booth, and rather uncomfortably. Mario and his friends Diogo and Rafael, were hefty men. They wore dark pin-stripe suits and hats, the kind that had long been out of fashion in the States. 
 
   When Jean saw them, she almost tripped and spilled the glasses of water she was carrying on a tray. Johnny smiled her way and she nodded to him.
 
   “Uncle Mario, Diogo and Rafael are here to help us,” Zeferino began, speaking directly to Johnny. “They are, well… professionals.”
 
   Jean returned with coffee.
 
   “Can you sit down?” Johnny asked her.
 
   “Just for a minute.” 
 
   Zeferino thought she looked tired. Of course, the baby. He had forgotten. “How are you?” he asked her.
 
   “Okay I guess.”
 
   “Please sit,” Carlos da Cunha said to her.
 
   “Thank you,” she said and looked at the dark somber faces of the Brazilians. She felt a shiver go up her spine. She lowered her voice. “The police are watching me. There’s always a guard somewhere watching me. Well, he’s guarding me. From Simon.”
 
   Mario nodded to Diogo and Rafael. They had noticed the cop out front. They could smell him.
 
   “She thinks she knows where Simon is,” Johnny whispered.
 
   Jean shrugged. “Maybe. Simon lived with some Seminole Indians for a few months when he was a boy. It’s not easy to find the place. It’s in the Everglades. There’s nothing out there but swamp.”
 
   “Jean, you’ve got to tell us how to get there,” Johnny said. “We can’t take you along with us. It’s too dangerous.”
 
   Zeferino and Carlos da Cunha were translating for the other Brazilians, who agreed with Johnny. It was much too dangerous to risk taking Jean. 
 
   She knew, how well she knew what Simon Grady was capable of. She had no argument with them. But she could not give directions to that shack in the swamps. It had been too many years since she had been there. As it was, she would have to figure out the way as she went along, using whatever landmarks were still there to guide her.
 
   “We don’t want anything to happen to you, Jean,” Zeferino said.
 
   “It’s alright,” Mario said in Portuguese. “We won’t let anything happen to her.” He understood that Jean too needed this revenge, she needed closure, perhaps more than any of them. “Now,” he said, cracking a knuckle. “There is the matter of the policeman who guards her. Tomorrow she comes to work. Thirty minutes before the end of her shift, she takes off her apron and she leaves in different clothes.”
 
   Zeferino translated this for Jean and Johnny.
 
   “You,” Mario said, pointing to Johnny. “She leaves with you.”
 
   And one more thing, Mario said, they wanted coffee not tea.
 
   “This is coffee, Uncle Mario, American coffee. Try the Cuban coffee.”
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   CHAPTER 44
 
    
 
    At the request of the Spanish Ambassador, Sergeant Ernesto Martinez met with a Mr. Cortez, the envoy from the embassy whose mission was to debrief Alejandro del Valle, as he lay, his limbs suspended, face down.
 
   Martinez was already weary from his participation in this affair and he grew increasingly irritated at the questions the envoy put to him, questions about Alejandro’s physical condition, for instance, that were more appropriate for the man’s physicians. 
 
   “What about his mental condition?” the envoy asked. “What can you tell me about this?”
 
   Martinez nearly lost his patience. “From what I have heard, Mr. Cortez, he’s fine in that area.”
 
   “Who told you this?”
 
   Martinez bit his lip. “I remind you, sir, that I am not a doctor.”
 
   The envoy sniffed at what he took to be impertinence and got on with his duty: to interrogate Alejandro and, if necessary, his physicians.
 
   The consul to Cuba had almost nothing to say. He remembered the night the plane went down, but he did not know why, perhaps something wrong with the aircraft’s hydraulics. And he did not know if sabotage was involved. And no, there was nothing else he could think of to tell the envoy. 
 
   The debriefing was quick, no more than ten minutes. The envoy told Alejandro he hoped he would feel better soon, and he said good day to Sergeant Martinez.
 
   Asshole, Martinez thought. Nothing here was worthy of a secret.
 
   On leaving Alejandro’s room, Martinez and the envoy passed Jacques in the hallway. He was wearing a smock. 
 
   Martinez went to greet him. “There are no more secrets,” he said quietly. “He’s been debriefed.”
 
   “Yes,” Jacques said. “But there is another matter. Alejandro does not want anyone to know.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “Something about he has his reasons.”
 
   “Good luck,” Martinez said, as he grabbed his beeping phone. “Yeah, Martinez here... He what?”
 
   Jacques watched him run out down the corridor for the front doors. Good luck yourself, Sergeant, he thought. 
 
   But it wasn’t really luck that Jacques needed. He needed courage now. Monique convinced him that Alejandro had to be told about the Orange Bowl tragedy. And then, perhaps in another day or two, he needed to be told about his brother. And Jacques alone had to be the one to get Alejandro to say why he did not want to see the love of his life. Monique thought that this was a matter between men, and her presence had kept Alejandro from discussing it, whatever it was.
 
   Alejandro seemed stronger, more alive. He could speak more easily. It gave Jacques the courage to tell him about the Orange Bowl fiasco, although he left the part about Rodrigo out. 
 
   “Alejandro, why don’t you tell me what your damn reasons are for not telling Davina?”
 
   “I’m afraid.”
 
   “Afraid of what? She adores you!”
 
   “I don’t want her to see me… like this.”
 
   “Oh, my friend, is this the real reason?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Come on, Alejandro, it’s me, Jacques, remember? We go back a long way.”
 
   “She can’t see me like this.”
 
   “What’s wrong with you? A few bandages here and there? Is that what’s really bothering you? Don’t tell me that you won’t allow her to know that you’re alive because of this. Merde. Your face is still handsome and the rest of you will soon heal. Come on, you old goat. Talk to me!”
 
   “I don’t know if I can ever be… make love.”
 
   “Ah, Alejandro! You surprise me. I thought you were a man of intelligence, but let me see if I understand correctly. You are afraid to tell Davina that you are alive because you might never be able to make love to her again?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Have the doctors confirmed this?”
 
   “They have said…that possibly…”
 
   “Let me tell you something, Mr. Macho, I presumed that your heart governed your mind, and not any other part of your anatomy! Davina is a beautiful woman and you are one hell of a good-looking guy. Either one of you could have had anyone you wanted, and if I am not mistaken, you two fell in love with each other’s hearts. Of course you enjoyed each other’s bodies as well, but that was not the main attraction, and you know it! Damn it, man, she loves you, the person and the heart that goes with it.” Jacques looked at his friend and slowly touched his shoulder. “Even if you had become an invalid or if you had been disfigured, she would still love you and want you, for such is her heart’s obsession for you, my friend. Give her a chance, Alejandro, it is only fair to her. You owe her that much. She is like a silkworm enclosed in her cocoon and you are not permitting her to become the stunning butterfly we all remember.”
 
   “She is…very depressed?”
 
   “Oh, God, yes! She thinks of nothing but you. Do you remember how I was with Monique all last year, so depressed and lonely? Out of my mind.”
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “Well, it’s even worse for Davina. I at least had hope. I knew where Monique was. Ah, I waited and longed for her for so long, and believe me, by then, the last thing on my mind was sex. The only thing that mattered was that she was alive and well. And I kept thinking about how she was raped and I imagined that she might never again even want me, or even want to be touched.” Jacques paused. “In your case, we all thought you were dead, everyone but Davina. For some uncanny reason, she still believes that you’re alive. For the love of God, let us tell her.”
 
   Alejandro knew that Jacques was right. There was no one in this world he wanted to see more, no one he loved more than Davina. She would still love him, wouldn’t she? Yes, yes, of course she would.  
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   CHAPTER 45
 
    
 
   At precisely 8:30 pm, Jean, in a jacket and hat borrowed from Zeferino, left Los Pollos and got into Johnny Thornton’s car. They headed for the swamps of southern Florida. The sky was black and dark clouds hid the quarter moon. Their instructions from Mario were to stay in the car. Put another way, Mario said, they were to never get out of the car. He wanted to make sure this was very clear.
 
   The second car, driven by Zeferino, picked up Johnny’s car on Collins Avenue, as planned. Zeferino was thinking, not of the night that lay so ominously ahead, but of Jean. He could not get Jean out of his mind. Seeing her again made him relive their time together that fateful night. Only a few weeks ago, he was the happiest he had ever been in his life. He was engaged to Gina, the woman who would be his wife. And now, somehow, he couldn’t stop thinking about Jean. 
 
   His father was perceptive enough to almost read his thoughts. And he had seen the way Zeferino looked at Jean. He told his son: Most people wait a lifetime for a second chance. Maybe fate brought you together this soon after the tragedy. Maybe she is the right girl for you. Maybe Gina had something to do with it from where she is now. Who knows? God works in strange ways.
 
   Mario interrupted Zeferino’s thoughts.
 
    “When we get to the house, the four of us will go in and get that bastardo. Zeferino, I want you behind us.”
 
    
 
   It took them more than an hour to get where they were going. It wasn’t until they had driven in a circle that Jean realized the clearing that she remembered was now overgrown.  The shack was not accessible by car. They would have to walk in.
 
   “Are you sure this is it?” Johnny asked, turning the car lights off.
 
   “I think so. But it’s so dark.”
 
   The second car, lights off, stopped as well. No one moved. Zeferino was the first to see a faint light in the distance. 
 
   The Brazilians quietly got out of the car and headed toward the light. Mario stopped at Johnny’s window. “Remember your instructions,” he said.
 
   In a moment the darkness swallowed the Brazilians. 
 
   Mario and Diogo reached the shack first. They burst into the front door, brandishing pistols. Rafael climbed in through a back window.
 
   Simon Grady, sprawled on the floor, had just injected himself but he was aware of what was happening and pulled his own gun. He shot at the first thing he saw moving—Mario. Then at Zeferino. Grady never felt the bullet enter him. His body was too numb from the heroin. He fired until he emptied his gun, and then he collapsed. Blood soaked his shirt.
 
   Johnny and Jean heard the gunfire. It was long moments before they saw the Brazilians. Rafael and Diogo carried Mario. Zeferino was limping, leaning on his father. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Zeferino shouted to Johnny. “Move!”
 
   They could hear sirens now.
 
   Johnny turned the car around and pushed the gas pedal as much as he dared. “Where the hell did they come from? What do we do now?”
 
   Jean was shaken herself but not as nervous as Johnny. “We do exactly what they said to do,” she said. “We get away as fast as possible. Do you want me to drive?”
 
   “No, that’s one thing I can do in my sleep.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re really good, Johnny.”
 
   “Thanks. Not quite as good as Simon. He was one hell of a driver. What a waste, but then if you don’t have the brains, nothing goes right.”
 
   Rafael drove the second car. He kept on Johnny’s tail until he saw a fork in the dirt road and turned onto it. 
 
   Mario was barely breathing. “We are even now, my brother,” he whispered to Carlos da Cunha.
 
   “Thank you, my brother,” Carlos said. He held Mario’s hand and he felt the life drain from his body. He said a silent prayer.
 
    
 
   Sergeant Ernesto Martinez’s cruiser was the first on the scene. As he approached the shack, he thought he could almost smell Simon Grady. The door of the shack swung out on the only hinge that held it up. Martinez entered slowly with two other policemen. No one appeared in the beacon of their flashlights. But clearly someone had paid a visit. There were bullet holes in the walls and a back window was shattered.
 
    “Sergeant, over here.”
 
   “What is it?” he asked, shining his light to where the officer pointed. It was a pool of blood, fresh blood.
 
   “Get the lab boys in here,” Martinez ordered. “Surround the area. If anyone is still out there, I want them found!” 
 
   In less than an hour, the area looked like a movie set in some remote corner of the Everglades. Police vehicles with overhead flashers and huge spotlights flooded the area. Teams with K-9 dogs searched the undergrowth. And much to the irritation of Sergeant Martinez, the press arrived and they were hungry. 
 
    “Is this Simon Grady’s hangout?” a reporter from the Miami Herald wanted to know.
 
   Martinez was taken aback. How did he know this had anything to do with Grady? The reporter repeated his question.
 
   “No comment!” Martinez shouted. “Get the hell out of here. This area is under investigation. It is off limits. All of you, out of here. Now!”
 
   Again Ernesto Martinez was asking himself the same question: Where was Grady? Had he been shot? Was he alive? Who did Grady shoot?
 
   “Check with the hospitals,” Martinez ordered an officer.  “And get those damn reporters out of here!”
 
    
 
   According to the lab tests, the blood that was found in the shack belonged to three people, and one of them was Simon Grady. It wasn’t difficult to find the other two. Martinez cursed on his way to Jackson Memorial Hospital. He had all he could do to keep from yelling when he saw Zeferino in a hospital bed. 
 
   “How’s your leg, Zeferino?” Martinez asked, trying to control his anger. “That was one hell of a stupid stunt you pulled. You’re lucky you weren’t killed. Didn’t I tell you to leave police work to the police, damn it,” he said through clenched teeth. “Do you know that I could throw you in jail? Where did all this get you? Nowhere, and you got a man killed in the process!”
 
   “Yes, Sergeant, we are finally rid of that bastard Grady!”
 
   “Wrong, Zeferino! Simon Grady escaped!”
 
   “But that can’t be. I saw…”
 
   “What you saw was a wounded man. Grady used to live in those swamps when he was a kid. He probably knows every inch of that terrain. Damn it, we were five minutes behind you. We would have finally caught him, but no, we had Amateur Night.”
 
   “Oh, God, no,” Zeferino moaned.
 
   Martinez suddenly realized there was another man in the room. Carlos da Cunha introduced himself.
 
   Martinez managed to be civil to him. He was exasperated. “What can I say? I’m not going to bring you in. You seem to be in enough pain already. Your father can stay, but those two other beauties will have to leave. I don’t think they’ll need a police escort, do you?”
 
   “No, Sergeant,” Carlos said. “They are scheduled to leave today.”
 
   “Good. Make sure they get on their flight.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Martinez rose to leave. “By the way, you’d better tell Jean Conrad and Johnny Thornton the news. Grady is alive. And tell them to be careful. Very careful.” Martinez turned toward Carlos. “Take care of your son, Señor da Cunha, and please, no more playing vigilante.”
 
   “I will. Rest assured. Thank you, Sergeant.”
 
   “Yeah, don’t mention it,” he said.
 
   Zeferino could not stop his tears.  “It was all for nothing,” he said. “It’s my fault, and Uncle Mario is dead. I killed your only relative.”
 
   “No, no, my son, do not blame yourself. It was a good try. There is something I must tell you about Mario. He was very proud of you, as if you were indeed his nephew. Before we left Brazil, he told me he knew he would be killed. Yes, yes, that’s the way he wanted it.”
 
   “I don’t understand. He told you that he wanted to die?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I still don’t understand.”
 
   “We talked about your mother for a long time and about her illness. He had followed her decline as I had, something I didn’t know he had done, but then Mario always knew everything that went on. He knew he would be killed. That is the way he wanted to die. Mario knew of your mother’s suffering, and he didn’t want that. He knew he was dying. He only had a few months to live and he did not want to spend them suffering in a hospital bed.”
 
   “What was his real name?”
 
    “Mario. Mario da Cunha.”
 
   “Our name?” 
 
   “Yes, we shared that too,” Carlos said slowly as the tears he had been holding back finally came.
 
   “Pai, do you think we could bury him next to Mother?”
 
   “Yes, that would be nice. I know they both will like that, and they’ll be able to talk about me.”
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   CHAPTER 46
 
    
 
   Davina Walters kept returning to the piano and her new song, which by now obsessed her. She had written a page of verses, most of them scratched out. She returned to the page. The day we met, mon amour, our feelings… She crumpled up the page and threw it. She began to write on a clean page. Mi amor, luz de mi corazon… My love, light of my heart…
 
   She played the melody with the fingers of one hand, hoping Alejandro would return and sit with her again on the piano bench, an arm around her shoulders. Their song. 
 
   The ringing telephone interrupted her. She could not place the voice on the other end of the line.
 
   “It’s Zeferino, Davina.”
 
   “Zeferino, what a nice surprise. How are you?”
 
   He told her exactly how he was. He told her about the shoot-out with Simon Grady. “I’ve got some torn up ligaments in the thigh, but I’ll get back to normal. Eventually.”
 
    “Is there anything I can bring you, anything you need?”
 
   “No, carinho, and no, you cannot come to see me. It’s too dangerous. Grady is still out there. But there is something you can do. I want to run something by you.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I’m going to be laid up for awhile. What do you think of Jean Conrad helping me out, not exactly as a nurse but something like that? It would get her out of that restaurant. Do you think she would?”
 
   “I don’t know, Zeferino. Jean doesn’t talk to me any more.”
 
   “You mean she doesn’t want to put your life in any more danger.”
 
   “She blames me for the Orange Bowl explosion.”
 
   “That’s crazy.”
 
   “Maybe not,” Davina said, almost as a whisper.
 
   “What did you say? Davina, listen to me. Jean knows Grady won’t stop. She knows he’s going to try again to kill her and anyone connected to her. She’s only trying to protect you. And her baby.”
 
   “Her what?” 
 
   “She is carrying the baby of her former fiancé, that man who died in the explosion.”
 
   “Rodrigo.” Davina was suddenly flooded with a bittersweet feeling of joy and sadness. A del Valle was living inside of Jean. Why couldn’t it be her?
 
   Zeferino convinced Davina to call Jean because it wouldn’t be right for him to. Tell her they had talked about Jean being his nurse. Jean needed help now, especially with the baby. And he had to know what her feelings for him were. Because most people wait a lifetime for a second chance.
 
    
 
   Davina called Jean at the number Zeferino had given her.
 
   “Los Pollos.”
 
   “May I speak to Jean Conrad?”
 
   “Jean! She’s busy.”
 
   “Will you give her a message?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Tell her Zeferino is at Jackson Memorial.”
 
   “Just a minute. Jean!”
 
   “Hello,” Jean said.
 
   “Jean, this is Davina.”
 
   Jean had imagined herself two nights ago calling Davina to tell her that she was safe now because Grady was dead. She imagined herself telling Davina about the baby and how proud she was of the life growing inside her. She always thought Davina would be the godmother. She would have asked her then to be the godmother. But now this was out of the question. “I can’t talk to you.”
 
   “Why not, Jean?
 
   “I can’t talk to you.”
 
   “Wait! Don’t hang up and listen to me for a minute.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk to you. I never want to talk to you again!”
 
   “You wait just one goddamn minute!”
 
   Jean, who had never seen Davina angry or heard her utter an angry word, was stunned.
 
   “I’m calling for Zeferino. Do you know he was shot?”
 
   “Zeferino?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is he…?” She held the phone so tight that her knuckles turned white. 
 
   “He’s going to be okay.”
 
   “Oh, God… Not again, not again.”
 
   ”Jean, listen. He’s at Jackson Memorial and he…”
 
   The line went dead.
 
   Jean did not tell anyone she was leaving before her shift was up. She just left, still wearing her apron. She went to the nearest hotel and got a taxi.
 
    
 
   Zeferino seemed to be asleep. Jean went to his bedside. 
 
   “Zeferino?” He opened his eyes. “Zeferino, I didn’t know. It was so dark. I thought, I… It’s my fault.”
 
   “No, no, Jean,” he said stretching his arms out to her. “You didn’t shoot me.”
 
   “I’m the one who led you to Simon. He did it again! Will this ever stop?” He held her as she cried.
 
   “I’m fine. It was only a little bullet, but I’m going to be laid up for awhile.” They both remembered the last time they had been in each other’s arms. “So, what do you think about my proposition?”
 
   Jean sat up straight. “What proposition?”
 
   “Didn’t Davina tell you?”
 
   “I’m afraid I didn’t give her much of a chance to. She said you had been shot and then I just put the phone down and I came here.”
 
   “I’ll be out of here in a few days but I still have to be off my feet. So I’m going to need some help. I thought maybe you could… well, you know… help.”
 
   “Of course I’ll help but you know, I’m not a nurse.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter.”
 
   “And Simon… In case you haven’t noticed, whoever is around me gets hurt or killed.”
 
   “Would you say yes if Simon was out of the picture?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “No, please tell me, yes or no?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay. You are a marked woman but what you haven’t realized is that I too am marked. Simon saw me last night and he will probably try to get me as well. As you say here in the States, we are in the same boat. So it would actually be better if we were together. It’s more difficult to kill two people than it is one, so in a way we will protect each other.” Jean looked at him not wanting to say anything. She liked the deal but she was still apprehensive. “Besides,” he continued, “I don’t like the idea of you being alone. That’s too dangerous. Jean, I worry. We can protect each other. And the baby.”
 
   “You remembered.”
 
   “Of course. I remember everything from that night we had together.” Jean’s eyes softened. “So, we have a deal?”
 
   “We have a deal,” she said and took his hands in hers.
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   CHAPTER 47
 
    
 
   Davina told Monique she would not be joining her and Jacques for dinner. She had no appetite. She could feel another one of those headaches coming on.
 
   “As you wish, chérie,” Monique said.
 
   “I’m sorry for being so… such a bad hostess. Will you explain to Jacques.”
 
   “He understands.”
 
   “Explain what to Jacques?” Jacques asked, entering the living room. He exchanged a knowing look with his wife and he nodded almost imperceptibly. 
 
   “Davina was about to retire for the night,” Monique said.
 
   “Before you go,” Jacques said, “I have a surprise for you.”
 
   “I don’t know that I can take another surprise,” Davina said. “Is it big or little?”
 
    “It’s in my pocket,” he said, smiling.
 
   Davina looked into his eyes and saw gentleness and love. “Alright.”
 
   “Alright then, here it is,” Jacques said, handing her a folded piece of paper.
 
   Davina unfolded the paper and read it. 
 
    
 
   Remember the secret of the fox
 
   It is only with the heart that one can see rightly;
 
   what is essential is invisible to the eye.
 
    
 
   A thousand images of Alejandro flashed through her mind. She held the paper tightly in her trembling hand and slowly looked at Jacques with tears in her eyes. Was he dead? Or was he alive?  She suddenly knew.  
 
   “Take me to him,” she said very quietly.
 
   “Davina chérie, he is here…” Jacques said softly.
 
   “At the house?” She asked, almost inaudibly.
 
   “Yes.” She closed her eyes. “He has been hurt, but the doctors say in time he will be fine. Don’t be afraid of what you see.” 
 
   She pictured him, alive but badly scarred. “He’s alive,” Davina whispered.
 
   “On the patio.”
 
   Alejandro was sitting in a wheelchair on a special air cushion. He had been watching anxiously through the curtains. Tears streamed down his face. He held up his bandaged arms to Davina. He had dreamed of this moment for so long.
 
   Davina ran to him and fell to her knees before him. “You are so handsome,” she said through her tears. His tears came so copiously that he could hardly see her. She caressed his face, his perfectly unharmed face. “Oh, my beautiful fox. How I have missed you. I need you.” Alejandro kissed her deeply.
 
    
 
   They spent virtually every moment of every day together. Davina nursed him, catered adoringly to his every desire. She was with him for his periodic visits to the Burn Center. On one of these visits to the hospital, Alejandro walked out on crutches. He no longer needed the wheelchair. The final bandages were removed during that visit. The doctors had done an incredible job. Alejandro had no visible scars. When he walked into the recording studio with Davina that day, Jacques poured champagne to celebrate.
 
   “Adieu to the wheelchair,” Jacques said, raising his glass in a toast. “You look fantastique, Alejandro!” 
 
   He did look great, Davina thought. He looked delicious. She wanted to devour him. Alejandro could feel her desire. He had not told her about his impotence. 
 
   Davina’s musicians were glad to be back together again. They were like a family. They worked for two weeks recording her new album, and Davina, Monique and Jacques spent endless hours cutting, editing and re-recording the voice-overs.
 
   Davina called her new CD Obsession of the Heart. It was distinctly international and dedicated to her fans and those she loved. Light of My Heart, the song she had written about her love for Alejandro, was in English and Spanish. Others were in French and Greek, and in turn dedicated to her parents and her godmother. Noble Terra de mi Coraçao (Noble Land of My Heart) was in Portuguese. Davina composed it based on a folksong a little girl in a Brazilian rainforest had sung to her long ago. Davina dedicated it to Zeferino da Cunha. Yet another, in French, J’attendrais, was for Jacques and Monique. 
 
   The release of the new CD was timed to coincide with a new world tour for Davina. She would be singing on four continents - North America, Europe, Australia and Asia. “You will dazzle them on fifty-six stages,” Jacques said.
 
   The Black Angel would again be their carrier. Adam Spencer said he and Eric Shannon were eager to get flying again, although both men had done a fair amount of moving around. Adam sold his house in the woods of northern Maine and moved to Haifa, and Eric bid his beloved Sally adieu to set up house with Penelope in Athens. And Bianca had moved in with Faydon.
 
   There was still one final song to record for the album. This was Light of My Heart. Davina usually did several takes, sometimes many, of a single song. But this song needed no redoing and no changes. The recording was perfect on the first cut, and everyone present knew that immediately. When Davina sang it, she sang to Alejandro. Mi amor, luz de mi corazon… 
 
   When she finished, Alejandro felt as light as a cloud, as if he could fly to the stars, to his star. If Davina had not rushed to embrace him first, he was sure he could have flown into her arms. Everyone in the studio felt the power of the piece, and the invisible magic that charged the recording room. No one spoke; no one wanted that magic to end. Jacques held up his hands to indicate that this was a wrap. It was time for all of them to go home. Job well done.
 
   The musicians silently put away their instruments, taking care not to disturb Davina and Alejandro in their long embrace.
 
   That night, after getting into bed together, Alejandro whispered into Davina ear:  “Mi amor, luz de mi corazon.” He caressed her firm sensuous body and hungrily kissed her. She returned his kisses with just as much passion. To his surprise and delight, he did not have to worry about making love. Little Alejandro was his old self again and eager to get back to work. 
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   CHAPTER 48
 
    
 
   Jean’s unborn baby brought a great deal of joy to her and to Zeferino, although it must be said that the joy they felt was already present with the love they had for each other. They had moved in together, ostensibly so that Jean could assist Zeferino while he was confined to bed. She did act as his nurse but what she did could hardly be called a job. When Zeferino’s leg healed, he declared that he would now take on Jean’s old job and become her nurse. Jean was in remission but because of her previous condition, the baby brought a possible new risk to her health. Zeferino took Jean to the doctor for regular check ups. He wanted to be the child’s father and he wanted to be Jean’s husband. Jean happily agreed to Zeferino being the father, but she would not marry him, not until Simon was caught. He was still at large and dangerous. The media seemed to have forgotten about him but the police had not. A plainclothes policeman was still assigned to Jean, around the clock.
 
   Zeferino stopped trying to change Jean’s mind about marrying him. He accepted but did not entirely understand her almost fanatical fear of Simon Grady. She truly believed that anyone connected to her was in danger. She could not live with this fear forever, he told himself. Once the baby was born, he thought, her fears would subside and life would get back to normal and they could be with friends and family. But for now, he accepted their situation. They lived as if in a cocoon. All that was important was their love for each other and their baby.
 
   The closer Jean got to her due date, the more crazy cravings she had. These could be entertaining, at least to Zeferino. She’d had cravings for peppermint ice cream and hot dogs, followed by an insatiable longing for crushed ice and olives, the green ones with tiny bits of pimento in the middle. Then she suddenly wanted cheese with jalapeños. Zeferino went to the store to get some. What is it that causes pregnant women to get these urges? He wondered and laughed to himself. He recognized the guard parked in front of the house. Zeferino waved. The guard nodded. 
 
   Jean turned on the television to hear the local news. In the entertainment segment, a reporter interviewed Davina Walters. You could tell the reporter was captivated by her. He was obviously a fan. He sounded a little silly, like a kid at his first Christmas, or like a teenager getting the chance of a lifetime to be with the woman of his dreams. Davina looked, as always, beautiful and very much in charge. She talked about her upcoming tour.
 
   A noise, as if something heavy had been dropped, made Jean turn the TV down. She looked out the front window. All seemed normal. The police guard’s car was parked on the street. She looked out the kitchen window and she recognized the guard. He was lying on the back deck. His eyes were shut.
 
   Jean’s heart raced as she went to the phone. The crippling effects of panic had already begun to take. She tried to remember what buttons on the telephone to push. What were those numbers? She pushed numbers, seven numbers.
 
   “Hello?” Davina said.
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   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   Before she even entered the house, Davina could hear Jean screaming. She looked in the window. Simon Grady was trying to get at Jean, who was very pregnant. He was turning over pieces of furniture as she ran and he tried to corner her. When he caught up to her, he hit her in the face with his open hand. Then he punched her in the stomach and Jean fell to the floor, doubled over. He pulled out the gun that was tucked in the back of his jeans.
 
   Davina was petrified, almost to the point of being paralyzed. She willed her limbs to move. She opened the front door. She held a cocked gun, a .45, in both hands. 
 
   “Put it down!” she screamed. “Put the gun down!”
 
   “Well, if it isn’t bitch number two,” Grady said and laughed.
 
   “I’ll use this if I have to,” Davina said, trying her best to control her trembling. “Jean, get out of the way!”
 
   Grady aimed his gun at Davina. But she was quicker. She pulled the trigger first. Grady flew back onto the wall behind him. He crawled to his knees and aimed the gun again at Davina. He changed his mind. He aimed it at Jean.
 
    “No!” Davina screamed. 
 
   Before he could squeeze the trigger, Davina fired a second time. Grady slumped down onto the floor but he still wasn’t dead. He held up his gun at Davina again.
 
   Davina shot again, and again, and again.
 
   Jean went to where he lay. She kicked him as hard as she could, and then again and again, duplicating the shots Davina had fired, wishing she had been the one to kill him. 
 
   “Jean, stop,” Davina said. “He’s dead!” She pulled her away.
 
   Jean crumpled into Davina’s arms. Police sirens wailed.
 
   Davina held her. “Are you alright?”
 
   “Davina, I’m so sorry. I was trying to protect you from him. I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt you, Davina, please forgive me. I beg you.”
 
   “There’s nothing to forgive,” Davina said. “Zeferino told me. He made me understand.”
 
   “You’re always there for me,” Jean said. “You’re always giving. I never returned any of the giving.”
 
   “It’s alright, Jean. Your heart spoke. That’s what I heard, your heart.”
 
    “Davina, will you be my baby’s godmother?”
 
   Police burst into the house.
 
   “Jean!” Sergeant Ernesto Martinez shouted. “Davina!”
 
   “Back here, we’re okay.”
 
   Martinez looked from Grady’s body to the two women. It’s over, he thought. Finally.
 
   Jean doubled over in pain.
 
   “What is it?” Davina asked.
 
   “I don’t know. The baby…I’m bleeding. It hurts.” 
 
   “Ernesto, help me,” Davina said.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know. She’s bleeding. That son-of-a-bitch kicked her.”
 
   “An ambulance is on the way.”
 
   “Let’s not wait. My car.”
 
   Martinez, against his better judgment, helped Jean into Davina’s car, and ordered two cruisers to accompany them, one in front and the other behind.
 
   Davina floored it without waiting for her escort. Jean held on. Both police cruisers, surprised at the speed she had taken off at finally managed to catch up to her.
 
   At the hospital, as Jean was being rolled out to the Emergency Room, said to Davina: “Hell of a ride. Ever think about racing?” 
 
   Jean’s baby was delivered by caesarian section, a little premature but healthy. Zeferino arrived in time to hear the baby’s first cry.
 
   “My son,” he said to Davina.
 
   “My godchild,” Davina said. 
 
   Jean held both their hands. She shut her eyes. She knew, they all knew, that fox’s secret was the delicious obsession of their hearts.
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   WARRIOR MUSIC
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   DEDICATION
 
    
 
   For my son, Michael
 
   One of the first gallant Marines to march into Iraq during
 
   Operation Iraqi Freedom
 
    
 
   To all members of the military, 
 
   And those who support them, past, present and future
 
    
 
   We are grateful, and thank you.
 
    
 
   Bless you all.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   A mind at peace does not engender wars.
 
    
 
   SOPHOCLES, Oedipus Rex
 
    
 
    
 
   Let's face it—if mothers ruled the world 
 
   there wouldn't be any goddamn wars in the first place.
 
    
 
   SALLY FIELD
 
   acceptance speech,
 
   2007 Emmy Awards
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   WASHINGTON, D.C.
 
    
 
   MARCH 22nd, 2003
 
    
 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   Davina Walters lay awake staring at the ceiling. How many more sleepless nights would she have to endure? How would she cope if her worst fears came true? Only a mother could understand her thoughts and emotions at this turning point in her life, and more importantly her son’s. She smiled as she remembered her apprehension that she might not like him, because people said babies were ugly when they were born. But the moment she first laid eyes on her newborn son she realized that this statement could have not been further from the truth. The day Max first entered the world he had a full head of dark brown hair, so much so one of the nurses had combed and parted it on the side. And his eyes! Just like Alejandro’s, his father, a deep dark violet. Women would gasp at the sight of his eyes. “Elizabeth Taylor would be jealous,” they would say. But his eyes would eventually change by the age of two. They turned into a brilliant powder blue, and his hair lightened to a shiny Nordic blonde. Little Max looked very much like his father at this young age, but as he grew into adolescence his features would resemble those of Davina’s father William. From then on his eyes would change with his mood. Blue when he was happy, and a hazy gray when anger overtook him. For the rest of Max’s life his eyes would be his storyteller. Davina always thought she could look into her son’s precious heart through his eyes. Where were those eyes now Davina wondered, What were they staring at?
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   KUWAIT/IRAQ BORDER
 
    
 
   MARCH 22nd, 2003
 
    
 
   On the other side of the world, those eyes were dark blue and fully alert. They stared at the crisp, sinister sky. The stars were so bright and so close Max thought he could touch them. Guide me through this night, he silently begged the bright spots in the blue-black sky, guide us through this unknown, and the surely unfamiliar hell my brothers and I are about to enter. 
 
    
 
   “Hey, man, what the fuck are we doing here?” Colin Haferty, the Louisiana native asked in his sweet, Deep South accent.
 
   “We are going to kick some ass!” Jock Stapleton, the man from the Bronx answered.
 
   “Hoo-rah!” The three buddies resounded. They had been together since the beginning in boot camp on Parris Island, and now found themselves on a border in a foreign land, prepared for such an occasion. No brothers could have been closer. 
 
   They sat next to their green Humvee, waiting for the orders to march into the ancient sands of Iraq. They had been waiting, bored out of their minds, for the past four weeks. To pass the time they would play spades and some poker, their antes cough drops of different colors from a big bag one of the mothers had sent in a care package. They also passed the time by beating rhythms on the rims and rubber of different sized wheels and tires. 
 
    
 
   Colin started singing ...Courtesy of the red, white and blue... It would become, and remain, the theme song of this war. The other two men listened and then joined in. As Max listened to the sound coming out of Colin Haferty’s mouth, he kept thinking that the world should have the privilege of hearing the beauty of this virtuoso. He made a mental note to tell his mother, certain she would be able to help.
 
    
 
   The signal they had been waiting for came via the booming voice of the Gunnery Sergeant: “Get your asses in gear! This is what we’ve been waiting for! This is what Marines do! We make history! NOW MOVE!
 
   The young men shared a quick glance at one another. As they looked into each other’s eyes they held a look—of a love unique among warriors, of unknown adventure, of camaraderie and brotherhood. At that very moment the three buddies understood the full meaning of the Marines dictum Semper Fidelis, Always Faithful. As they headed out they knew that the brother on either side was more important than their own self. They would protect each other and share the travails of the journey ahead, as elite fighters among the world’s best. They were proud to be United States Marines.
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   BOSTON 2001
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   The Singing Pub was filled to capacity with people of all ages and walks of life. Sam looked at the crowd in front of her as she quickly tuned her guitar. Robert, her fiancé, sat at a table in front of the platform. ‘Two more hours’ she mouthed to him. He nodded back and blew her a kiss. She smiled, strummed for a moment and spoke into the microphone on the stand in front of her. 
 
   “How are you tonight?” She asked the crowd. 
 
   “Good!” They answered back. 
 
   “Alright, who’s going to sing for us? Do I have any volunteers?”
 
   The Singing Pub was a famous Boston landmark. Located near the Berkley School of Music, the establishment had been around for almost a century, having hosted professional and amateur musicians, local enthusiasts as well as international celebrities. The walls were entirely covered by photographs, all of them with people singing on stage from every decade since the twenties. Some sang into high tech microphones, others had no mics at all. Some of the photos were in beautiful color, others in black and white, older ones in tones of sepia. Most of them were unknowns, others enormously famous.
 
   Any one passing through its front door, whether they had a singing voice or not, knew that one of the criteria for being in the pub, other than to have a drink and a good meal, was that at any moment one of the staff could come up and point to the stage—which meant that it was time to sing. The patrons didn’t mind and they figured they were pretty safe as chances were high that a student from Berkley, or even a world famous singer would gladly get on stage and serenade them with a song. Tonight was no exception. As soon as Sam asked her question a very enthusiastic young woman went up to her.
 
   “Hi, what’s your name?”
 
   “Gloria.”
 
   “Hi Gloria.” Sam turned toward the crowd. “Everybody say hi to Gloria.” 
 
   “Hi Gloria,” they chanted.
 
   “So Gloria, what do you do?”
 
   “I’m a student at Berkley.”
 
   “Nice. Voice? Instrument?”
 
   “Both. Graduating next year.”
 
   “Very good, congratulations. Okay, what are you singing for us tonight?”
 
   “Do you know…”
 
   Sam had talent and a great repertoire. If she didn’t know one of the requests she would ask the singer to sing a few notes. She could then immediately follow without ever having heard the tune before. It was a gift not too many people possessed and this talent had helped her secure the job at the pub, a job she never thought she would need, but very much enjoyed.
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   WASHINGTON, D.C.
 
    
 
   MARCH 2001
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Davina was in the kitchen cooking, making her beloved Alejandro’s favorite dish, a delicious paella, when Max walked in. 
 
   “Hey, Mom, I’m going to join the Marines.” There, he thought, it was out. He had said it, and nothing was going to change his mind. He could only imagine how furious his parents were going to be.
 
   “What do you mean you’re going to join the Marines?” Davina exclaimed. “Besides, you’re not the military type. You like the good life, the freedom to do whatever you want, whenever you please. And you certainly aren’t very good at taking orders. Hell, you don’t even listen to me anymore!” She said with chagrin, remembering how the last few years had been difficult—a typical teenager from a famous and wealthy family who had it all, who wouldn’t listen to his parents, and who managed to get into more trouble than she cared to remember.
 
   “Mom, listen…,” Max started.
 
   “Why should I listen, you don’t!” Davina retorted, thinking that Max was concocting another harebrained scheme that would get him yet again into some sort of mischief.
 
   “Mom, please. You’re right. I’ve been a real jerk with you guys, and I’m trying to change. I’m really sorry at the way I’ve been behaving and I think the Marines would be good for me.”
 
   “Well, you don’t have to go to extremes and join the military, and the Marines!” Davina closed her eyes, took a deep breath. “Listen, I’m sorry too. Let’s make a fresh start. Surely we can work on this together.”
 
   “That’s what I’m trying to do. Please, Mom, I need to do this. I have to prove to myself, and everybody else for that matter, that I’m worth something, and not just a spoiled brat.” Davina was stirring the rice. Max went up behind her and put his arms around his mother. “You’ve given me the world, and no child is as lucky as I am for the family that I have. I actually really know this.” Davina put the wooden spoon down, turned and looked at her son. Was he finally growing up? Was a little maturity finally seeping in? What Davina didn’t know was that Max still had a drug and alcohol problem, and the boy could only see a future by enlisting. Max knew his mother was smart and she might pick up on the real reason for enlisting, and if he didn’t he knew he wouldn’t last long on this earth. “Mom, if I can get through Marine Corps boot camp, I can do anything.” Davina thought about this statement. He had a point, and it was good to know how to defend oneself, and trained by the best professionals in the world was a definite plus. But it wasn’t, as a mother, what she had dreamed for her son, for her only child. Max was an incredible musician, played a myriad of instruments and she knew, whether as a musician or a mother, she wasn’t sure, that someday he would follow the ancestors of his family. It was a gene he had undeniably inherited, and could go far with his music. She also knew, however, that she wouldn’t, nor any other member of their family, be able to change his mind.
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   PARRIS ISLAND, SOUTH CAROLINA 2001
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Max didn’t know much about the military. He respected the men and women in uniform, but had no idea what these people had to do to get through boot camp and earn the right to be called a soldier, sailor, airman or Marine. He was, however, embarking on that road right now. Max was on a plane heading to Savannah on his way to Parris Island. He settled into his seat and as soon as they were in the air he brought out a green denim-covered journal and opened it to the first page, which was blank. He pondered on the last few years of his short life and started writing.
 
    
 
   SALEM, MASSACHUSETTS 1999
 
    
 
   It was Halloween and as typical American teenage ‘druggees’ my buddies and I needed to find the most extravagant way to get fucked up. A group of us heard stories from older kids and big brothers about all the fun in Salem on Halloween. Salem is known for its historical witch trials, black magic and just the unknown. We decided there would be no better place to spend our Halloween. Jimmy, Jason and I flew out of Washington, landed at Logan airport and took a train on that Halloween night with high hopes of an insanely good time consisting of smoking pot and getting drunk. Jimmy and I went back a long way. Anything I have ever done in my life that I would tell my kids not to do I’ve done with Jimmy. We smoked pot with each other for the first time. He was the first person I was arrested with (for jumping off a bridge). All our experiences weren’t negative though, and he was there when I got my first girlfriend.
 
   The excitement kept rising as did my blood alcohol content as we practically inhaled the rum and cokes we had with us. I told the guys that we needed to find some weed when we got into Salem, and of course the decision was unanimous. At least we had a goal, considering we didn’t know what the fuck we were actually going to do when we got there. We heard the conductor call next stop Salem and we hurried to finish our extremely strong mixed drinks, which I now realize is a trademark for teenagers. It’s funny watching people’s expressions as they swallow that big sip of some warm Captain Morgan. The train stopped and we stood up. I realized how drunk I was then and Jason’s face was beet red. Yup, I thought, this is going to be a good night. We followed Jimmy, as his older brother lived in Salem, and he knew the city pretty well. As we kept walking we saw a pretty shitty side of the town, which included crack houses and welfare shacks. As we moved closer to where Jimmy said we were going we could hear faint horns and cheers. Music came to our ears and the sounds of intoxication were in the air. Then, even louder, celebrations were heating up with tens of thousands of people, shoulder to shoulder, dressed up like vampires, ghouls or witches. And all getting fucked up in some sort of way. I looked at my two buddies and I remember yelling “fuck yeah!” in an immature, mischievous way. We decided to walk around the main street a little, see what there was to see, do a little people watching and maybe find some weed. We kept walking toward what looked like a park. Everybody knows that during the day a park is a nice relaxing place to take the kids, but after dark it’s a haven for the bad seeds of the city to congregate and do drugs. Definitely my type of place at the time. We turned around and noticed a kid a little older than us who looked like he was on his way to a Grateful Dead concert. He had shoulder length hair and a pretty thick beard. Over his nappy roots he wore a wool stitched beanie. His shirt was tie-dyed, accompanied by ripped jeans and a pair of Birkenstocks. I remember looking at him and thinking I bet he got some good nug but I didn’t even want to ask. As our paths crossed though, he said the word that would change my life forever. “Doses!” Then he said it again. The three of us stopped in our tracks. Now when you’re talking about drugs the word ‘doses’ could mean anything from mushrooms to ecstasy. But judging by his appearance I was sure he was talking about LSD. Better known to us little street punks as Acid. It was music to my ears, and before I even got his name I was asking him how much, which is actually a pretty stupid question. Street value for a hit of acid is almost always five dollars unless you are buying the mysterious ‘double dipped’ which means the paper carried twice the amount of the hallucinogenic chemical. I always found the double dipped to be bullshit anyway because to tell you the truth there was no way to tell if you were only eating one hit. He told us it was only five bucks a hit. I asked if it was good and he said it was the best acid he’s ever had. Told us it came from San Diego and one hit would knock you on your ass. We walked with our back to his vehicle which was a VW bus of all things. I thought it was pretty fitting. There was a girl in the front seat. She was pretty but I remember looking at her eyes and they were ‘pinned’. Her pupils were the size of needle tips. She was high on heroin, something that I would never mess with. When the kid took out the acid it was like he had opened up a treasure chest. It was a big sheet of tin foil and when he opened it up it revealed a sheet of about 8x8. The paper was a tie-dye design, almost identical to the shirt he had been wearing. We all stared at it, anticipating how fucked up we were going to get. We told him we wanted three hits. That’s all we had the money for and we gave him fifteen bucks. Instead of carefully cutting the paper with a razor blade or some scissors he just ripped off a piece which ended up working to our advantage. The paper was worth more than we paid. I put the acid in the cellophane from my pack of smokes and we said goodbye. I never liked to hang around too long after a drug deal.
 
   We decided that the day after tomorrow would be a much better night to trip out. There was a teachers’ meeting at school and we had the following day off. I loved the anticipation. I couldn’t wait.
 
    
 
   WASHINGTON, D.C., NOVEMBER 1999
 
    
 
   On November 2nd of 1999 my life changed drastically, and I hadn’t even realized that it was the Festival of the Dead (maybe it was a sign of the things to come). When the greatly anticipated night finally came Jason came to my house. Jimmy was waiting for us at his. I remember pulling the cellophane out of the freezer. Supposedly the cold keeps the acid fresh and it doesn’t lose its effect. I took out my grandmother’s cutting board and placed the acid on it. I became so paranoid every time I heard the smallest of noises. I used a razor blade and cut the paper into the most even pieces I could. We were undecided if we should wait for Jimmy or not. We decided to just head down to his house to give him his piece. We put the acid on our tongues and felt that familiar texture of a little square of paper loaded with enough chemicals to take control of a human’s mind, body and soul. Little did I know at that moment how true that would be, and in only a few hours. I put Jimmy’s shit in my pocket and washed the cutting board. I would never forgive myself (even though it was nearly impossible) to have my grandmother cut something on that board, eat it, and start tripping. I put the cutting board back exactly the way I found it and flushed the razor blade down the toilet. Everything was good. All we needed to do was give Jimmy his dose and the night would be started. 
 
   “Did you bring it?” Jimmy asked me. 
 
   “Yeah, man. Hold on. What if your Mom’s looking at us or something?” 
 
   “She’s not here, Dude. Why are you always so paranoid?”
 
   I was. I would always be the one looking around. I was the one who worried most about cops, or parents. It got to the point where sometimes I felt like no matter what I was doing, which nine times out of ten was something wrong, people were watching, even if I was completely alone. I gave Jimmy his hit and he gobbled it up. 
 
   “You guys already take yours?” We stuck our tongues out showing Jimmy that it had been just a little while ago, even though it was now mush on our tongues. We all lit up a smoke and sat in silence while our minds played tricks on us, well Jason and mine, at least. It had only been about twenty minutes since we’d taken it. Under normal circumstances acid usually took forty-five minutes to an hour. We flicked our cigarettes and went to Jimmy’s living room to watch TV. Every five fucking minutes Jason would ask us it we were feeling it yet. By the fifth time he asked us I was getting pretty bored with the question. We all just sat, Jimmy flipping through the channels, I was fidgeting with something I felt underneath the arm of the seat and Jason was twirling his hat on his finger. When the next five minutes came I expected Jason to ask again but he didn’t. I looked over at him with anticipation of the question but he just seemed to really be into his hat. And then I realized how much I was into whatever the fuck I was fidgeting with. This time it was my turn to ask: “Jason, you feelin’ anything?” “I don’t know, but my hat’s pretty fucking cool right now.” This statement was followed by so much laughter it made my stomach hurt. I felt my breaths getting cleaner and deeper. 
 
   Jason and I were tripping and Jimmy was following right behind. We realized Jimmy was tripping when we noticed him watching some documentary on the learning channel with intense interest. I asked Jimmy kind of jokingly. “You feeling it man?” He turned to look at me, his eyes as round as a half dollar. He had a funny look. I asked him what was up and he said he had a surprise. “I got some from my brother this morning. You guys wanna smoke?” What a perfect start to a perfect night, I thought. We ran up to Jimmy’s room and took our usual seats. Most of the pot I had smoked in those years was in that room, and our designated seats were even named. I had the seat by the window—‘Max’s window seat.’
 
   Jimmy sat on his futon and reached behind it to reveal a bag of weed and a one foot orange bong he made. We called it ‘King Kong’. We had so many memories with this bong that next to our pictures in the senior yearbook the words ‘King Kong’ were etched in. As I watched Jimmy pack the bong I realized that the effect of the acid had really taken over me. I had such an incredibly strong body high and I was so much more in tune with my thoughts. I looked at the futon Jimmy sat on and wondered how long it would take to make one, and did the owner of the factory where it was made liked to eat chocolate ice cream. Bu then I knew he couldn’t have because the owner of the factory was phony. Everyone who wasn’t with the three of us (in our state of mind) was phony. No, I thought, I bet he eats vanilla. And, as a hallucination goes, I was absolutely correct and I knew this was a brilliant thought. It was so brilliant I had to share it with the other two in the room. 
 
   “Hey,” I said. They both looked up at me. “Do you think the owner of the factory where Jimmy’s futon was made likes chocolate or vanilla ice cream?” Before they could answer I thought how brilliant I was for asking such an in depth question related to so many things in our lives and the lives of others at that time. 
 
   “Dude, what the fuck are you talking about?” They asked laughing. “You’re fucked up Max.” 
 
   I snapped back into reality for a second. “That was a stupid question.” I told them. “But do you think he’s phony?” 
 
   “Alright, man, I’ve never thought about the owner of the factory where this futon was made, or if he liked strawberry ice cream or whatever the fuck you said,” Jimmy replied. We all laughed some more, and I realized just how good the acid was. We’d already been in Jimmy’s room for twenty minutes and still hadn’t smoked. 
 
   “Light that shit,” Jason said, and the night really began. I couldn’t even feel the smoke going down. I knew I was smoking it because it came out, but did it go in? That’s what President Clinton truly meant when he said ‘I didn’t inhale.’
 
   After a couple of hits the LSD intensified. My mind was racing more now but my body had calmed down from the pre-trip jitters. I always felt like I had butterflies in my stomach for the first hour of a trip. We chilled out and smoked cigarettes. Jimmy tossed me his CD case and told me to pick one out.. I grabbed a Doors CD. I put on Rider in the Storm. Jim Morrison began talking to me and I listened with the closest attention. I closed my eyes and listened. Even when I’m straight it’s hard for me to listen to good music with them open. 
 
   “Jim Morrison is a fucking genius,” I said out loud.
 
   “That I will agree with you on,” Jimmy replied. “But what do you think he means by that line?” No one could answer. It was Jim’s own drug induced thoughts that made sense to no one but him. I respected him for that.
 
   As the song became more intense Jason yelled: “The soccer game!” from a complete calm atmosphere. The biggest confusion arose. I stood up trying to find my hat. Jimmy threw me his bag of weed and told me to hide it. I couldn’t find a place to put it. The room was spinning and the music from the stereo was grabbing me. Jason was looking in wonder at himself in the mirror and Jimmy was scurrying to hide his bong. Everything became loud and polluted like we were in the city. Jimmy was screaming at us and I knew we had to get out of the room. I hid the bag of weed in the breast pocket of one of Jimmy’s suits in his closet, grabbed my hat and got the fuck out of Dodge. Ran downstairs and put my jacket on. When I got outside I realized Jimmy and Jack weren’t with me. Should I go back to get them? I had to. I couldn’t leave them in there alone. When I turned around to walk back in the house they were right there. We all went outside.
 
   I remember asking Jimmy on the walk to the game if I looked proportioned to him. I couldn’t get comfortable. My mind was starting to fuck with me. “You look fine, man.” As soon as he said it I got comfortable. When entering a high school event fucked up I always got paranoid. The stadium was always loaded with cops during the games, and there were teachers, especially the ones of the classes you had just skipped that day. Luckily this time we had no problems getting in and the cops weren’t that bad. I loved the feeling of being at a game. It was a place where all your friends would meet up and talk about parties that were going on, or looking at girls you thought were looking at you. Just being a teenager at a high school game was the true essence of that time in my life, and I rarely appreciated it as much then as I do now. We proceeded to watch the soccer game. I can’t remember too much from that game at all. The acid had taken its full effect and everything became a blur. I do remember asking Jason why there were five soccer balls on the field. I don’t think he took me seriously because he didn’t answer. Or maybe he was pondering the same question. In any event our next stop was a party.
 
   By the time the game finished I was tripping so hard I was completely incoherent to the world. I just became a tag-along making sure not to be left behind. I do recall walking out of the stadium though. Jason reminded me about the weed in the jacket I had hid for Jimmy. I yelled: “Dude, pick me up at Jimmy’s in then minutes, I gotta grab something!” and just like that I was off in a full sprint. Jimmy lived about ten minutes away and halfway to his house I thought it would have been a lot smarter to jut hop in a car instead of running to his house. But running at full speed just felt so right at that moment. As I was running my hallucination became incredible. I saw peacock feathers flashing on and off in the road. Parked cars, although I knew they were parked, were racing with me. How could I be running this fast and not be able to beat a parked car? Am I running fast I asked myself, or am I running slow? I have to be running fast, I thought. I felt my heart pounding through my chest and sweat was running down my back, actually my clothes were soaked. I was pissed about this. How could I go to a party all sweaty? I didn’t stop running until I got to Jimmy’s driveway. I was so close with Jimmy and his family that just walking into his house when no one was there was not an odd thing for me to do
 
   I looked at myself in the mirror at the top of Jimmy’s stairs. To my surprise there wasn’t one drop of sweat on me and my heart wasn’t racing at all. Had I even been running? What the fuck was going on? There is no way in hell I could have walked from the game, but my body showed no signs of physical stress. My face wasn’t even red. The only thing out of the ordinary in that mirror image was the wall paper making a whirlpool behind me. I had to get the fuck out of Jimmy’s house. I busted into his room and reached into his jacket pocket. The bag was still there. I put it in my sock and turned around. Down on his little table right by my window seat was the cover of the Doors album. Jim was staring at me with crazy fucking eyes. His eyes told me to go and make sure to get in the car. Safety would find me there. At this point I was scared shitless. I flew the fuck out of Jimmy’s house and didn’t look back.
 
   The whole ride consisted of me getting higher than I ever needed to be, as they kept passing King Kong around. I was contemplating whether I was talking out loud or just thinking to myself. “JASON!” I yelled, really loud. 
 
   “What man?” I was so relieved when he answered. 
 
   “Nothing, just making sure I was talking and not thinking.” Everyone in the car started laughing.
 
   “Dude, you’re tripping hard.” He told me this was by far the best acid he had ever taken and I couldn’t deny it myself.
 
   At the house where the party was I went to the refrigerator and grabbed a beer. Charlie and Terry were there. They were two of the guys from the little band we were just forming and I layed down the beat with the drums. I was real happy to see them because earlier that day I had a great idea for a song. We started to bullshit, don’t even know about what, and as the thoughts about the song came to me I was sure I was brilliant. A million things raced into my mind on basically music, the band and what we could do to improve to make it big. We definitely had talent. And that was no exaggeration. But as I was thinking about this I was so overwhelmed I couldn’t express myself. I tried so hard to speak to them, but all that came out of my mouth was gibberish. I was finally able to say after a couple of minutes of mumbling that if I could explain what I was thinking things would be good. Charlie and Terry gave me a look that I will never forget, and I was totally embarrassed. It was the ‘Max is too fucked up for his own good look’, and there was nothing I could do about it. I left to go talk to Jimmy. He looked like a mad scientist, aka his famous fucked up face. I decided I would talk to him later. The next couple of hours were pretty dull. I smoked lots of cigarettes and made small talk. On the last time I went to the kitchen to grab a beer I looked at the clock. I had now been tripping for nine hours off of one hit of acid and I wasn’t coming down. Nine hours was a long time to trip and I didn’t want to do it anymore. Sometimes when you’re on a hallucination you come to a point when you just want it to end but it doesn’t. I was now worried. And then I heard someone from the living room say something that hit me so hard the acid in my body stayed with me for one year. Now when I say this I don’t mean the hallucinations and the gibberish and the crazy thoughts, but side effects came really hard. “My friend’s dad took a hit of acid and tripped for a month,” was what I heard. There is no description for how hard this hit me. I get the jitters even now while writing about it, just thinking of that moment in time. I could see myself as if looking in a mirror. Scared. God came down and took my soul from my chest and told me I would be tripping forever. This was it I told myself. I was going to be like all those vegetables that did too much LSD and were on a life trip. I thought my life was over. I saw my friends through the years, when they would talk about me, and would say: “Oh, yeah, I remember Max. He went crazy off of some acid he took one night. Too bad though, he was pretty cool.” I saw it all. My parents coming to visit me in the institution, my mother crying and my father disgusted he raised a son who had now become a statistic. ‘Another teen lost to drugs’. This one statement changed my life. My heart began to beat so fast I thought I was going to have a heart attack. I could no longer hear voices at the party, only mouths opening with silence coming out of them. I had stepped over the line. I was on a life trip. I spoke to no one for the rest of the night. I went up to a room and tried to fall asleep. This was absurd. The drug would not let me do it, neither would my thoughts. I was living in a nightmare and I honestly began to contemplate suicide. The thought lingered for a while, but I always associated suicide with cowardice and my warped mind at that time knew better. I told myself I was stronger than that. I was.
 
   Sleep finally took over my body and when I woke up the next morning the very first thing I did was run my hand across my face to see if I was still tripping. I saw many hands, the acid was still there. My body didn’t still feel the high from the drug, but when I looked around colors were more vivid, and I would always seem to catch things out of the corner of my eye. The drug had done its damage and I at that moment fell into a depression that would last a year.
 
   I called my mother to pick me up. Something I had never done after a party in my life. But this time I didn’t care if she smelled the booze on my breath. I was going to come clean with everything I had ever done. And that’s exactly what happened. I told her about the drinking, the marijuana, ecstasy, cocaine and the past night I had just experienced with the acid. Although it had not been my first time on the drug I told her. I was sure it was going to stay with me forever. I waited for my mother to cut my balls off, instead her reaction surprised me. She is a strong woman, and always an optimist. She was calm and understanding and offered me words of comfort. “Do you need to go to the hospital?” She asked me. “To get the drug out, maybe that would help?” I told her I wasn’t going to a hospital. I didn’t want people to know about this, not to mention what this would do to her career. I told her I would deal with it. I just needed her to be here for me. I started to cry. She pulled the car over and held me. “You’ll be all right,” she said. “I know you’re strong. You can make it through this. No drugs will bring my son down. I have faith. If you think negative thoughts then there will be negative outcomes. I am here for you, but only your own mind and body can get you through this. Just know I love you and no matter what I will be your mother and best friend.” I stopped crying. I thought back to the previous night. Your mind is so fragile on acid. A negative thought or a comment can affect the person on the drug so hard that they could deal with worse consequences than I was feeling at that point in my life. I knew I could get out of it. I would do it, but right then the fear was fresh in my mind. 
 
   For the next twelve months I quit everything except for smoking (cigarettes). I was so afraid that any drug would trigger the LSD again I wouldn’t risk it. I didn’t even drink. As a matter of fact I wouldn’t take any medicine either. Not even an aspirin. I had sunk so deep into depression I would force myself to go out with my friends or my girlfriend at the time. I had everyone fooled. They really didn’t know what was going on. Well I think I did tell Jimmy. I couldn’t fall asleep at night unless the TV was on. I refused to be left alone with my own thoughts. I needed to hear another voice. It made me feel like someone was there. It gave me comfort. I would always consult with my mother throughout that year of my life, and every day she stood strong by my side. I will always hold my mother closer for that time when she was my savior. When I had no one, I had someone! Thanks Mom, I love you.
 
   One morning, approximately one year later, I woke up and felt normal! It had left me and I woke my mother up to tell her. She told me it was the first time she had seen me smile, really smile, in a long time. I gave her a hug. I had overcome. I had adapted. The chemical didn’t own my body any more. I owned the chemical. I was free. It was a great feeling.
 
   A couple weeks after that morning, I smoked pot. Now I know this sounds bad after the negative experience I had just gone through with drugs, but what this meant was I was sure enough in my own mind. I was strong enough to handle it. And smoking pot was just how I had left it. I would never again mess with acid or any other drug. As I write about this moment of clarity I hope I will be able to overcome the ongoing struggle I might always have with drugs. I think I can do it. I hope I can do it. I don’t want to make my parents go to my funeral. I don’t even want to be at my funeral, well, until it’s my time, and only the Big Guy upstairs knows when that is. So I decided if I wanted to stay alive and get rid of my addictions I was going to enlist.
 
    
 
   Max was on a bus, full of young men like himself, in the middle of the night, somewhere near their destination. It was just as dark in the bus as it was outside. And there was complete silence. No one spoke. They were all lost in their own world, in their own thoughts.
 
   They were sleepy, slipping in and out of their dreams, thinking about their young lives and possibly what lay ahead for them. Some were boys just out of high school, others came from farms, and some had never been any further than their county. A few of them always dreamed about being a Marine and wanted to become leaders in the military community. A few joined up to get help with an education or wanted to see the world on the military’s dime. Some were missing a number of teeth, possibly from gang related activities, and the military possibly provided them with an honorable career and life, instead of a penal or even death sentence on the violent streets. Yet another little group like Max were addicted to drugs, alcohol, or both, came from a myriad of backgrounds, some wealthy, some not, and figured the military was their last resort. 
 
   They pulled into Parris Island. One of the first things they noticed was a gigantic and beautiful Eagle, Globe and Anchor, the Marine Corps’ insignia, on what looked like two massive stainless steel doors. They were all immediately awake. The ‘tss’ from the air brakes sent a shiver down their spine—this was it—they had arrived at their destination. 
 
   So Max went through ‘detox’ the hard way, the really hard way. His welcome, along with the other young men, greeted them in the shape of a Sergeant, wearing green pants, a tan shirt and a Smokey Bear hat. Even in the darkness the men could tell that Smokey didn’t have a single wrinkle on his uniform and they were absolutely positive that under it his body was just as faultless—his height, weight and dimensions seemed scripted to his job. Every muscle appeared effortlessly tuned, his face flawlessly shaven, and his stance impeccable. The Sergeant looked like a poster for the Marines. The young men were getting their first dose of the Corps—anything less than perfect was unacceptable.
 
   Smokey jumped on the bus screaming at the top of his lungs. “GET OFF MY FUCKING BUS! YOU BELONG TO ME NOW! FALL IN!” The men scrambled into formation, and not very efficiently. “ON THE YELLOW FOOTPRINTS, AND IN AN ORDERLY FASHION!” He watched the boys for a moment and started up again. I WANT YOUR FEET AT A FORTY-FIVE DEGREE ANGLE! KEEP YOUR FUCKING CHINS UP! YOU ARE ON RECRUIT DEPOT PARRIS ISLAND. MANY HAVE STOOD WHERE YOU ARE NOW STANDING, MARINES WHO FOUGHT AND DIED FOR THEIR COUNTRY, RECIPIENTS OF THE HIGHEST COMMENDATIONS IN THE MILITARY, THAT’S WHO!”
 
   Max wondered if Smokey only had one octave. It seemed his voice knew one particular decibel—extremely loud. The sergeant went on and on, and the new recruits understood that this was the beginning of the end of life as they had known it so far. Every single man who had been on the bus believed they were mentally tough and could handle anything the Corps would throw at them. That thought was quickly dissipating. 
 
   By the time the sergeant came up for a breath the new recruits had subconsciously learned enormous amounts of Marine Corps history. 
 
   “This is definitely not the City of Lights!” Max whispered through his teeth to no one in particular, thinking that one of his favorite cities in the world—the other Paris—had absolutely nothing in common with this island.
 
   “You’ve been to Paris?” The man with a southern drawl standing next to him whispered back. Max looked at him from the side of his eye, thought this was possibly the biggest black guy he had ever seen, and that he should be a linebacker for some professional football team. He was also concerned that the big man was one of those gentle giants, quiet and polite, until someone really pissed him off. Smokey, with enough ribbons on his tan shirt to decorate Christmas packages, and who kept screaming at the top of his lungs, would probably get him to that point.
 
   “Always in my dreams,” he whispered back. 
 
   The sergeant saw Max’s lips move. He moved directly in front of him, his face about two inches from his face. “IF I HEAR ONE MORE FUCKING SOUND OUT OF THAT PIECE OF TRASH YOU CALL A FUCKING MOUTH I WILL TEAR YOUR FUCKING TONGUE OUT RIGHT HERE, RIGHT NOW!” He said all in one long breath.
 
   Max especially appreciated Smokey’s spittle hitting him in the face. What the fuck have I done? What the hell did I get myself into this time?
 
    
 
    
 
   Later that night a barber, some civilian with a small case, showed up. The men lined up, one at a time, and took turns sitting in the guy’s chair. With the precision of a neurosurgeon who had flunked out of med school, and lasting no longer than thirty seconds at a time, the barber managed to make them all into bald eggs.
 
   Max combed his head with his hand, felt the almost nonexistent hair and wondered what ever possessed him to join the Marines.
 
   During the next few days the new recruits were shown the different areas of the island, given clothes, went through physicals and orientation, and listened to lectures and classes on Marine Corps traditions. The Instructor was precise and a hard ass. Of course no one liked him. Although the young men had hardly slept in several days, they pushed themselves to stay awake. When they were finally allowed to sleep they immediately past out. As soon as they closed their eyes the doors flew open and three Drill Instructors, the ones that would be with them for the next three months, stormed in. They had slept a few hours, but to the recruits it felt more like a few minutes. The young men lined up as fast as they could in front of their beds. Some stumbled, others literally fell over each other. They were young, all-American boys, ranging between seventeen to twenty-two years old. They had dreams and questions, but all of that completely vanished when the Drill Instructors stormed in as if they had just landed once again on the beaches in Normandy. The young men held their breaths, their faces trying vehemently to hide their fear and the knots in their stomachs. In a split second their green t-shirts started to get soaked from their perspiration, but the cold sweat of panic running down their spine was worse. For the next two hours the three Drill Instructors took turns, or even all together, hammering the recruits until they were soaked, not only from their own sweat, but from the maniacal screaming, spitting, swearing and overbearing comportment. The effect was draining, and the recruits forgot any dreams or questions they ever had, as well as their past life in the civilian world. By the end of their training at boot camp they would be on their way to becoming a finely crafted military force. At that precise moment they would have never believed it, but the young men would become proud Marines and discover a brotherhood they would intensely love and which would always exist in their lives.
 
   ♫
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   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Samantha Baxter grew up in Newton, a posh suburb of Boston. She was the only child of Frank and Mildred, old New England families that were said to have come over on the Mayflower. Her young life had been a happy one, filled with the love from her parents and the wealth that provided nannies and a good education. She had tutors for languages, and a teacher for her beloved guitar she had purchased in a little store in Madrid during one of the trips around the globe with her affluent parents. Her friends were of the same milieu and she excelled at sports. She was of course up to date with the latest fashions from Paris and Milan. And she had Sandstorm, the beige cat she rescued in the middle of a snow blizzard when he was just a half frozen kitten. She was a happy teenager in her last year of high school before going on to college, her sights set on a medical degree from Harvard.
 
   But her young, happy life changed dramatically when she was summoned to the principal’s office her senior year. She waited in front of the secretary’s desk to be called into the office. The older woman kept glancing at Sam, not saying a word. She thought the older woman’s behavior odd. Ms. Nagel looked like she had perhaps been crying, or was very upset about something. Sam was curious to know, but didn’t want to be rude by asking. Why was she seeing the principal, anyway? Had she done something wrong? She didn’t think so, and she was a ‘straight A’ student.
 
   The principal opened his door and waved her in. Out of the corner of her eye Sam shot another glance at the secretary.
 
   “Ms. Baxter, please sit down.” Sam did as she was asked. “I’ll get straight to the point. I’m afraid I have some bad news.”
 
   “I’m not graduating?”
 
   The principal laughed. “No, no, of course not, you’re one of the best and brightest students in the school.”
 
   “Oh,” Sam said, relieved. “So why am I here? What’s the bad news?”
 
   “There’s been an accident, a terrible accident.” 
 
   Sam’s eyes grew very wide. She sat motionless, trying to understand, and then it hit her. “Mom?’ She whispered. “Dad? Are they alright?” The principal didn’t answer. “Are they alive?”
 
   “I’m very, very sorry. They didn’t survive.”
 
   “Dead? They’re dead? Both of them?” 
 
   He nodded slowly. “A truck ran a red light. They never had a chance. They were killed instantly.”
 
   Was that supposed to make her feel better? Well, maybe a little, at least they didn’t suffer. What was she going to do now? “What happens now?” Sam asked. She was in a daze. Sam was usually in complete command of a situation, a smart girl and a quick thinker, with what she loved to say ‘a solution to every problem’. But there was no solution to death, and she was furious that she couldn’t remedy that. She now had no idea what lay ahead of her or what she was supposed to do.
 
   “You can of course take some time off and return to school when you’re up to it. Do you have any relatives?”
 
   Sam shook her head. “No, Mom and Dad don’t…didn’t have any other siblings, and my grandparents died a long time ago.” 
 
   “Alright, I’ll make some phone calls. Ms. Nagel will take you home and will stay with you.”
 
    
 
   When Sam entered the historic, hundred year old beautiful house, the once happy home seemed dark and gloomy. It was so empty. Even the house must know, she thought. How could her parents not be here? Would there ever be laughter again? Would she even be able to smile? The fact that she was all alone in the world was starting to hit her and then, like the survivor that he was, Sandstorm jumped into her arms. She hugged him so tight the poor cat could hardly breathe.
 
   “Thank you, Ms. Nagel, I’m going up to my room.”
 
   “Of course, Sam, I’ll go to the kitchen and make something for you.”
 
   “I’m not hungry.”
 
   “I know, but maybe later.”
 
   Sam nodded, deciding the effort to decline the offer too much of a hassle. “Thank you,” she said simply, and climbed the stairs with Sandstorm in her arms.
 
   She lay on the bed, motionless, the cat on her chest. With the extra sense that animals possess he didn’t move either. He knew something was wrong and had to be there for her. Sam’s eyes were glassy. Her heart was in a knot and the lump in her throat was painful. And then it came, a deluge that had been held back so fiercely now just burst uncontrollably. Sam never knew so many tears could come out of one person, and the spasms racked her young body. She cried for hours, Sandstorm faithfully by her side. She didn’t bother to get out of bed, never went down to eat, and never felt so alone. She stared at the ceiling, watching her short lifetime as if a film was projecting the highlights, the laughter, the travels, and the good times with her doting parents. Would she ever be happy again? Even just a little? The tears streamed down her lovely young face and Sandstorm gently wiped them away with his paw.
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   Max made the mistake of staring at his Drill Instructor, and it would be the only time.
 
   “ARE YOU EYE FUCKING ME?” The sergeant screamed. Was he not supposed to look at him? Was that what he meant? I was just being polite, Max wanted to say, as he remembered his mother always insisting on manners. One of her pet peeves was not looking at someone in the eyes. Forget that one, Mom! Max never felt so alone. His parents weren’t there, the support system he vehemently knew would always exist was a very distant memory. There was no one to ‘bail him out’ of whatever predicament he found himself in. He was on his own and insisted he would make the best of it.
 
   The Drill Instructor screamed at the recruits for hours, interspersed with PT, physical training, which consisted of endless repetitions of pushups, jumping jacks and pull ups. When Max firmly believed that these screaming maniacs were trying to make his body explode with flames internally burning him, he knew he was just about ready to pass out. And this was only week one. Twelve more to go. Max had to get through this. Others had done it, so would he. He listened to the sounds around him—men panting, groaning; boots repeatedly hitting the earth, bodies falling from exhaustion, and Drill Instructors yelling at the top of their lungs. Max smiled at the idea forming in his mind. He listened again: bam, bam (the boots), humph, humph (the panting), boof, boof (a couple bodies dropping), and the inevitable “YOU CALL THAT A PUSHUP? GET YOUR FUCKING DICKS OFF THE GROUND! OR I’LL PERSONALLY PICK YOU UP BY THOSE PEBBLES YOU CALL BALLS!” Max’s mind went into ‘music’ mode. Boof, boof, humph, humph, bam, bam, dicks, pebbles… Oh, this was becoming a great tune, Max thought and smiled. His mind forgot the pain as he concentrated on the waves of sounds emanating all around him. He did another fifty pushups and never felt the fire in his arms. He kept building on his melody and repeated it time and time again until he actually created a song. He then sang this to himself over and over, letting his mind concentrate on the music in his brain. His body mechanically did the exercises, without the prior pain he had experienced. His temperature decreased and his limbs seemed to have enough oxygen for any PT the Drill Instructors were throwing at them.
 
   After hours of exhaustive training, physical as well as instructional, the recruits headed to their barracks where they received guidelines on how to make their beds, better known as racks. Max’s eyes opened wide as he realized he had never made his own bed before, other than throwing a blanket over the sheets at a buddy’s house the morning after a night of debauchery. And the ensuing hangover certainly didn’t help in the precision of any semblance of a well-made bed. And now these screaming lunatics, the Drill Instructors, wanted their racks to be so precise that quarters were supposed to bounce off the blanket. This, to Max, would be a greater challenge than any of the PT exercises, but eventually he mastered the ‘art of the rack’.
 
    
 
   That evening Max stood outside the barracks, craving a drink and a smoke. He couldn’t have either and he was miserable. He kept repeating to himself that it would pass and soon, and he hoped sooner rather than later, that the cravings would go away. Thankfully the Corps kept the men continually busy and that was a great help. 
 
   Colin Haferty walked up to Max. It was the big guy from the bus. He wondered what he wanted.
 
   “Hey, can I ask you a question?” Colin said.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Today at PT the Drill Instructors pushed us to our limits, and even beyond. The guys on the field were breathing hard, some were vomiting, others were bent in half, and a few more were trying to catch their breath, except you. “How did you do that?” He asked.
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “You never seemed to get tired. Here we were dying and you looked like you were going on a picnic or something.”
 
   “It’s all in the mind.”
 
   “Yeah, I figured that much. So what do you do, some sort of meditation?”
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   “Spit it out, man.”
 
   “If I tell you you’ll tell the others and then I’ll never hear the end of it, especially if the Drill Instructors find out.”
 
   “You can trust me.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You have my word of honor. As a gentleman from New Orleans, and as a soon to be, God willing, a U.S. Marine.”
 
   Max liked this guy, and his gut confirmed it. “I believe you are a Southern gentleman, Monsieur.” Max knew that most Louisiana natives spoke some French or were even fluent.
 
   “Thank you. Now spit it out.”
 
   “Music.”
 
   “Music?”
 
   “Well, music and rhythms.”
 
   “Now I really want to hear this. I’m into music myself.”
 
   “What are you into?”
 
   “I sing.”
 
   “I believe you again. Every person from New Orleans has music in their blood.”
 
   The big man smiled. You’ve been to my city?”
 
   “I have. One of the greatest places in the world, and one of my favorites. That city has soul, and most of its soul is made of music. Although the Jell-O shots on Bourbon Street are pretty good too.”
 
   “Christ, I could use one of those now.”
 
   “Yeah, I could use a couple myself.”
 
   “So tell me, what’s your secret?”
 
   “Okay, here it is. Now listen.”
 
   Colin waited. “To what?”
 
   “The sounds around you.”
 
   Colin listened. “Okay, now what.”
 
   “You’re not listening.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “No, really listen, what do you hear?”
 
   Colin listened again. “I hear the wind, a door shutting somewhere in the back, a truck driving farther down, boots on the sidewalk, someone yelling orders on the other side of the building…” he listened some more. “The cable from the flag clanking on the pole…”
 
   “Very good.”
 
   “Okay, so now what?”
 
   “When you get tired, especially when you think this is it, I’m going to drop dead any second now, you make music.”
 
   “You make music? That’s your secret?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “What the fuck does that mean?”
 
   “You make music with all those sounds, or even more and maybe less.”
 
   “Boy, are you playing with me?”
 
   “No, man, look, or rather hear.”
 
   “I’m all ears.”
 
   “Okay, let’s start with the pole. Clank, clank, clank.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Now, the boots: tap, tap, tap, tap.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Add the wind: whoo, whoo. Now put them all together: “Clank clank clank tap tap tap whoo whoo, and whoo whoo tap tap clank clank, and so on, and you make a melody with the sounds. You can also count, make beats, see notes floating in the air, see yourself writing them down on sheets even If you can’t read or write music. Since we very well can’t sing it out loud it stays in your mind.”
 
   “Which is what you’re trying to do, get your mind off the pain from the body.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “It is a kind of meditation.”
 
   “It is. But in meditation you try to empty your mind, with this you fill it with music.” 
 
   “You know, Music Man, I think you’ve got something there,” Colin said.
 
   “I knew you were a fellow musician, and I’m pretty sure I can trust you.”
 
   “That you can, mon ami, most definitely. Your secret is safe with me.”
 
   “Merci.”
 
   The two men walked off, quietly creating music in their minds.
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   Ms. Nagel softly knocked on Sam’s door. “Sam? Are you alright? May I come in?” No answer. “Sam?” Still no answer. She slowly opened the door. The room was dark except for a web of light that came through the curtains from the street lamp. She saw Sam sleeping, Sandstorm faithfully cradled next to her ribs.
 
   “Sam, honey,” Ms. Nagel said, caressing the young girl’s cheek, “I brought you some soup. You have to eat.” Sam opened her eyes and noticed a softness in Ms. Nagel’s face she had never seen before. She had hardly ever paid attention to the older women, as she and the rest of the students in the school only thought of her as an old maid with no distinguishing personality.
 
   “I’m not hungry.”
 
   “I know, but you have to eat, you have to keep yourself strong.”
 
   “What for? I just want to die, to fall asleep and never wake up.”
 
   “Don’t say that. You have your whole life in front of you.”
 
   “Who wants it? I don’t have anyone anyway. No parents, no family. Nothing to live for.”
 
   “Oh, Sam, there is so much to live for. You’re gloriously young, intelligent and absolutely beautiful. Why you’re one of the prettiest girls I have ever seen.”
 
   “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”
 
   “No, I’m not. I wouldn’t say such a thing if it wasn’t true, besides, I don’t lie.”
 
   “What’s the use of life anyway?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You have fun as a child but you’re too young to understand how great that is, then you have go to school for twelve years, then college and university for even more. Once you graduate you go to work. If you’re lucky you’ll meet somebody, have a kid or two who will give you joy when they are small. Then they’ll give you grief, and when they’ve finally matured they’ll tell you that you’re their best friend and how much they love you. And then they go off and leave you and you’re lucky to see them at holidays, and get a phone call once in a while.”
 
   “That’s quite a philosophy.”
 
   “That’s life,” Sam retorted with disgust.
 
   “Some of that might be true, but it’s the little details that make life full and worthwhile. Is there anything more precious or powerful that a young child hugging you? Holding you so tight and making you understand that you’re its protector, the most important being in the world, all while loving you?”
 
   “And then goes off and gets married and you become a shadow in the background, because they found someone to love even more.”
 
   “But a very important shadow who gets that one look when you’re dancing with him at his wedding that says: thank you for being my mother, thank you for giving me life, and thanks for all the sacrifices you made for me.”
 
   Sam looked up from her bed. “Really?”
 
   “Yes. As I said, these are the details that make life beautiful.”
 
   Never having thought much about Ms. Nagel Sam wondered if the woman had ever been married or even had a child. “Do you have a son or a daughter?” She asked apprehensively, fearing suddenly that perhaps this woman who had let herself go, didn’t really care about her appearance and probably was younger than she actually looked, and who might have had a traumatic experience as well. No one knew much about her, well at least none of the students, and now Sam was curious. 
 
   Ms. Nagel looked at Sam and gently took her hands. “I was married once,” she said softly, “to a wonderful man who gave me a perfect child. This boy was an angel, never gave me any grief, was a good student and a good son. He went on to marry a lovely woman, beautiful inside and out.” She smiled at the memory. “And then one day they all went to watch a ball game. On their way back home they were in the wrong place at the wrong time. A drive-by shooting killed all three of them.”
 
   Sam gasped. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry…I’m so very sorry.” The two women embraced and held each other, their pain an instant and horrific connection.
 
   “Yes, my dear, another one of life’s moments, but life is still beautiful.” Ms. Nagel said, pulling back from Sam. “Now, you must be strong, you must live for yourself. You still have everything going for you, and you are young and smart. Don’t let any of that slip by.”
 
    Sam looked at the older woman, tears still streaming down her young face. “Does it get any better, or does the pain stay with you forever?” She asked.
 
   “It does get better. First you think about it for what seems every moment of every day, and you ask yourself why? Why did they have to die? Why couldn’t they have a full life? Why couldn’t they share more years with the people who loved them? Why couldn’t I have been with them and been killed as well. I would have welcomed that. And most of all where was the fairness of taking a child away from his mother, when a parent is not supposed to outlive their offspring. But you go on with your life, there’s no other choice really, and then you think about them and the circumstances less and less. That doesn’t mean you forget them or you will ever stop loving them, it means that the pain becomes less intense, but you never forget.”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Sam repeated, “I didn’t know.”
 
   “No, not too many people do, and I try to keep it away from the school.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Now, let’s get some soup into you,” she said, handing Sam the bowl she had prepared.
 
   “Thank you, Ms. Nagel.”
 
    
 
   ♫
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PARRIS ISLAND, SOUTH CAROLINA
 
    
 
    
 
   SUMMER 2001
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   It was Sunday and the recruits were allowed to go worship God as they pleased. Max liked to say that he believed in God, but he didn’t need to be inside four walls to prove it. But this veneration, however, offered an opportunity to ‘get away’ from the continuous drill of the Corps, even for just a couple of hours. 
 
   Max followed his ears and walked towards a building. He wasn’t sure if it was a chapel, but he could hear singing, maybe gospel. He entered the makeshift church. He was right, and everyone present was in their ‘Sunday best’—fatigues—and to Max’s delight they were definitely chanting and swaying to the rhythm of the music. He thought this was possibly the first time he had smiled since arriving on the island. He watched from the door. There weren’t too many people present and he recognized Colin Haferty, who was at the head of a group of singers toward the end of the room. Max was careful not to interrupt and stood quietly by the entrance. And then the hair on the back of his neck stood on end as the big man did a solo at the front of what they called, at least for that Sunday’s worship, a church. The deep baritone voice was incredibly powerful and as smooth as warm honey. Max was mesmerized and impressed, and that was saying something. He came from a long line of world famous entertainers and there wasn’t much he hadn’t been exposed to. He had been among the very best since he was born and this colossus had just floored him. Colin’s ‘Amazing Grace’ absolutely blew him away. If Max only had a couple minutes left of life he would want to go out of this world listening to that big man’s rendition of that song. Oh, if only my mother could hear you now! He stayed for the entire mass and found himself clapping with the others and enjoying the worship. Once over he caught up with Colin Haferty.
 
   “Hey, Haf, do you sing professionally?” Max asked him.
 
   “I would like to, and of course that would be my dream. Before I joined I dabbled with some gigs here and there in the city.”
 
   “You really should make a career out of it, man.”
 
   “Yeah, that would be nice, but it isn’t easy breaking into that business.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
    
 
   The next Sunday Max and Colin went to church together. The big man went toward the group that would sing, and on Colin’s insistence Max sat in the front row.
 
   As the men in the chorus sang the worshippers joined in. Max swayed and sang as well. He also thought of his mother—she had always told him that music was in his genes and would be the path that he would take in life. How did she know that? Max concluded that it was because she knew her little boy, and she could, of course, recognize a musician’s soul.
 
   When the singing stopped the priest looked at the men in front of him. “Can anyone play the piano?” Max raised his hand and then wanted to kick himself. He knew better than to volunteer in the military. “Good, come up here young man.” How could Max say no to a priest? “Do you know ‘I shall overcome’?”
 
   “By Charles Tindley?”
 
   “Oh, excellent, yes!”
 
   Max nodded and started playing. His fingers were happy to be pushing the ebonies and ivories, and in the punishing training of the past days he knew his soul needed the amnesty. At the moment it came from the music being channeled to his hands.
 
   Colin sang and Max played. The men worshipping thought they were at a professional concert. They couldn’t get enough of the duo who were putting a smile on their face and music in their hearts.
 
    
 
   Every Sunday the hall was full. Word about the uplifting atmosphere spread throughout the island and the makeshift church welcomed its fatigue-covered flock. It didn’t matter what faith they believed in. What was important to them is that for an hour or two they could immerse themselves into the bliss of peacefulness, some prayers and music.
 
    
 
   When mass was over Max and Colin walked toward the mess hall for lunch.
 
   “Hey, man, where did you learn to play like that?” Colin asked.
 
   “Just picked it up from watching my mother and a few lessons. I’ve got some musicians in my family. Maybe it’s in the genes.”
 
   “They any good?”
 
   “Well, my Mom plays a couple of instruments and sings pretty well, and the rest of the older relatives were pretty musical too.” Max answered, but wasn’t about to say anything about the lineage that had made headlines for generations, dating back to his famous concert pianist great-great-grandmother. Nor did he want to mention that his mother was one of the most famous people in the world. He wanted the men to treat him like everybody else. Fame and money made people react in strange ways, and Max didn’t want anything to interfere with what they knew about him, which was just that he wanted to be a Marine, and that was it. He wanted to be one of the guys, a fellow brother.
 
   “By the way, I meant to ask you, how do you know about Charles Tindley?” Colin asked.
 
   “Come on, Haf, he’s considered the father of Gospel music, the composer of the song that became the anthem of the Civil Rights Movement during the 60’s.”
 
   “I’m impressed, Music Man, you sure you don’t have any black in you?” Colin chuckled.
 
   “Music is a rainbow, Haf, with all the colors that merge together flawlessly. If everyone saw it as you and I do we would have the world’s most beautiful symphony.”
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   “I’m very sorry for your loss, Samantha. I knew your parents for years and I will greatly miss them.”
 
   “Thank you,” Mr. Silvers, “I appreciate that,” Sam said to the lawyer. She ushered him into her father’s den, a room he had adored, which also doubled as an office.
 
   “Would you like a coffee or some tea?” Ms. Nagel asked. She had remained with Sam since the accident.
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   “Sam?”
 
   “No, thank you, Ms. Nagel.”
 
   “Alright, I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything.” She turned and left Sam with the lawyer.
 
   “Ms. Nagel seems very nice.”
 
   “Yes, she’s been a godsend. She’s been with me the last couple of days since… since they were killed.”
 
   “Good. I’m glad you’re not alone.”
 
   Sam looked at Silvers and shivered. For some reason she was uneasy around him. Was it his eyes? He hadn’t been demeaning, but Sam felt that coming from him. Was it because of her age? Would he take advantage of the situation? That’s ridiculous, she chastised herself, he’s Daddy’s lawyer, for Christ’s sake.
 
   “Shall we get down to business?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Okay. As you know your father always provided a comfortable life for both your mother and yourself.” Sam nodded. “And I’ve come to read you his will.” Sam nodded again. Silvers, who was sitting in her father’s favorite armchair, put his briefcase on his lap and opened it. “I could read you the entire will but I can just tell you that everything now belongs to you… the house, the corporation, well everything. That’s the gist of it. However…” He paused to look at the young woman. “There’s a problem.”
 
   “I’m not eighteen or twenty-one,” Sam ventured.
 
   “That’s true, but we could have worked around that so that you would be comfortable. No, there’s another problem.”
 
   “What kind of problem?”
 
   “I don’t know if your father ever confided in you about his business.”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Well, he was working on a venture, a really big deal, but unfortunately it didn’t work out.”
 
   “Mr. Silvers, what are you trying to tell me?”
 
   “Well, basically, he put everything he owned into this undertaking, and had it gone through he would have made millions. Unfortunately, for a lack of a better term, it all came crashing down.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Sam asked, her voice starting to quiver.
 
   Ms. Nagel had detected the fear in Sam’s voice and went into the room.
 
   Silvers saw her. “Ms. Nagel? Is there something you want?”
 
   “No, well, yes, I want to know that Sam is alright.”
 
   Silvers looked at Sam. “Do you mind if Ms. Nagel stays?”
 
   “No, not at all.” Ms. Nagel went behind Sam’s chair and put her hands on the young woman’s shoulders.
 
   “Please, Mr. Silvers, explain what all this means,” Sam said.
 
   “It means that your father lost everything, and there isn’t anything left—no money, no corporation, the house is in foreclosure, and all the antiques and furniture have to be sold to pay off even more of the debt.”
 
   “Can’t this be postponed due his death? Can’t the banks give us… give me more time?”
 
   “They don’t care, Sam, it’s all about getting their money back. And you will have to vacate by next week.”
 
   Sam’s stomach had been in knots, now her heart was missing its normal beats. 
 
   “What about insurance?”
 
   “You mean the accident?”
 
   “Yes, the truck driver and his company.”
 
   “The driver didn’t have any, he was driving illegally, so there’s nothing there either.”
 
   “What about Mom and Dad, didn’t they have life insurance?”
 
   “That’s going to pay off the debt as well.”
 
   “What about my scholarship to med school?”
 
   “I’m not sure about that, I’ll have to look into it.”
 
   “What!” Sam exclaimed. “I’ve worked so hard.”
 
   “I know about that,” Ms. Nagel chimed in, no one can take that away from you. You will be able to get your education.” 
 
   “So I’ll be able to live in the dorm, but where will I stay until then?”
 
   “The state will take care of you.”
 
   “You can’t be serious,” Ms. Nagel said, “surely they can’t leave a young girl destitute… why it’s like throwing her out on the street.”
 
   “Well, she won’t be.”
 
   “You mean put me in a home, like foster care?” Sam asked.
 
   “Yes, that’s right.”
 
   “I won’t do it.”
 
   “You have no other choice,” the lawyer said.
 
   “Yes, she does,” Ms. Nagel said, “she can come live with me. I’m not rich but I have more than enough for food, and a warm home with a guest room. She is welcome to stay for as long as she wants.”
 
   “Ms. Nagel, you would do that?” Sam asked, amazed at the spontaneous kindness of this woman.
 
   “Without hesitation.”
 
   “Sam what do you think?” Silvers asked.
 
   “Well, it seems I don’t have any choice, and I would be grateful to Ms. Nagel for her hospitality.”
 
   “Ms. Nagel, wouldn’t you like to discuss this with your family?”
 
   “Mr. Silvers, I don’t have a family anymore, and if I did they would welcome her with open arms. Sam is now my family.”
 
   “Can Sandstorm come too?” Sam asked hesitantly.
 
   “Absolutely, it wouldn’t be the same without him.”
 
    
 
   Two days later Sam walked the halls and visited the rooms of what had been her home for the last time. She remembered how her mother had decorated for Christmas, prepared lavish parties and watched her cook delicious meals.
 
   Sam left the only home she had ever known. She packed a suitcase with clothes, a box with books, the family’s photo albums and her guitar. Sandstorm followed her faithfully to Ms. Nagel’s. Sam stepped away from the house and didn’t look back. She would remember only the good. A last look would ruin that and change the image she wanted to cherish.
 
    
 
   “Well, this is it, home sweet home,” Ms. Nagel said opening the door to her house.
 
   Sam ventured in and looked around. It didn’t have the opulence of her own home, well the one that wasn’t hers anymore, but this little house had warmth, and she could sense that at some point great joy and love had permeated between the walls. 
 
   “I think it’s perfectly lovely and charming, Ms. Nagel.”
 
   “Thank you, Sam. It’s not as big as what you’re used to, but at least you’ll be safe and warm, and with someone who cares about you.”
 
   “I think it’s just perfect and I’m very grateful to you, Ms. Nagel,” she said, hugging the older woman. “Thank you for saving my life.”
 
   “Hardly, Sam, you’re a strong, intelligent young woman. I just want this transition to be a little easier for you. Now, let me show you to your room, and I’ve prepared a cozy corner for Sandstorm.” The cat rubbed himself against her leg.
 
   “Oh, you’ve made a friend for life, Ms. Nagel,” Sam said, chuckling.
 
   “I’m honored. And it’s good to see you laughing, young lady, keep it up.”
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   The air on Parris Island in the middle of summer was thick and sticky, and of course the insects were in their glory. The men were doing their PT when Colin noticed a battalion of fire ants covering Max’s back.
 
   “Oh, this is not good, Music Man.”
 
   “What’s that?” Max asked.
 
   “You have sweet blood and these Carolina natives are thrilled.”
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?”
 
   “You are about to become their meal.”
 
   “Whose meal?”
 
   “Fire ants, mon ami, the local, blood sucking mini vampires that live around here. You have invaded their property.”
 
   “Bah, they’re just ants.”
 
   “Uh, huh,” Colin said nonchalantly, “you’ll see, Northern boy.”
 
   As soon as he finished the last word the ant battalion attacked—an attack so vicious and unexpected that Max thought that fire was coursing through his blood and under the skin of his back. He firmly believed they would literally eat him alive. Never had he experienced such torture, itching and pain at the same time. He tried swatting them off, but couldn’t reach far enough behind. He ripped his shirt off and started hitting himself and jumping up and down like a crazy marionette. It still wasn’t enough. The mini kamikazes were feasting on the fresh, young meat. Max continued bouncing up and down like a Mexican jumping bean and rolling in the dirt.
 
   “WHAT THE FUCK IS YOUR PROBLEM, RECRUIT?” The Drill Instructor screamed.
 
   “Uh, fire ants, Sir,” Colin said, figuring that Max not only hadn’t heard the Sergeant, but definitely would have a problem answering him.
 
   “Well don’t you think they get hungry too?” The Drill Instructor asked. He turned his back as he didn’t want the rookies to see him smile.
 
   When the ants seemed satiated Max started breathing normally. He looked over at his buddy as they were both doing pushups. “Thanks, Haf.”
 
   “You’re very welcome.”
 
   “How does it look?”
 
   “What, your back?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Colin check his back when he came back up from the pushup. “Like Marco Polo’s map of Asia.”
 
   “Beautiful,” Max groaned.
 
   “If you say so, mon ami.”
 
   “What about you? Why didn’t they eat you up?”
 
   “Oh, but they did.”
 
   “Really? Where?”
 
   “Those mother-fuckers found my sweetbread.”
 
   “What sweet bread?”
 
   “Think about it, Monsieur, the sweetest part of my body.”
 
   “Holy shit! They got your balls?”
 
   “Exactement.”
 
   Max laughed so hard he forgot about the itching and the ants biting him, and figured poor Haf was definitely worse off.
 
   “Aren’t you dying?”
 
   “Totally!”
 
   “WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU LAUGHING AT?” The Drill Instructor screamed.
 
   “The ants found Haferty’s sweetbreads, Sir!”
 
   The recruits laughed so hard they fell down. Even the Drill Instructor joined in as he didn’t have time to turn around.
 
    
 
    
 
   The men went through the three phases of their strenuous training, learning everything from martial arts, weapons, marksmanship, Marine Corps history, first aid, gas chamber training, physical activities, drills, and swim qualifications.
 
   At the end of the last phase the recruits had one test left—the crucible. It was the most difficult part of their training and the young men didn’t know that it was also the most crucial. Not only was it physically demanding, it made them think, as individuals and as a team, during the nonstop fifty-four hours. With very little sleep, perhaps eight hours total, the men pushed on. 
 
   Max kept repeating to himself that he would finish the crucible and the experience will have been the most important accomplishment of his life thus far. And Max and his peers did make it through. At the end of the crucible they assembled at the Iwo Jima Memorial. The Drill Instructors presented each of their recruits with the Marine Corps insignia, the Eagle, Globe and Anchor. Max’s Sergeant shook his hand and called him ‘Marine’ for the first time. He wanted to hug the Drill Instructor as he realized how much he had given of himself to make Max the man he had now become. He accepted the honor, fighting hard to contain the tears in his eyes. He wasn’t the only one. 
 
   The new Marines understood the core values of the Marine Corps which were honor, courage and commitment. The Drill Instructors had screamed and belittled them, and in doing so made them able to endure physical pain and have fortitude not one of them thought they were capable of. These young men, in thirteen weeks, were more mature and more confident than they had ever been. And they were gentlemen. They were men other men would look up to and women would appreciate. They had been taught how to survive and be warriors, and they were among the world’s elite fighters. When they were called upon to defend their country they would be proud to be the first ones on the battlefield, in the truest tradition of the Marine Corps.
 
    
 
   [bookmark: CSW]Max’s mother Davina, his grandmother Melina, and his father Alejandro, the Spanish Ambassador to the U.S. flew into Savannah on their private jet, picked up an ordinary rental car waiting for them, and drove to Parris Island. They were let through the main gate, along with a procession of other cars full of proud families. They parked and headed for the bleachers where the recruits would parade and graduate as U.S. Marines. The benches were filled with people of all ages and walks of life. Some of the men were wearing uniforms, probably the proud fathers of the sons or daughters who had chosen to follow in their footsteps. Melina, Alejandro and Davina sat next to these people, having declined an invitation from the Commandant to sit in the VIP section. They did not want to attract attention to themselves, nor to Max. Davina wore a large hat that covered her face completely. The paparazzi would have a field day if they knew these celebrities were present.
 
   The recruits gathered on the side of the parade ground. The families looked at the sea of uniforms, trying to find their child, grandchild or sibling.
 
   “Oh! There he is! There’s my baby!” An ecstatic middle-aged woman screamed a few seats over.
 
   Davina smiled. Everyone was so very proud at what these young men and women had accomplished, although she didn’t think the woman’s son would have liked the world to know him as her ‘baby’. Others laughed, and didn’t fault the woman’s joy whatsoever. They all felt the same way. Davina looked over and gave her a thumbs up. The woman looked back, smiled and clapped.
 
   “There! There he is,” Melina exclaimed, pointing.
 
   “Yes, I see him too,” Davina answered, “good eye, Mom.”
 
   “Eh, you know what they say in Greek, the child of my child is twice my child.” Max loved that saying. He absolutely adored his grandmother, his ‘Melinaki’, his little Melina, and never tired of showing her how much.
 
   “He’s lost a lot of weight,” Alejandro said.
 
   “Yes, I noticed. I could use a week or two in here. Wouldn’t that cause a stir,” she laughed, “not to mention that Max would kill me.”
 
   Alejandro laughed. “You might just be able to show them a trick or two,” he said, thinking back at the horrible ordeal at the hands of terrorists and how well she had handled herself. It would stay with him forever, and he would never forget the violence inflicted on the group that had been present. “I think you are just perfect. Don’t lose an ounce.” Alejandro took her hand and lovingly kissed it. Davina and Alejandro had been lovers and best friends from their very first encounter, so many years ago, at their friends’ wedding in Paris.
 
   The new Marines were now in formation and from the other end of the parade ground a Sergeant bellowed orders. They followed his instructions implicitly and started marching.
 
   “That man missed his calling. He would have made an incredible opera singer.”
 
   “How do you mean, Melina dearest?” Alejandro asked.
 
   “Did you hear that man’s range, and the clarity of his words?” Opera singers would kill for a tenth of that.”
 
   “You’re very right, Melina.”
 
   “Oh, I like the girls. They look really sharp, and they glide. The men don’t glide—they look sharp too, and they’re handsome and manly, but the girls are elegant,” Melina said.
 
   “Yes, you have a point,” Davina said, and loved that her mother, who had always been her best friend, was usually right about most everything. She hadn’t been too happy, however, when her grandson joined the military. Having been through a war Melina knew of its horrors, and she fervently prayed that Max would never find himself in a war zone. 
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   Sam kept herself busy. Her main objective in life now was to become a doctor. She had her nursing degree and could have worked as a nurse in any of the prestigious Boston hospitals, but she focused all of her energy on school. Her goal was to get her doctorate and work with Médecins Sans Frontières, Doctors Without Borders, in whatever part of the globe they were needed. She knew that the income would not be what a Boston physician made, but she had learned since her parents’ death that money was no longer important. What was important, and she thanked Maureen Nagel for this knowledge, were the little things, the details that made such a big difference in a human being’s life.
 
   Thankfully the scholarship was putting her through the rigorous curriculum at the university, and she lived in the dormitory with a roommate. But she had no money, so on weekends she went to the Singing Pub with her guitar for some extra cash. 
 
   “You off to the pub?” Her roommate, Chantal Devereaux, asked.
 
   “I am. You keep studying. We have that monster test on Monday.”
 
   “So I’ll see you in class. Say hi to Robert for me,” she said, smiling devilishly.
 
   “You are very smart, Miss Nawlins.”
 
   “I know, that’s why I got a scholarship to this prestigious institution,” she answered in a delightful southern drawl. And Sam was right. Chantal was a stunning looking woman, with skin as smooth as warm chocolate ganache, and ruby red lips that made men quiver.
 
   “Ya’ll have a good time now, y’hear?”
 
   “I’ll do my best.”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
    
 
   Chantal was from New Orleans. Her parents had died, victims of hurricane Katrina. She and her younger brother Tyrone sat on the roof of what once was their house for more than thirty six hours, freezing and starving, taking turns staying awake so they wouldn’t fall off, before a coast guard helicopter rescued them. That flight changed both of their lives. Chantal immediately knew she wanted to be a doctor and save lives, and Tyrone wanted to become a helicopter pilot. As soon as he was eligible he enlisted in the military.
 
   They were lucky enough to have an aunt who survived and took them in. Chantal was brilliant, with amazing grades and a drive to become the best she could, in a life that almost disappeared in an instant. She was given a second chance and it hadn’t been too difficult for Chantal to get a scholarship to a prestigious Boston university. The day Chantal and Sam met they immediately took a liking to each other and became fast friends.
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   The day unfolded like any other day on the campus of the university. Most students were in classes, and some were walking from one building to another on the manicured grass or pathways. Sam was one of those students going to her next class, when suddenly people came rushing out of the buildings. But they weren’t coming out like any other time, today they were in a frenzy, or crying or slumping down on the grass. It seemed that every single person had their cellular phone on their ear. Sam could hear cries of ‘I can’t get through’, and ‘oh, my God! or ‘No! No! This can’t be happening!’
 
   It would be the worse terror attack in U.S. history. Planes leaving Boston and Newark had been hijacked and used as weapons. Their targets were the American people, via the World Trade Center in New York City and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. Other targets, and there were more, were thwarted by brave people who gave their lives, by quick thinking on the part of emergency crews and airline personnel. And there were those who unintentionally hindered more catastrophes. Two more planes were scheduled to leave out of Boston. One had a mechanical and stayed at the airport. The other aircraft carried a group of Marines. When the two hijackers understood who they were they turned and left—they knew they would not have stood a chance against them and that aircraft was not used as a weapon. 
 
    
 
   Sam watched a man, a student she had seen before on campus, walking around completely dazed. He seemed void of life, of energy. Sam thought maybe he was drunk. She decided to go over to him.
 
   “Are you alright?” Sam asked.
 
   The man slightly shook his head. He didn’t say anything for a long while and Sam waited patiently. She thought maybe the horrific events of that morning had something to do with his comportment. He looked at her with the saddest eyes she had ever seen. He lowered himself very slowly and sat down on the grass.
 
   “I was at a party last night,” he finally said, no louder than a whisper. “I got really, really drunk. So drunk that I never heard my alarm go off. I was supposed to go see my parents. God, I feel so bad for them.”
 
   “Are they alright?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, they’re fine, I was able to reach them. They said they were going to build a shrine to Jim Beam.”
 
   “The bourbon?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “They live in Los Angeles. One of the planes that hit the tower in New York this morning... That was my flight. I was supposed to be on it... I missed it.”
 
   Sam’s eyes immediately welled up and she hugged him. “I’m so glad you’re still with us.”
 
   “I feel like such a traitor.”
 
   “Like a traitor? Sam asked, looking at him. 
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, like I let my fellow passengers down.”
 
   “What’s your name?” She’d heard it in some class, but couldn’t remember it or the class they shared.
 
   “John.”
 
   “Listen John, you’re not a traitor and you didn’t let anybody down. It just wasn’t your time. You were meant to be alive, to stay on this earth a while longer.” John looked up for the first time, a little more life now in his eyes. “I don’t know why,” Sam continued, “I’m not a prophet or anything, but if I were you I would make the most of your days, whether it’s just one year or ninety more. The world probably needs you, and you will help humanity in some way.”
 
   The shine in John’s eyes started creeping back, a gleam of future hope and dreams. He looked at Sam and then hugged her. “Thank you. It’s Sam, right?” She nodded. “Yeah, we have anthropology together, and you’re engaged to Robert.” She nodded again. “Tell him he’s a lucky man.” 
 
   Sam smiled and hugged him again. “I will. Thank you, John. Take care of yourself.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   In later months and years John, who had been given a second chance at life, would joke that Jim Beam and Sam, a female prophet, had saved him. Today, however, he just walked around, swearing to be a better person, and that he would find a way to help humanity. He then sat down on the grass again, crossed his legs in a lotus position and prayed and cried, and then cried and prayed some more—for his life, for the people that perished, for their families and for his mourning and wounded country. 
 
    
 
   On September 12th nations around the world condemned the terrorist attacks. Many of the countries proclaimed a national day of remembrance. In Belgium dozens of people held hands in solidarity around the Brussels World Trade Center. Scandinavian countries halted public transportation for several minutes of silence out of respect for the victims. Many countries lit candles, brought flowers and waived little American flags in front of American embassies or in town squares. Bells rang in unison in all of Austria. Kuwaitis lined up to donate blood. In Germany 200,000 people stood in solidarity in front of the Brandenburg Gate. In Teheran all the people at a soccer stadium observed a moment of quiet. Firefighters in many countries wore black ribbons, sounded their horns and wore red, white and blue. In London traffic came to a standstill while the Star Spangled Banner played during the Changing of the Guard. Le Monde, one of France’s leading newspapers, ran the headline: ‘Nous sommes tous Américains, We are all Americans.’
 
   The world had changed. It lost its innocence, its coziness and its faith in a great part of humanity. Ahead lay fear, apprehension, and doubt. It was also heading into a war.
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   Sam was taking a break and sitting at a table with Robert and Chantal who had come to relax and listen to some music.
 
   “There’s gonna be a war, you’ll see,” Chantal said.
 
   “How do you know?” Sam asked.
 
   “Because the president is from Texas.”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “Sam, don’t you know you don’t fuck around with cowboys? Besides, Saddam tried to kill his daddy, and that pissed him off. Now’s his chance to get back at him.”
 
   “Is that what you’re basing this on?”
 
   “That, and I heard from my lil’ brother.”
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “It’s serious. The troops are scrambling, preparing for war.”
 
   “Don’t they always do that?”
 
   “Yeah, but this is different. Hell, we’re all different since 9/11. People want revenge, they’re tired of feeling hopeless and defeated, and the Prez probably thinks this is a good solution, a way of bringing hope and unity to the masses.”
 
   Robert hadn’t said a word throughout the entire conversation, but now he did. And he had an announcement. “Chantal’s right.” He looked at Sam, took her hands in his. “I have something to tell you.”
 
   “Oh, oh, this sounds serious, I better leave you two alone,” Chantal said.
 
   “No, please, you’re like a sister to Sam. I’d like you to stay.”
 
   “Sure. No problem.” She looked at Sam. Bad news was coming. She knew it, she felt it.
 
   “Sam,” Robert said.
 
   “What is it?” She asked.
 
   “Both Chantal and Tyrone are right. There’s going to be a war and I’m going to be a part of it.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’ve enlisted. I leave for boot camp in a week.”
 
   “What? You can’t be serious.”
 
   “I’m very serious. I just couldn’t sit around and not do something.”
 
   “But that doesn’t mean you had to join the military.”
 
   “Yes, it does.”
 
   “But what about your studies? You’re almost finished with your journalism major.”
 
   “I can come back after my tour of duty.”
 
   “Robert, I’m your fiancée, surely you could have discussed it with me,” Sam said, now getting aggravated.
 
   “You’re right, I’m sorry, but I thought you would try to change my mind.”
 
   “Uh, huh,” Chantal said, “she probably would have. Where are you going, Robert?”
 
   “Army. It’s the biggest branch in the military and I figure that’s where I can get the most stories.”
 
   “Good luck to you, Robert. Stay safe.”
 
   “Thanks Chantal, that means a lot.” Robert looked at Sam. “I’m really sorry, my love, but I just had to.”
 
   “I understand that Robert, I just don’t understand why you couldn’t confide in me.” She got up. “I have to get back on stage.”
 
   Robert and Chantal looked at the woman they both loved.
 
   “The girl’s pissed, Robert.”
 
   “Yeah, I screwed that up royally.”
 
   “Well, I’m going back to the dorm. I need to study and then get some very much needed sleep.”
 
   “Okay, have a good one. I’m going to hang out here until Sam finishes. Hopefully she’ll be a little calmer and I can talk to her.”
 
   “I hope so too for your sake, Robert.”
 
   He nodded as Chantal left and looked at Sam. She was on the stage, strumming her guitar, accompanying a young woman singing, possibly a student from the Berkley school. Robert watched the woman he loved. She wasn’t her usual jovial self who always enjoyed playing. He noticed an edge to her music, almost a sharpness where usually there was finesse and fluidity. He knew he was the reason, and he wanted to kick himself for the way he had announced his leaving. Somehow he would make it up to her.
 
   Robert waited patiently at the table for the next two hours until Sam finished her shift. She never even looked at him. She packed her guitar in its case and came off the stage ready to go to the dorm. Robert came up behind her.
 
   “Sam, we need to talk,” he said, gently putting his hand on her shoulder.
 
   She whirled around, anger and frustration flashing in her eyes. “We need to talk? Now? No, Robert, we needed to talk before. Before you decided on your own, by yourself. If nothing more, just as a courtesy!” Sam marched out of the pub, her anger growing by the second. She had been aggravated during her playing, but now she was letting it out and very close to exploding. Robert followed behind her.
 
   “Sam, please, don’t do this.”
 
   Sam whirled around. “Don’t do this! Seriously? You’re asking me not to do this? What about you? You did this.”
 
   “You’re absolutely right, I should have discussed this with you.”
 
   “Damn right!” Sam was now absolutely furious.
 
   “Sam, please, forgive me. I leave in a few days. Can we just enjoy them, together?
 
    
 
   Sam forgave Robert, well, as much as she could. She was still hurt, felt betrayed that he hadn’t had the decency to include her in his plans. And of course they wouldn’t be together for the upcoming holidays. 
 
   She looked at the man she loved. He was sound asleep on the bed next to her, breathing easily and peacefully. She gently put her fingers in his hair, careful not to wake him, but he stirred, opened his eyes and smiled at her.
 
   “Good morning,” he said.
 
   “Good morning to you too.”
 
   Robert rolled over and took her in his arms. “Sam, these past few days have been the best of my life.
 
   “Yes, Robert, they have been good.” 
 
    
 
   ♫
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   “…be careful and keep your head down. I love you,” Davina said, as calmly as she could, and hung up the phone. She grabbed the kitchen counter. The color had completely drained from her face. The more she thought about the conversation the more she was losing control of her legs. They were very quickly turning to rubber.
 
   “Davina? Are you alright?” Alejandro asked. Davina shakily put her hand out as the tears she was holding back finally spilled out of her eyes. Alejandro immediately jumped out of his chair, grabbed his wife and held her up. “My God, what’s happened? Is it Melina?” 
 
   Davina shook her head. “That was Max. They’re leaving for Kuwait.”
 
   Alejandro carefully led her to the sofa where they both sat quietly for a few moments while Davina wept.
 
   “He’s not even twenty years old.” She moaned.
 
   “He’ll be fine. He comes from a long line of warriors. He’s smart and a quick thinker.
 
   Davina hoped he was right. With all his talents and sharpness Max had never confronted anything of this nature, and she knew it would be colossal.
 
    
 
   The buses carrying the Marines drove onto the air field. They stopped in front of the moving staircase attached to the commercial plane chartered to fly them to Kuwait. They stepped out of the vehicles and walked up the stairs. They all wore camouflage fatigues, and their weapons slung over their shoulders. They slowly made their way to their seats. The atmosphere was filled with excitement and anticipation, young men heading out for the journey of a lifetime. Their first stop on the way to Kuwait would be in Frankfurt.
 
   Max settled into his seat. As soon as they were in the air he brought out his green denim-covered journal, and started writing his thoughts down.
 
    
 
    
 
   February 22nd 2003
 
    
 
   I’m don’t think I’m a good person. I like to think I’m good, maybe I am. I don’t know. But if people knew of some of the things I’ve done they would probably agree with me. I can’t help but think this is just one big payback for me. I really want to return home alive. I want to see my mother and father again. That’s another thing. Why was I so lucky to have good parents? Some people grow up abused, hungry, in a terrible foster home, or just completely homeless. My friend Jerry, he’s been one of my best friends since I was seven years old. His father died when we were in fourth grade. It was a hit and run. Jerry’s dad was picking him up from basketball camp. His grandfather and little sister were both in the car as well. They survived but his dad didn’t. He is now a twenty year old man. Jerry is one of the most sincere, honest people I have ever known. Why did he deserve to grow up without a father? Why do things work like this? I wish I could be the one to know the answers. I wish I could know the next thing that’s about to happen. I can’t say I regret joining the Marine Corps, but it isn’t the most wonderful time of my life. For people who have been in the military, especially the Corps, they know what I’m talking about. I made up a quote at some point. I was a little intoxicated, and I was pissed we had just gotten word we had to work on Saturday. I yelled at the top of my lungs “We fight for everyone’s freedom, but we have none.” The quote stuck with the platoon. I guess it’s a sacrifice we make. But you know what makes it worth it? Meeting new people from all over the country. Like the Marine sitting next to me. We go through so much shit together. That’s what makes Marines brothers. I have full confidence in all of us. There will be no more goodbyes, just hellos. 
 
    
 
   When we were leaving Camp Pendleton I had a number of mixed emotions. I saw wives, brothers, sisters, fathers, mothers, sons, daughters, girlfriends, fiancées, grandmothers, grandfathers, aunts, uncles, and of course friends. They all had a look in their eye, one that is hard to describe, but being there you could understand. Watching the news or the movies can’t compare to seeing first hand a loved one leaving another for war, but this look was one of optimism, a look of hope, yet a look of sadness. I watched a fellow Marine holding his mother in one arm and little brother in the other. I couldn’t help but get choked up. Unfortunately I couldn’t hold my mother or my father yesterday, but in a way I guess it was easier without them. Never in my life have I been so ready and focused on something like I am now. When the platoon was clearing out their rooms and getting gear together to load up on the buses to take us to March Air Force base I couldn’t help but feel good, like graduation morning from high school, or being excited about a girl you really like who said she would go out with you on Friday night. Was feeling like this at this moment in time wrong? Maybe, maybe not, but I know I wasn’t alone. Soon we will be landing in Germany. Frankfurt. I wish we could see the city. The Marine sitting next to me is really excited. He’s never been overseas before. I love watching him as his gaze is glued to the monitor that shows where on earth the plane is right now. It puts a smile on my face. 
 
    
 
   Back in my younger days I should have written about my travels to Europe and Mexico. But maybe that wasn’t the time. This is most definitely the time. I sit here and realize what I’m about to do, or do I? I’m twenty, going to war, heading toward the dangerous streets of Iraq. I’m listening to Cat Stevens—a British folk singer, part Swedish, part Cypriot, turned Muslim peace activist, but not a terrorist. If that isn’t ironic I don’t know what is. Why can’t they all be like Cat Stevens? 
 
   I just took part in a conversation that was about death. When fellow Marines talk about death its makes a day seem dark. The worst part right now is not knowing what to expect. We sit here waiting to go. Excitement, anticipation, sadness, fear, happiness. Yes, happiness. That feeling of happiness inside that you have, and you have it for one reason: the return. It seems I’m more focused on coming home and being some sort of hero than focusing on the task at hand. Mr. Ruppert put it best. He told me “keep your focus Max, know why you’re there. I’m so proud to know a man like you. My wife and children sit here comfortably while you put your life on the line. For us? Is that why you do it?” He asks. I thought to myself after he said this. Maybe that is why, I told myself. I was a teenage druggee, now a man, a Marine, a defender of the country and the peace. It’s my destiny. Never when I was hitting that joint or popping ecstasy did I think anything about the military. I used to laugh at recruiters when they came into the cafeteria during lunch at school. Now look at me. I believe everything is supposed to happen for a reason. What goes around comes around, right? Is this my coming around? You know, for all the terrible things I’ve done in life. Or is this my going around? For all the good things I’ve done. I hope I find out when I get there. This is going to be the worst experience of my life. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. When I’m back I’ll tell you if I’m coming or going.
 
    
 
   It’s 2003 and as a twenty year old I can’t believe what I’m about to face. You see I am a member of America’s elite fighting force. They call me a U.S. Marine. A name? A title? A job? A legacy? I don’t know. What I finally do know is why I’m here. I joined the Corps for all the wrong reasons. I had problems with drugs. It’s all my life revolved around. Not so much an addiction to an actual specific drug, but more to the tradition or a ceremony which would take place when one of these drugs was being taken. Sometimes I didn’t know if I liked being on the drugs more or just the anticipation of doing them. It would always surprise me how many people shared my common interests, likes and dislikes. I always felt drugs had a bad rap. I was right. Don’t abuse, don’t misuse, have some fun and you can’t lose… right? 
 
   I was back in Washington about three weeks ago, and let me tell you there’s no better feeling in the world than coming home on leave when you’re in the military. When the flight attendant says ‘ladies and gentlemen, please fasten your seatbelts we are making our decent into Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport’, my dick gets hard. Why is it when you’re younger you get pissed at your parents for telling you to come home or not leave the house at all? But at this point in my life I would give anything to have my mother be able to not let me leave my house. “Sorry Sergeant, my mother wouldn’t let me come out today.”
 
    
 
   I looked at the flight attendant’s legs, among other lovely assets, as she made her way forward. When she spoke into the microphone, her voice, slightly tinged with a mid-western accent, filled the cabin: “Gentlemen, we are approaching Frankfurt’s Rhein/Main airport. Please fasten your seatbelts and stow your weapons under the seats.” Yeah, not your typical international commercial flight. My fellow passengers were all Marines, armed with service rifles and 9mm pistols, dressed in desert camouflage. We were stopping in the middle of Europe on our way to our flight’s final destination: Kuwait. I’ve never felt safer in a plane in my life, and although I’ve been overseas quite a bit, every time before this I was sure I would return. 
 
   My next journal entry will be from sunny Kuwait. 
 
    
 
   ♫
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   February 24th, 2003
 
    
 
   It is my first full day in Kuwait. Yesterday we stepped off the plane and I took my first breath of Middle Eastern air. It was stale and warm. It reminded me a lot of Mexico City. They told us when we departed the plane to get our I.D.’s scanned, then run into the buses. The words the Air Force representative used were: “the threat level is high.” I held my rifle tighter than I ever have before. I really didn’t think we would get shot at in the middle of the runway in Kuwait’s international airport but ‘the threat level is high’ made my heart pound a little bit. We took buses into the first camp. I’m not quite sure of the name, but we checked our gear and got accountability of the Marines. We then re-boarded the buses and stopped at our final destination ‘LSA Matilda.’ Camp Matilda is eighteen miles from the Iraqi border. A little intimidating but the Marines here have high morale. The camp consists of countless tents which hold a maximum of sixty Marines. Our tent has seventy-six guys in it. The Marines that were here before us were not happy to see us at 1:30 a.m. or 01:30. We put our gear down and squeezed between those Marines to find a place to sleep. The stench from the tent was unbearable. Field Marines do not permeate the most wonderful odor. We took off our boots and added to the smell. We became one of them. My dreams last night were the most fucked up dreams I’ve ever had. I woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep.
 
   This morning we were spoken to by the C.O. He told us about camp rules, safety and the importance of hygiene. He talked about Iraq and about our current situation. After he addressed us I felt pretty confident we were going to invade, and real soon. Right now my thoughts are in the air. I don’t miss home yet, but I know I will. I’m anticipating our return much too soon, but I am also anxious to do the job we were sent here to do.
 
    
 
    
 
   February 26th, 2003
 
    
 
   I’ve started adapting to the way of life out here. The days are long and the nights are short. Sometimes we stay busy by assembling camouflage netting, or strapping down gear to a 7 ton (truck). Yesterday I had to operate a tram for nine hours. A tram is just basically a forklift. It is the biggest forklift our unit has and lifts a maximum of 10,000 lbs. I hate operating it, and to tell you the truth I could be a little better at it. I wrote my first letters yesterday. One to my parents, and one to my girlfriend. The letters were bullshit. It took me about two minutes to write each letter. I didn’t have much to say to them, what could I say? “Hey, Mom, I’m leaving for the Iraqi border in three days.” Or, “hey, Babe, the smell coming from my tent would make you throw up.” I just wrote stuff like “I’m ok, be home soon, say hi to whomever, I love you and miss you.” It was actually a little frustrating not being able to tell them what is really going on here. It’s like writing letters from boot camp. You can’t tell them what you’re doing or things you’re seeing, but it’s one of those ‘you had to be there’ type of things. They don’t know what a formation is or drilling. They don’t know what an MRE is or a bivvy sac. I guess I could easily explain things to them, but why bring them into my world? They don’t deserve it.
 
    
 
   I was standing a six hour post last night carrying on a conversation with Lance Corporal Honey. Yes, his name is Honey. Another guy was making fun of his name and he simply replied: “every girl loves Honey”. I found it pretty funny, but the response was much too quick which led me to believe it wasn’t the first time he had come back with it. So Honey and I were getting through the post with the wonderful art of conversation. He told me how excited he was about Iraq because one of the great loves of his life is ancient history. Well, he couldn’t be in an older part of the world.
 
   Earlier today I walked back to the tent with Lance Corporal Clayton. We were told by one of our sergeants to grab some batteries. These weren’t AA batteries. These were batteries for a generator. Since they were somewhat heavy Clayton and I thought we deserved a break for all our hard work. We gave each other the nod, put down the battery and lit up a cigarette. We were smoking and joking, he was talking about his incredible horseshoe playing ability and I was telling him about the horseshoe tournament during ‘Yankee homecoming’, a yearly celebration I had been to in Newburyport, Massachusetts to remember the soldiers coming back after the civil war. Just a random conversation but we were enjoying the moment of relaxation. Out of nowhere we hear ‘GAS! GAS! GAS!” When we were in boot camp we learned about nuclear and biological warfare. Actually part of our training includes a trip to the gas chamber. In the gas chamber they unleash capsules of CS gas or tear gas. CS (chlorobenzylidene malononitrile) gas isn’t lethal but it hurts. It feels like your whole body is an open wound and you’ve just jumped into a pool of rubbing alcohol. When you inhale it you can’t take a full breath. You can’t stop coughing and fluids come out of your eyes and nose. In the chamber we had recruits crying, yelling for their mothers, throwing up and, believe it or not, shitting themselves. To add to all this we had our drill instructors in full MOPP suits (full protective suits including gas masks) yelling and screaming at us to take our masks off or stay against the wall! No one could put their masks back on until all the recruits had taken theirs off. So as the boot camp cycle works we would enter the fleet Marine Corps with the knowledge of these deadly chemicals and how to protect ourselves from them. When we were on Parris Island we learned the universal signal for a chemical attack. First sign of an attack Marines will put their arms to their sides, tap their shoulders repeatedly, then yell “GAS, GAS, GAS!”
 
   Clayton and I dropped our cigarettes and looked at each other in horror. Our gas mask which is always attached to our left hip is placed in a carrier. We are taught that we have nine seconds to don and clear our masks during an attack. Why nine seconds? I don’t know, but personal theory leads me to believe the Russians do it in ten. My mask was on my face in three, as well as Clayton’s. I haven’t been able to shit since I’ve been here. The MRE’s we get (Meal Ready to Eat) constipate the hell out of you. Suddenly I felt like I could have easily taken a shit. We looked at each other, then all around us. Every truck was still. Not one Marine was moving. My hands were shaking and I kept testing the seal on my mask. I can honestly say that I was the most scared I’ve ever been in my life. Walking through a graveyard at night turned into walking through the park during the day. A million thoughts raced through my head. I had faith in my mask but I was waiting to drop like a fly. It didn’t happen. Ten minutes went by and Clayton and I were very much alive. My legs started to shake a little and I noticed my palms were soaked. All of a sudden we hear ‘All Clear’ which means we were good, we could take our masks off. It seemed we were both a little hesitant to do so. Could you blame us? We looked around and we weren’t the only ones. The command ‘All Clear’ came again. I said fuck it and took it off. I was expecting to die, no, shit, I was waiting to fall straight on my face. After about thirty seconds Clayton took his off. I punched him in the stomach. He wasn’t pissed. We were both alive. We returned to our tent with our batteries in one arm and a freshly lit cigarette in the other. I could have smoked a carton at that point. We asked our sergeant what the fuck was going on. “It was a drill,” he said. A drill, a fucking drill. I’ll drill you right upside the fucking head, I thought. “Good training, huh boys.” “I guess so,” I told him. What else could I say? 
 
   In a way it was good, it would ease the tension and fear factor for when a real attack occurred. Then all of a sudden ‘GAS, GAS, GAS!’ These drills went on all day. They are still going on now. As I write these words I am in a gas mask.
 
   The hazy sky and the endless sand is a reality check which lets me know exactly where I am. I see this desolate landscape through the lenses of a gas mask. I am a Marine, a Marine in Kuwait waiting to invade Iraq. This isn’t just a conversation in the barracks, or the six o’clock news. This is real and today I realized how much I was a part of it. 
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   Robert Johnson was excited. It was his first assignment as a journalist for the Armed Forces newspaper ‘the Stars and Stripes’. He arrived at Camp Mathilda and went to see the Commanding Officer. He was assigned to Gunnery Sergeant Martinez, one the men who would lead the first wave of Marines into Iraq.
 
   “Johnson, follow me.” 
 
   “Right behind you, Gunnery Sergeant.”
 
   As they walked through the camp Robert watched the Marines carry out their duties. He was a young man, in his early twenties, but these men seemed like kids just out of high school, and most of them were. But they had a maturity about them in wanting to be part of something big, a part of history. It was an attitude of warriors before the brink of war, and Robert was impressed. 
 
   The Gunny introduced Robert to some of the men he would be embedded with. He would travel with them, eat in the sand with them, and chronicle their endeavors on the battlefield beside them. He realized they would be together all the way to their ultimate destination—Baghdad. He wanted to report their stories, and the Marines gave him their full attention and cooperation. They wanted their stories told as well. 
 
   They were all waiting for the signal, for the moment they were going to enter into enemy territory. While they waited Robert took interviews from the men he would be with. He learned about their families, where they were from, even their hobbies. They also talked about favorite sports teams, beers from around the world, and women—lots of talk about women.
 
   Robert seemed to be on a constant high. This was his dream assignment. When he was studying journalism at Harvard he envisioned himself as a reporter in distant places around the globe, but a war! And with an elite fighting force like the Marines, well that was the epitome of every journalist’s fantasy. Even the fear, although he didn’t understand it yet, fueled his imagination and his creativity. He knew that this adventure would be dangerous, but would also be some of the most incredible memories he would ever have. He thought often about Sam, writing her every once in a while, but as the days past he thought less and less about her. It wasn’t as if he didn’t love her any more, he most certainly did, but it seemed that he had acquired a new passion, a quest for adventure and mystery. 
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   March 1st, 2003
 
   Today is the first day in a new month. When I was little my grandfather used to tell me how the first day of the month goes will determine how the rest of the month will go. And of course he was right, like he was about everything. Ever since I was little I knew he was the smartest man in the world. Well my March 1st couldn’t have been spent any better than it has been spent thus far. Last night my platoon sergeant told me I had to check in for guard duty at 5:30 a.m. I checked into the guard shack and there were five other Marines there. Our mission was to stand guard in the ammo pit. For 24 hours, six four hour shifts. We were checking in to the sergeant of the guard to receive our brief and our shifts. I had been told about ammo pit guard. The dreaded 2:00 a.m. to 6:00 a.m. shift existed and I hoped to God I wouldn’t get it. I love my sleep, especially in the field. And for anybody that’s ever been to the Middle East you would know the desert at night is as cold as Eskimo pussy, and my sleeping bag was a lot more inviting at 2:00 a.m. than the Marines’ ammo pit. When the Sergeant of the guard arrived he told us to go in the tents. He sat in his foldaway chair that looked comfortable as hell at that moment. “Well, pull up some floor,” he squawked. I already hated this man. I live by the motto ‘I like you until I have a reason not to’. At this point my stress level was high and the fact that he had a chair and I had some floor was reason enough not to like him. He pulled out a little yellow notebook and began reading our names. He squinted hard to read the names. When he was trying to read I couldn’t help but stare at his beady little eyes and pointy-ass nose. He had a mustache. In the field Marines have a tradition of growing one. But what looked like dirt over his upper lip was hardly a mustache. What we call those are cock dusters. Ha. What a perfect nickname for that little shit. When he got to my name he stopped. “I know you,” he said. Quick thoughts raced through my head. Where do I know him from? I thought for a minute until it hit me. About four months ago my friend Burrows and I were bored as hell on a Friday night. Camp Pendleton not being the most exciting place makes for some creativity. So we drank a case of beer and played some air guitar along with Led Zeppelin. I had lost count of how many beers I had consumed at that point, which usually meant the alcohol had taken its effect over my body and mind. I was watching Burrows looking into nowhere. I asked him what he wanted to do. He told me he heard that there were some people partying at the barracks down the road. “You wanna go?” He asked. Any idea sounded good at that point in the evening so I decided to go. We walked out of the barracks. There was random music coming from a room on the floor below us. The music got my heart pumping a little bit. The mix of alcohol, music and a party makes my dick hard. I lit up a cigarette for the walk. We talked about all the beers we had had and many more to come. We talked about the times we went to Tijuana and he would always get a hooker. He laughed and thought nothing of it. But I remember always declining the invitation to share a bed with a Mexican prostitute. Especially in Tijuana. I had good luck with the ladies and I decided twenty dollars was too much to spend on a sexually transmitted disease. We finally made it to the barracks where the party was. We heard voices and music from the second deck. Once again my heart raced in anticipation of a decent Friday night. When we got to the room the guys and one girl were not too thrilled to see us. Well I was drunk enough to think the girl was thrilled to see me. We asked what was going on and they told us to come in. I had never met any of those people before. Let me say one thing real quick. Drunk Marines are assholes. Sometimes I’m no exception. Anyway, they gave us beer and we sat and talked with them for a while. I noticed an electric bass in the corner of the room. I asked if I could play it. The Marine whose guitar it was didn’t seem too thrilled about my question. He didn’t seem too thrilled his girlfriend was eyeing me down either. But he let me play. I ripped a couple riffs on his bass and even slapped a little bit. I handed him his bass and asked him to play something. I think he took it as if I was trying to be competitive. He snatched the bass out of my hand and had a look in his eye. He then said something which I will never forget. “You wanna fuck my girlfriend too?” My drunken ass took it literally, well kind of. I knew he was pissed, and about nothing I might add. So what did I do? Made him more pissed. “Can I fuck her in here or should I bring her back to my room?” This statement was followed by a shit-eating grin on my part. He threw his guitar on a couch that was in the corner of the room. Burrows knew what was going to happen. He tackled the kid before he got to me. It all happened so fast it caught me by surprise. I stood up and suddenly all the alcohol running through my body disappeared. I started swinging at his friends who were trying to get at Burrows. Burrows got off the kid and we decided that if we didn’t leave we would receive a royal ass beating from six dudes. We backed out of the door and I blew the girl a kiss. She actually smiled. I had contemplated going back to get her but I was sure Burrows wouldn’t agree. We left the building and got on the street. Burrows had the bright fucking idea to throw beer bottles as high as he could in the air and not tell me. I heard a smash and we both ran. I felt like I was thirteen again running from the cops. We split up. I heard a voice yelling for us to stop. That was definitely not happening. If we got caught by Duty or Guard we would be in deep shit. Underage drinking in the Marine Corps is not tolerated in the least bit, contrary to popular belief. They can do as much as take your rank, take you pay, and give you restriction. Which means you can’t leave your room for x amount of days depending on how bad your crime was. I kept running, and I hear Guard. They had caught Burrows. I stopped running. I knew running would make too much noise. So I lit a cigarette even though I couldn’t breathe from sprinting. I put a hand in my pocket and acted casual. I figured if Guard or Duty pulled up to me I could deny anything. I felt bad for Burrows but there was nothing I could do. I decided I would vouch for him on Monday at work. Out of nowhere a Hummer came tearing around the corner. A Marine jumped out and told me to put my hands on my head. He had a loaded M16 aimed at my chest. I dropped my cigarette and did just that. I caught my first glimpse of the Marine who was going to take my life for a fucking beer bottle. And that’s how I knew him. It was ‘cock duster’. That slimy little weasel. He had short blonde hair then with no mustache. He called Burrows and my platoon Sergeant back in the guard shack. It was almost three in the morning so my Sergeant wasn’t too pleased with us. I thought we were in deep shit when I saw him. It was weird to see him out of uniform. I think it was the first time I ever had. He didn’t seem right, but uniform or not we were screwed. He took us from the guard shack back to the barracks. “What should I do with you too?” I was in no mood to answer that question. Neither was Burrows. Then to my surprise he said something totally unexpected. “I’m gonna let it slide. If the gunner hears about this he’ll have my ass as well as yours. But if I catch you two drinking again I will make sure you get royally fucked.” Sounded like a great idea, I thought. He dropped us off and I went to bed. I slept well that night. My platoon Sergeant took a huge weight off my shoulders. Suddenly Monday just looked like Monday again. After I realized who ‘cock duster’ was I knew what was next.
 
   “Yup, del Valle, we found our 2 to 6 man!” That mother fucker gave me the hell shift and like much of my career in the Marine Corps thus far I could do nothing about it. He told me to check in 15 minutes prior to check in. At 01:30 by alarm went off. I woke up and hopped out of my sleeping bag. The blistering cold once again reminded me where I was and what I was doing. I put on every piece of clothing and gear I had. I grabbed my rifle and my rounds then went to check in, then to relieve the previous duty. I wished I was him going back to his warm sleeping bag instead of going to guard ammo in a cold pit. I stood that guard for those four hours. I think cold was an understatement. I looked at my watch again. The date said March 1st. ‘Good way to spend the first day of the month,’ I thought to myself. Now I knew the rest of the month would be shitty. But after I wallowed in self-pity for a while I realized once again where I was. I’m in Kuwait on the brink of war. Is there any part you didn’t think would be shitty, Max?
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   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   I am no longer in Kuwait. I am sitting in the driver’s seat of a Hummer, somewhere between the southern Iraqi border and Baghdad, the final objective. I have driven this piece of shit, which is now my home, for the past few days. Our last night in Kuwait was the last time I had any real sleep. When we got to our final dispersion points along the border, still on the Kuwaiti side I couldn’t find a definition for what my emotions were at that moment. Lieutenant Colonel Kirby spoke to us that evening. We circled around him, our rifles at the alert carry. This means that the rear or ‘butt stock’ is in your shoulder and the muzzle is toward the deck.
 
   Lt. Col. Kirby told us that “this was it. D-Day had come.” The night before the U.S. had launched Tomahawk missiles to designated targets in Baghdad. Marines always love to start parties off with a bang. This was the ice breaker. The colonel was telling us about the full confidence he had in us. He paused briefly between sentences to take a deep breath and close his eyes. It was like he was enjoying a good meal at a fancy restaurant. He was taking it all in. He was a true war dog and a damn fine Marine. He told us to rely on our training and our gut instincts. “Fear is normal,” he’d say. “Fear is good. It raises your awareness and heightens your senses.” He spoke a little while longer about emotion, and how no worries should come of them. “I feel the same, but I know I will return to my wife and child. And you will all return to your families.” It was right out of a movie. The motivational speech on the brink of battle. I am ready for this I thought. “Mom, I love you.” As he dismissed us I looked at him one last time. He was the typical American boy. Probably a football or baseball player in high school, dated the cheerleaders then maybe married one. An all-American, a typical guy just doing his job. God bless our country.
 
   Walking back to the Hummer the first bombs hit and I didn’t even look up. It was time. Time for war. I move one step closer to home. We fell asleep that night to the sound of artillery fire. The sound of freedom was ringing and we would enter the fight late the next evening. We crossed the line of departure on the evening of the 21st.
 
    
 
   The moment Max and the Marines crossed that invisible line of the border they knew they were in a war. There were no hills, just flat sand from one end of the horizon to the other. They drove toward Baghdad, a mighty phalanx of military vehicles, to their final destination. They saw a few people of all ages, from children to elderly, walking on the side of the road. Some smiled, others waved. Max was driving the Humvee. His passengers were the Gunny to his right, Haferty and Honey behind them.
 
   “This is so amazing!” Honey exclaimed.
 
   “What is?” Colin asked.
 
   “We’re in Mesopotamia!”
 
   “The land between two rivers,” Max said.
 
   “Oh, you know your Greek. Very good.”
 
   Max wanted to tell them that his grandmother was Greek and that he was fluent, but he didn’t. He wanted to keep his home life incognito.
 
   “They’re one of the oldest civilizations in the world, and the Sumerians were the ones who recorded the first writings. They were also brilliant engineers and peaceful people who created the Gardens of Babylon, one of the wonders of the world,” Honey continued.
 
   “And Saddam fucking Hussein is a descendant,” Colin said.
 
   “Am I stuck in this Humvee with fucking nerds?” The Gunny exclaimed.
 
   “We are Marines, Gunnery Sergeant, first and foremost,” Max said.
 
   “Marines, Gunnery Sergeant,” Honey repeated, “but we, well I, love ancient history. It’s really exciting. It’s like you learned and heard about it your whole life, you’ve watched documentaries and suddenly you’re inside the video.”
 
   “Well, its scorching hot and the Gardens fucking disappeared long ago.”
 
   “Yes, Gunnery Sergeant.”
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   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   ‘Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I fear no evil for you are with me.’ I fear no evil. I repeated this in my head over and over last night. We were in a convoy heading north about 180 miles from Baghdad. There was no moon and it seemed like Iraq had become a planet of darkness. When we are making night moves we do not turn our lights on, all we have is our night vision goggles. As we drove we entered into a little town. I noticed how narrow the streets were. We were surrounded by buildings on both sides and I could almost reach out of the window and touch them. I kept thinking how easy it would be for an enemy soldier to stick his AK out of any one of these windows and shoot at us. For all we know it could have been a civilian. One thing that always scared me during this war was the civilians. Guerilla warfare tactics are more deadly than an organized military. The Iraqi militia would send women and children up to our vehicles. They would ask for food and water. At these early stages in the war we didn’t know any better. We would go give them these items while driving so it was easy for the militia to ambush us. As I saw it these men were going to die. But before Marines could put their M16 to use and destroy the enemy we would take losses as well. The most horrific part of this was, besides the loss of fellow Marines, was the death of the women and children who could do nothing but stand in the process. Throughout these tumultuous times, Marines would still portray goodness and humanity which can still exist in a time of war.
 
   So as I’m worrying about militia and Republican Guard I am wondering if I’m driving the Hummer off the road or if my Gunny’s going to chew my ass off for going too fast or slow. It was a stressful night. I looked around and couldn’t see shit. I had had it at that point. I had a no bullshit talk with myself right then and there and I believe that it helped me make it through. I can honestly say that I thought there was a good chance of losing my life last night, but I told myself if it was going to happen it was meant to. It would be my destiny. I believe everybody is put on this earth for a reason. Living beings are put here to create. If creation did not exist the circle of life would stop. It’s obvious why we need animals and plants, but humans have so much more intelligence that our jobs here on earth is for greater deeds than just creation. If I died last night and was not able to bring a child into this world what was my purpose here? I pondered this for a while until I realized there was a greater purpose. My body and the child I might have had will have been my sacrifice for the lives of the people I might have already saved at this point. My death would have had meaning, and it would be remembered. Is this why I’m here?
 
   I slowly forget about dying and fear begins to leave me. This is my destiny. If it’s my time to go I will go, and there will be a reason for it. If I stay then my time will come later, and there will be a reason for it. I no longer fear death, I no longer fear fear. I no longer fear the unknown. I only fear it the way I feel is wrong in the place I’m in right now. Suddenly gang members and dark alleys don’t seem so bad anymore. The buildings to my left and right that seemed closed enough to grab me before now look like they’re miles away. ‘Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I fear no evil for you are with me.’
 
    
 
   As we headed farther north my Gunny became more and more excited. He told me we have to go north to get home, and with every move we made we were a step closer. Sometimes we would move two or three times a day. And sometimes we wouldn’t move for five or six days. These were the hard parts of the war for me. When coming to a pause the camouflage netting would have to be put up and fighting holds dug. This was exhausting. Sleep became a privilege. The lance corporals were beginning to carry all the workload. There were nights when I would only get one hour of sleep and then we would move and I’d be driving for twelve hours. I can’t even begin to tell you how many times I fell asleep at the wheel. In a military Hummer the heat in the cab and the sound of the engine puts you out anyway. The lack of sleep just made it that much worse. My Gunny would always make sure he yelled at the top of his lungs when this happened and I was grateful. A couple of times he sang a Marine Corps cadence (some of course were a little crude) but the music and the camaraderie kept me awake and reinvigorated:
 
    
 
   Back In 1775
 
   My Marine Corps Came Alive 
 
   First There Came The Color Gold 
 
   To Show The World That We Are Bold 
 
   Then There Came The Color Blue 
 
   To Show The World That We Are True 
 
   Then There Came the Color Red
 
   To Show The World The Blood We Shed 
 
   Then There Came The Color White
 
   To Show The World That We Can Fight 
 
   Then There Came The Color Green
 
   To Show The World That We Are Mean
 
    
 
   On their second day the Marines reconnoitered another town. Max and the other men rushed to one of the houses. Half of them were in front, the others in back. They kicked down both doors at the same time and stormed in. It was dark and they were using their NVG’s, their night vision goggles. Their view was green and dusty. They were looking for insurgents, but all they found was overturned furniture and debris from an apparent mortar hit. Their boots crunched the broken glass as they slowly continued up a crumbling staircase to the second floor. They found more of the same, but no people. When they finished they came back down. All clear. They continued the same way through other houses but found no one. Where were the people? They found discarded uniforms and weapons, but no soldiers. They had just dropped everything and fled.
 
    
 
   April 1st, 2003
 
    
 
   Finally I have a moment of relaxation to write a somewhat decent entry. Today marks the tenth day in this barren wasteland we all call Iraq. Since we crossed the southern border a lot has happened. The basic order of operations here is to stick and move. Kind of like a boxing match. 
 
    
 
   Like another round of the boxing match, the Marines went in again. They heard fighting throughout the town and they knew this one wouldn’t be as easy as the previous one. Max sensed and heard the bullets tearing the air close to his face, and then the penetrating whack of their impact in the hard clay of the wall next to him. That was fucking close! He muttered to himself. Max and his squad continued and this time they saw dead bodies behind that same wall, militia as well as innocent women and children. Parts of their bodies were missing, brown dry blood caked on the torn rags that once were clothes. Their lay grotesquely deformed on the coffee-colored earth. Max’s heart stopped. He had never seen such surreal mutilation and his stomach was close to losing his last MRE. The worse part of the carnage were the blameless women and children. 
 
   They continued their mission keeping their heads as low as possible and their senses sharper than they had ever been. Something blocked the sun.
 
   “Incoming!” They realized what it was when the symphonic drone of falling mortars became deafening explosions. The ground heaved pitifully and left sad craters where once gardens offered their flowers and aroma. The men were forcefully thrown down and they scrambled for cover as a barrage of gunfire from one of the rooftops send them running. 
 
   “Over there!” The Gunny said, pointing to the house, “let’s get in there!” The men followed him. They burst into the house and were met by a shower of bullets. The Marines answered back. Several of the militia men fell like broken dolls and parts of the walls crumbled from the shells of the M16’s. The Americans pushed in. Although it was their first kill they didn’t think about it, their focus on the mission at hand.
 
   “Grenade!” One of the men yelled and they dove for cover. The explosion vibrated throughout their bodies and their ears rang. Some wouldn’t be able to hear for hours. The smoke hid their enemies but they followed them up to the next floor. They were met with another hail of bullets and this time a couple of the Marines were hit. One was hit in the leg, another in the neck. 
 
   “MEDIC! MEDIC!” Stapleton screamed.
 
   Almost immediately a Navy Corpsman was at the side of the man wounded in the neck. He had instantly assessed which one was injured more severely and applied pressure. “It’ll hold, get him out of here!”
 
   Stapleton lifted him up as best he could and half carried, half dragged him out. “You hang in there, man, you hear me?” He said to the wounded warrior.
 
   The fighting went on continuously for two hours and the one hundred degree heat wasn’t helping. The men were so badly dehydrated and had inhaled so much smoke that they started coughing up blood. 
 
   All the insurgents were killed, but not before they managed to wound several of the Marines. An aerial bomb leveled the houses where the enemy had held them for so long. By the time Max’s squad finished their sweep they had seen so much death that it seemed almost inconsequential. It was a baptism they would never forget.
 
   The men sat exhausted on the ground near their vehicles. They watched as an HH-60 Black Hawk helicopter used for medical evacuation landed and picked up the last of the wounded.
 
   Max sat next to Colin smoking a cigarette. “Now there’s an amazing site.”
 
   “The chopper? Yeah, she’s a beaut.”
 
   “Not just that. Those guys are so good they look like a finely tuned orchestra, from the men getting the wounded on board, to the medics already working on them, and the pilots who barely got the bird on the ground before taking off again.” 
 
   “You’re right, that is quite impressive.”
 
   They watched another helicopter come in, but this one didn’t rush back out like the first one, instead black bags with the bodies of the Marines who had perished were carefully being carried to the chopper.
 
   “Oh, fuck!” Max said.
 
   “Yeah, they didn’t make it.”
 
   “One of them was the guy who got it in the neck,” Stapleton said, “I thought he would pull through.”
 
   They got to their feet and stood at attention with all the other men who had gathered and who had fought alongside their fallen comrades. As they were gently placed inside all of the Marines saluted, their arms slowly coming up as if in slow motion, until their hands touched the rim of their helmets.
 
   It was their first deaths. It hit the young men hard. There would be others, and just as painful, but never as poignant as this one.
 
   Robert Johnson, who was embedded with the Marines, had captured the battle on film and in words. He never could have imagined the heroism of these young men and he was just as devastated as they were by the loss of their brothers. He too had been with them since they left Kuwait and had a unique kinship with them. He believed he was pretty tough, and they constantly riled him because he was with the Army. It was all in good fun, but when the Marines saluted their dead brothers Robert was just as choked up and shed a few tears with them.
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   BAGHDAD
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   Somehow I always seem to get stuck with the fucking graveyard shifts. I don’t know if it’s just lack of sleep or fear, but at night hallucinations constantly happen before my eyes. It will be whispering or people moving toward me. I tell them to stop but they keep walking toward me. I’ll release the safety on my weapon and yell again, then they disappear. Marines will fly out of their sleeping bag and aim at the Iraqis that were never there. “What is it del Valle?” they’ll whisper. I’ll look through my night visions and see every Marine in the unit with their rifles in their shoulders. “It was nothing, I just thought there were a couple people approaching, that’s all.” They all gladly go back to sleep feeling safe. We are protectors of the lives of Marines, the last line of defense, but the hallucinations get to me. It’s like the boy who cried wolf. What if one night it really is the enemy and I think it is my drug warped mind playing tricks on me again? I cannot take that chance. I will challenge every time.
 
    
 
   The Marines arrived in Baghdad after only two weeks. They were the first combatants to enter the capital. Although it was inevitable, no one had expected them to arrive that quickly. Not the military, not the politicians, and certainly not the inhabitants. Max drove the Humvee through the deserted streets. Where were the people? They wondered. And then slowly they started coming out. Just a few at a time, and then small groups. They welcomed the Americans. They were happy to see them and understood that for the first time they truly were free. They offered them local fruit, dates, figs, and apricots. In return the Marines gave them chocolate, water and most of all hope. Some of the Iraqi men went up to them and kissed them on the cheeks, and although the Americans were not accustomed to grown men kissing them they understood the sentiments and cherished the gesture.
 
   Honey was in heaven. He was living history, in a land that had seen so many changes in the last centuries and even millennia. “This is the country of Gilgamesh.”
 
   “Who the fuck is that? Jock said.
 
   “It’s one of the ancient stories,” Honey answered.
 
   “Like the 1001 nights,” Colin said.
 
   “What 1001 nights?”
 
   “Have you ever heard of Scheherazade, Jock-Strap?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That’s one of my favorites. It’s about a beautiful girl,” Max said.
 
   “Now you’re talking,” Jock said.
 
   “Ali Baba and the forty thieves?” Honey asked.
 
   “Sure,” Colin said, “and “Sinbad the Sailor.”
 
   “Yes, I know that one, from Disney,” Jock said excitedly.
 
   Max laughed. “Professor, you’re going to have to tell him that the original one started here, not in Orlando.”
 
   “How about Aladdin?” Honey asked, exasperated.
 
   “Yup, seen that one too.”
 
   “Disney, right?”
 
   “Uh, huh. So you know all these stories, Honey?”
 
   “I do. And they’re all great.”
 
   “Don’t forget to tell him about Rumi,” Max said.
 
   “What’s roomy?”
 
   “Not what, who. Mevlevi Celaleddin Rumi, the famous poet, religious and spiritual guide. He founded the Mevlevi Order of Dervishes in the middle of the thirteenth century.  It continues until today.”
 
   Jock stared blankly at him. “Well, I’m not sure what you guys are talking about but when you have kids, Honey, they’re gonna love their daddy’s bedtime stories.”
 
   “Guys, shut up and pay attention. What’s going on over there?” The Gunny asked, pointing to a crowd gathered around a statue.
 
   Honey saw a sign. “This is Firous Square,” he announced. “You know it means Paradise in Persian.”
 
   “HONEY!” They all shouted.
 
   “Okay, okay.”
 
   They watched as an Iraqi man, one of the biggest men they had ever seen, of any nationality, swing an impressively huge sledge hammer at the base below an enormous statue of Saddam Hussein. He was as if in a trance, focused on the destruction of not only the physical construction, but the psychological one as well. The big man continued until he almost collapsed. Other men took over. They wanted to be in on this historical moment, to show the world what the dictator meant to them, what he had inflicted on his people. They took turns until their hands bled.
 
   “A little C4 would do the trick very nicely,” Jock said.
 
   “Yeah, but where’s the fun in that? One boom and it’s gone. This way’s much more satisfying.”
 
   “Not to mention the ego boost.”
 
   The Iraqis did get help, in the form of an M-88 Hercules tank-tower and U.S. Marines who helped pull down the statue. It finally crumbled. It had taken three hours, but it was the sign of the end of an oppressive era and the beginning of a new one—one of freedom, one that the Americans presented them. The crowd screamed in delight, understanding for the first time the true meaning of liberty and hope. Max and his buddies smiled, comprehending that the duty they were performing had meaning, and that they were truly helping the people of a nation who had been under tyrannical rule for so long.
 
   Another sight that the young men would find reprehensible was the looting. Everything was being stolen, nothing was sacred. The people had been oppressed and hopeless for so long that now they found the opportunity to take anything they wanted. It had started as survival but it quickly turned into a free for all. The military, as difficult as it was, was doing its best to keep things under control and the pillaging to a minimum. But the impact of what was happening to the country would be burned in their minds at the site of Saddam Hussein’s horse. The magnificent white stallion was running wild, scared out of its mind, his eyes bulging with incomprehension and fear, as men and boys chased him down the main avenues of Baghdad. They were trying to catch him, to do what with him was anybody’s guess, and Max firmly believed this was the most depressing sight he had ever seen.
 
    
 
   At sunset they returned toward their camp. In the distance the orange sun slowly melted into the shimmering, infinite desert. Somewhere in the distance a Muezzin was calling the faithful to prayer.
 
   “The guy’s got a nice voice,” Max said.
 
   “What guy?” Colin asked.
 
   “The one up there in the minaret.”
 
   “Yeah, I heard him earlier, same tune, although it’s kind of nice waking up to music in the mornings.”
 
   “At five o’clock, when the sun comes up?” Max asked.
 
   “You have a point. Wouldn’t it be cool if he sang something different, maybe some modern hits? That could be a lot of fun.”
 
   “Yeah, and imagine if everyone could join in, it would be like a concert five times a day. They could maybe pray first, then sing.”
 
   “You know what would be even better?” Colin asked.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “A woman.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “If a woman sang the verses for a change, or even a duet with the Muezzin.”
 
   “That would be exquisite, however, I’m sure the macho men would really go for that,” Max said sarcastically.
 
   “Well, it was just a thought, but I’d still really love to hear a woman up in that minaret.”
 
   “Hey, Haf, are we being blasphemous?” Max asked.
 
   “Naw, we’re just being human. What the world needs is more music, and in this part of the world more female voices.”
 
   “Sounds right.”
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   NEW ORLEANS 2003
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   “Hey Sam, what are you doing for Christmas?”
 
   “Not much, just going to hang out here and relax from all the classes. Robert isn’t around so I’ll just take it easy.”
 
   “That’s no fun. Why don’t you come to New Orleans and spend it with me and my family?”
 
   “Oh, that is so nice of you, but...”
 
   “Now, come on, you can’t be alone at Christmas. I know Robert can’t be here but my little brother, Tyrone, has a few days leave and will be in New Orleans. So, that’s final. You’re spending it with us. And I found cheap tickets.”
 
   “Well, I guess it could be fun.”
 
   “Of course, it will, and my Auntie is the best cook in Louisiana. Just wait ‘til you taste her Christmas Reveillon dinner.”
 
   “Oh, well then I’d be delighted. I never could pass up good food, and a home cooked meal will undoubtedly be heaven on earth.”
 
   “And it very well could be the last good meal we have for a while.”
 
   As soon as Sam, Chantal and Tyrone arrived at the house on the outskirts of New Orleans, Aunt Clotilde, a heavy woman wearing a muumuu and an enormous smile, screamed in delight.
 
   “You’re here! Praise Jesus! My babies are home!”
 
   “Hi Aunt Clo, how’ve you been?” Chantal asked.
 
   “Come here and give your auntie a hug, Sweet Pea,” the older woman said engulfing her niece to her bosom. Chantal all but disappeared in the embrace.
 
   “Princesse Clotilde,” Tyrone said in a French accent, and bowed deeply in front of his aunt, as elegantly as a musketeer. “How is the most beautiful lady in the land?”
 
   “Come here you snake charmer! Sayin’ lies about your auntie again!”
 
   “It’s true! You are the most beautiful!”
 
   “Ah, alright, keep the old lady happy,” she laughed as she in turn engulfed Tyrone.
 
   “But, Auntie, its true.”
 
   “Alright, alright, now introduce me to your friend.”
 
   “This is Sam, my roommate and wonderful friend,” Chantal said.
 
   “Very pleased to meet you,” Sam said, extending her hand to Clotilde.
 
   “Come here, child, and give me a hug. That’s how we do it down here. We’re all one big happy family.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am. And Tyrone is right. I now see where Chantal gets her beautiful looks.”
 
   “You know, children, I like this girl already.”
 
   Sam had traveled around the world with her parents, and tasted foods from many famous restaurants and chefs, but she never expected Aunt Clo’s amazing Reveillon dinner. It eclipsed everything she had ever tried. 
 
   The first course she called ‘Christmas lettuce’. It consisted of a red lettuce in a large platter that looked like the head of an enormous red rose which she kept whole. Interspersed between the leaves Aunt Clo had inserted arugula and cherry tomatoes, as well as chestnuts she had boiled and then marinated in warm bourbon. 
 
   “Oh, Aunt Clo, this is a work of art!” Sam exclaimed.
 
   “One eats with the eyes first.”
 
   The next course was a cauliflower covered with a Dijon mustard vinaigrette. At the bottom shrimp were lined up like little soldiers guarding the base of the cruciferous vegetable. She poured hot oil over the top, making a golden crust. Aunt Clotilde continued the feast with herb crusted pork chops decorated with potato, avocado and zucchini all mashed together and shaped into round, fried croquettes. A bouquet of cilantro made the mouthwatering dish charming. Her dessert did not disappoint either. Chocolate hazelnut filled beignets covered with powdered sugar; accompanied by home-made vanilla ice cream and covered with flambéed Cognac.
 
   “Your Reveillon dinner, Aunt Clo, was absolutely exquisite and better than anything I’ve eaten anywhere.”
 
   “I gather you enjoyed it then.”
 
   “No question about it. You should open a restaurant, you would put everybody out of business!”
 
   “I don’t want to put anybody out of business, besides, here in New Orleans there’s always room for more restaurants. This is an eatin’ city. I have thought about it, and it’s been a dream of mine for many years, but circumstances like Katrina and lack of funds haven’t always made things easy.
 
   “Like taking us in,” Chantal said.
 
   “Being together made it all worthwhile.”
 
   “Well, you know I’m going to be a doctor, and everybody knows that they make money, so at the first opportunity I’m going to buy you a restaurant.”
 
   “Now don’t you worry you’re pretty little head, you just concentrate on your school.”
 
   “Anything you say, Auntie Clo, but just you wait, and someday I might surprise you.”
 
   Aunt Clotilde took off and went to her favorite room—the kitchen. She was already concocting the next meal for the family. The three younger people stayed in the living room.
 
   “Tyrone, when are you headed back to your base?” Chantal asked.
 
   “In two days.”
 
   Tyrone’s wish after the harrowing helicopter ride from the rooftop after hurricane Katrina had manifested. He had enlisted in the Air Force and gotten his wish. He became a pilot with a helicopter squadron. 
 
   “You know, I’ve been thinking,” Chantal said.
 
   “Oh, oh, this could be dangerous,” Tyrone said jokingly.
 
   “Naw, seriously.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll rephrase that: What’s that brilliant mind up to now?” 
 
   “Much better, Ty. Well, here it is. Sam and I have decided to join the fight.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Tyrone asked.
 
   “As combat nurses.” 
 
   “No way!” Tyrone exclaimed. “Absolutely no way. I won’t let you,” Tyrone said, puffing his chest out like a lion ready to pounce.
 
   “Because you think it’s too dangerous?”
 
   “Exactly. Besides, you need some sort of degree.”
 
   “Both Sam and I do. We’ve got our associates nursing degree plus a couple more years of med school so the Army accepted us, and the university supports us.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “That means that they will let us join and we can go back to school whenever we finish our military service.”
 
   “They’ll do that?”
 
   “Yup, extenuating circumstances.”
 
   “I don’t like it.”
 
   “Come on, Ty, you’re helping, why can’t we?”
 
   “It’s different.”
 
   “You mean girls shouldn’t fight?”
 
   “No. I mean… well, yeah. And I don’t want to see you hurt… or worse.”
 
   “Well, we’re not really going to fight, Tyrone,” Sam chirped in. “We’re going to do our part to save lives.”
 
   “Yeah, and not to mention the incredible medical knowledge we’ll acquire.”
 
   “That may be, Sis, but it’s still dangerous as hell.”
 
   “We’ll be at a hospital base, away from the fighting.”
 
   “Says who?”
 
   “Where else would they put us?”
 
   “Oh, Chantal, really! I just can’t let you do it.”
 
   “And you’re going to stop me?” Chantal asked.
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Now, you listen to me lil’ brother. I’m going to do exactly what I think is best, and if you try to stop me I’ll put you over my knee and spank you.”
 
   “Chantal, for Heaven’s sake, I may be your little brother but I’m twice as big as you are.”
 
   Sam, you hadn’t said more than a few words and was listening to the brother and sister, started giggling.
 
   “What’s so funny, Sam?” Chantal asked.
 
   “He’s right, you know, he’s a big boy. Actually he’s quite a man.”
 
   “See?” Tyrone said.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, okay. But in all seriousness, Sam and I have talked it over and we’re going to do it. They need us, Tyrone. You can understand that. Besides, we’ll be at a hospital.”
 
   “Yeah, a military hospital, in a war zone!”
 
   “We could be on a hospital ship,” Sam said.
 
   “And if we’re in a war zone, it’ll be the most protected place in the country.”
 
   Tyrone stared at the women. “You’ve made up your minds, haven’t you?”
 
   They nodded, confirming his question. “Ty, we’ve enlisted.”
 
   Tyrone let his head fall into his hands, waited a few moments, then went to the girls who were sitting on the sofa and hugged them. “Don’t you let anything happen, or I’ll personally come and spank both of you.” He hugged them even tighter.
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   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   Sam and Chantal finished their basic training and all the tests including the Army’s physical fitness. It included hospital processes they were knowledgeable about and their training was more focused on war injuries. In addition, they learned about weapons such as M16 rifles and 9mm pistols, and hazardous materials procedures. They also became proficient with gas masks and MOPP suits, the protective gear used during a biological or chemical strike. 
 
   The medical staff wasn’t comfortable having to carry a firearm, but they understood the need. There was always the potential to get hurt or perhaps even killed, especially in a war zone. And that’s exactly where they were going. It was their opportunity to help wounded military personnel, as well as Iraqi people. 
 
   The night before they had gotten word. They were shipping out in two days.
 
   “Well, I’m all packed, how about you Chantal?”
 
   “Almost there. But I’ve got a problem.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I’ve only got so much room, so should I take my Prada purse of my Jimmy Choo’s?”
 
   Sam stopped what she was doing and stared at her best friend. “Seriously?”
 
   Chantal laughed. “No, of course not silly, but a girl can dream, right?”
 
   “Absolutely. Now, since we’re packed and we have a few free hours left, what do you say we go pamper ourselves?”
 
   “You mean at the spa in town?”
 
   “Who knows how long it will be before we get another chance.”
 
   “We’re talking manicure, pedicure, facial… right?”
 
   “And sauna.”
 
   “Lead the way, girl, I’m right behind you.”
 
    
 
   The next morning the men and women boarded the white school bus with the red cross painted on its side, and headed out to the airfield. They would travel with all the equipment and supplies that were needed to set up the CSH (pronounced cash), the Combat Support Hospital. Sam and Chantal felt refreshed and relaxed from their spa treatment from the day before, but mentally they were embarking on an unknown journey. They were, of course, apprehensive and their biggest regret was knowing that the people that loved them would worry. Sam thought of Maureen Nagel who had been such a loving, caring person when young Sam no longer had anyone in the world. Sandstorm, the kitten Sam had rescued during a snowstorm stayed with the older woman. It was a match made in heaven. They adored each other. Sandstorm was pampered incessantly, and in turn the furry feline gave Ms. Nagel a love and companionship she craved and was grateful for. Chantal was thinking about Aunt Clo and her hometown. She missed them already, but she also knew that this was something she needed to do, not to mention the terrific, yet unfortunate, experiences she would be partaking in the medical field. No school or medical facility, other than a hospital in a war zone, could provide that amount of experience. Just a few months of exposure would be the equivalent of years of conventional study.
 
   Every person on the bus was lost in their own thoughts, thoughts about their families, and the unpredictable voyage they were about to embark on.
 
   “Hey, Sam,” Chantal said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’ve never been out of the country.”
 
   “Normally I would ask if you have your passport, but in this case we’re on a private plane and you won’t need it.”
 
   “You’ve been overseas, what’s it like?”
 
   “Well, I haven’t been to Iraq.”
 
   “I know that. But other countries.”
 
   “Well, each country is different. Each has its own beauty, traditions, culture, language, food and even music. And that’s my favorite part, that they’re all unique.”
 
   “Some countries don’t like us, though.”
 
   “Most countries around the world used to, especially after the First and Second World War, and many still do like us or respect us. Of course we can’t please everybody. It’s like politics. Nowhere will you find that everybody is happy with their government. At some point they might have been, but then they aren’t anymore. You’ll find that people will always crave for more, even though they have everything they always wanted. But then they want something more.”
 
   “Sounds like a vicious circle.”
 
   “It is. Hey, there’s the plane,” Sam said looking out the window.
 
   “It’s huge! I thought you said we’d be on a private plane.”
 
   “What did you think I meant? A Lear jet with leather seats?”
 
   “Well, no, but maybe a commercial airliner.”
 
   “Naw, this is going to be much more fun,” Sam said looking at the impressive Hercules 130. “She’s a beauty.”
 
   “She’s a beast.”
 
   “That too.” Sam laughed, and loved that she was on an adventure with her best friend.
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   WASHINGTON, D.C. 2004
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   Davina was glued to the television. She had canceled all of her concerts. Her life was on hold. How could she perform? She imagined the bullets flying by her young son’s face and felt her heart miss a beat when she thought about one getting even closer. She immediately eclipsed it from her mind. NO, he would not get hurt! She insisted to herself. The talk shows all wanted interviews as they knew the famous diva’s son was somewhere in Iraq, but the military was doing a good job of not divulging any details. However, even with her connections, they wouldn’t give her any information either. With the networks covering the war every minute of the day she was hoping she might get a glimpse of her son. And that evening she did. “Alejandro!” She screamed. He came running.
 
   “What is it, Amor?”
 
   “There, there’s Max!” They watched a group of Marines who were standing next to prisoners kneeling. They’re hands were tied behind their backs.
 
   “How do you know? They all pretty much look the same.”
 
   “A mother knows her child.” 
 
   “My God, you’re right! It is him.”
 
   “Oh, Alejandro, look at him!”
 
   Alejandro’s eyes were wet as he watched his son with great pride. In the hell they called war Max was handing something to one of the prisoners, maybe food. His body language portrayed the goodness and humanity that can still exist in times of battle.
 
   The proud parents held each other even after the news program ended.
 
   The next day Alejandro went to Spain. As the Spanish Ambassador he would have to go back and forth several times a year. 
 
   Davina dreamed of a military car stopping in front of their house. If the two Marines were in dress-blues Max would be gone forever. If they were in fatigues, then Max would have been wounded, but how bad would be the question. Would he be burned? Would he have lost a limb? Would he be blind? She couldn’t see the uniforms. Stop it! She commanded herself. He’s fine. He’ll come back safe and sound, and as handsome as ever. 
 
   But she wanted to see him, to hug him, to kiss him. She wanted to know that he was alright, but it was impossible to communicate with him. Even with all her connections no one would tell her of his whereabouts. She didn’t really want to know where he was, she just wanted to hear his voice, and know that he was okay. And then an idea started to form in her mind. Davina picked up the phone and called Jacques, her manager.
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   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   The CSH team landed in Kuwait. They disembarked and gathered their belongings. They were also told that the casualties and wounded were growing by the minute and they were to immediately set up the hospital. The team quickly donned their gear, helmets and Kevlar vests, boarded the trucks and started towards Baghdad. A phalanx of dozens of trucks caravanned up the highway towards the capital. Along the road they came face to face for the first time with the annals of war. Exploded, overturned and still smoking vehicles of all sizes, military and civilian, lined the sides of the highway. Monotonous, dreary caravans of small groups of men and women, young and old, followed the asphalt next to the desert toward indefinite destinations. Some were on foot, some rode camels, others ran alongside the military convoy and begged the Americans for anything they could spare—food, water, one dollar bills, and hope.
 
   “I’m glad I’m here,” Sam said to Chantal.
 
   “Me too, but what makes you say that?”
 
   “Look at these people. They’re the descendants of one of the oldest civilizations in the world. They should be basking in comfort. Its criminal they’ve been put in these circumstances. How can one man create such misery toward his own people? And Why?”
 
   “Well, Saddam Hussein isn’t the first son-of-a-bitch to do that. Remember Hitler, Pol Pot, the South American dictators? Hell, I could go on and on. History is full of these assholes.”
 
   “I know, I know. And the worst part is history repeats itself. Why don’t people ever learn? 
 
   “Well, at least we’re here to help this oppression, maybe restore some of their civilization, and do the best we can for them.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m glad we did this, Chantal, and I’m grateful that we’re doing this together.”
 
   “I’ll second that, Sam.”
 
   The women stared out of their trucks. Every once in while they would see a real caravan, one with camels. The animals seemed to glide across the desert of Iraq as their ancestors had done for centuries. The camel guide waived to the convoy that would maybe bring peace to the land where he and his family had always lived. The Americans waived back. The herder turned towards Mecca and said a prayer he fervently hoped Allah, the Merciful, would hear. The newcomers, as well as his own people, would need all the help they could get.
 
    
 
   The drive from Kuwait to Baghdad took three days. They were on such a tight schedule that they only stopped for physical necessities, and a real pit stop it was—a hole in the ground that they, of course, had to dig themselves. Men went to one side of the highway, women to the other. Once back on the truck Chantal started giggling.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Sam asked.
 
   “Well, that was definitely al fresco.”
 
   “Well, it wasn’t that cool, it’s blistering hot out!”
 
   “Yeah, but what little wind there is kicked up just enough sand to imbed itself in places I didn’t even know existed in my body.”
 
   Sam and others, who were sitting as close as sardines in a can, all laughed out loud. They continued telling jokes for several hours. Laughter was one of the best medicines and stress breakers in the world.
 
   “Alright, I’m going to get some sleep. Wake me up when we get to the Ritz,” Sam said.
 
   “In your dreams.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Can I take the floor for a while,” she asked the group.
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   Sam put her backpack on the floor of the truck, carefully stretched out, put her head on the makeshift pillow and immediately fell asleep. She didn’t mind, or even felt, the pairs of boots that were next to her ribs. Chantal and two other nurses did the same thing. There was just enough room for four people, and they were spooned together. In two hours they would shift with four others and sit back on the benches. In these circumstances those two hours were as powerful as a full night’s sleep.
 
    
 
   The convoy arrived on the night of the third day, at an airfield on the outskirts of Baghdad. It was an ideal location for a CSH, as helicopter ambulances could easily bring in wounded and large aircraft like the Air Force’s Hercules 130 MEDEVACs could fly the more severely injured out to larger hospitals in Germany or the United States. 
 
   The men and women of the Combat Support Hospital jumped off the trucks and followed orders to crawl into their sleeping bags and get a few hours of sleep. They did just that and with great anticipation. They hadn’t really had any semblance of a decent amount of sleep since they left Kuwait, and they were soon fast asleep.
 
   Sam woke up the next morning only because her arm was moving. Why was it doing that? She wondered. She opened her eyes and found herself staring at Chantal who was shaking that very same arm. 
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Rise and shine, sunshine, the Riviera of sand beckons,” Chantal answered.
 
   “Do we have to?” 
 
   “If you don’t want to get screamed at, you’d better move.”
 
   “Alright, I’m up,” Sam moaned. She had been dreaming about Robert. Where was he? Was he alright? Was he in Baghdad? It would be so nice to see him, she thought. She put her dream aside for another time and concentrated on the present. “How did you sleep, Chantal?”
 
   “Well, the sleeping bag didn’t do too much for the dust and sand. I think half of the Iraqi desert wound up in there with me. And the latrines, well the holes in the ground that is, were quite primitive.”
 
   “Oh, great. That’s my next stop.” 
 
   “Oh, just think of it as a camping adventure,” Chantal said, laughing.
 
   “Chantal, do you know my definition of camping?”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “Bad service in the middle of the night at the Ritz.”
 
   “Right. Welcome to the real world.” 
 
    
 
   The entire team was present and ready. It would take three days to build the CSH. The men and women were all medical specialists but they became construction workers, from the newest privates to the commanding Colonel of the deployable facility. The entire hospital was packed in military containers. Once opened most of the units became three times their original size and were used as fully functional, climate-controlled operating rooms, ICU’s, laboratories, X-Ray and CT scanning, a pharmacy and dental units, as well as accommodations for the staff. Whatever a fixed hospital could provide the CSH could as well.
 
   The team went to work. They marked the spots where each tent would go with little red flags. Dozens of the staff carried huge, long, rugged material that would be used as panoplies. They looked as if they were carrying an enormous almost stadium long cigar. The containers and tents would be interconnecting, creating a mini village of beige and green shelters. Nothing was missing from this CSH, from the hospital to the offices to the sleeping quarters, and it provided its own power from generators. The men and women finished their hospital in three days. 
 
   On the fourth day most of them were relaxing in their rooms, or in a folding chair in front of their tent. Although they were ‘open for business’ no casualties had arrived so far at the hospital. Sam and Chantal were reading, sitting in chairs when a mortar exploded a short distance behind them. The women immediately fell to the ground and covered their heads. Shrapnel flew everywhere. Everyone at the base was running to take cover.
 
   “Lord have mercy!” Chantal yelled.
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” Sam screamed back. “Hey Chantal, on a scale from one to ten how scared are you?”
 
   “Shitless!”
 
   “Yeah, me too.”
 
   “Why are we doing this again?”
 
   “Hippocrates?”
 
   “Sounds right. If I make it out of here alive Tyrone is going to kill me.”
 
   “Chantal?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Promise me that I won’t have to make a trip to New Orleans to see Tyrone and Aunt Clo on my own.”
 
   “If those assholes who are dropping bombs on us would be so kind and cooperate, then I promise.”
 
   The two women stayed there for a few minutes until it was all clear and then quickly scrambled to see if there had been any wounded. They found one just a few feet from where they were, and thankfully no one had been killed.
 
   “I never thought our first cases would be some of our own,” Sam said, tying a tourniquet on the wounded man’s leg.”
 
   “I’m going to get a dolly,” Chantal said, “I’ll be right back.”
 
   Sam nodded, never taking her eyes off of the man on the ground in front of her. “Hey, Doc, it’s not too bad. Looks like a piece of metal flew into your leg. I don’t think we’ll even need to operate. We’ll give you a shot for the pain, clean it and sew it up and you’ll be like new.”
 
   Chantal returned with a patient transport dolly. With Sam’s help they lifted the injured man onto it.
 
   “Loss of blood?” The doctor managed to ask through pain and clenched teeth.
 
   “Nothing we can’t take care of. Now, shut up, Sir, and stop wasting energy.”
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   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   Max had been promoted to corporal and the leader of the fire team that included Haferty, Stapleton and Honey. They were efficiently checking broken, bombed out empty houses and stores. The area had been declared deserted, but they were sent in for a last reconnaissance. The four Marines entered into a store through the front window that had been blown out and now lay in thousands of pieces on the ground. And then Max gasped. In the hell that was this war Max found himself in a little piece of paradise. This shop had at one time been a music store, and still housed a few exquisite Iraqi musical instruments. He took a deep breath. He could smell the exotic aroma of the woods that the instruments were made of. Most prominent were apricot and sandalwood. As he looked at the wall where the string instruments were hanging he had to smile, as they reminded him of notes on a page of sheet music. Some were short, others long, and each one beautifully crafted by what Max knew could only be a master craftsman. He secured his M16 and made his way to the wall, making sure he didn’t trip over parts of what once used to be, he was certain, a fine-looking store. He looked closer and marveled at probably twenty different music makers, lovingly touching the indigenous beauties.
 
   “Hey, Haf, look at these! They’re absolutely stunning and all handmade!”
 
   “They look pretty funky to me. Those guitar-like ones seem to have huge half apples on their backs,” Jock said.
 
   “Yeah, those are ouds—amazing instruments.”
 
   “This one only has one string, maybe it’s missing some.”
 
   “Nope, that’s a rababa, Jock-Strap, used by the Bedouins.
 
   “Hey, I like that name. And they only use one string, huh, weird.”
 
   “Do you realize these are identical to what they used hundreds and hundreds of years ago?” Honey said.
 
   “Let’s bring something back, you know, as a souvenir.”
 
   “Naw, we can’t take anything, but boy would I love one of everything in here!” Max said, his eyes still dancing around the shop. And so would Mom, he thought to himself.
 
   This was perhaps the first and only moment Max let his guard down, well almost, until a light gasp from behind one of the glorious ouds made him spin around. The hair on his neck stood up, a cold sweat trickled down his spine and his heartbeat stopped. Honey heard it too. The two men whipped around and pointed their M16’s at the spot where the sound had come from. A moan came from behind a row of overturned and mostly broken double-sided drums. They took a careful step forward and screamed at the spot: Erhad! Hands up! Erfaa yadaik! Come out! A young boy, no more than ten or eleven, slowly crawled out from behind the damaged drums. He held his thin shaking arms up as he whimpered in fear. Tears ran down his pale, mud caked face, and his once cream colored pants and shirt were a combination of brown filth, urine and crusted blood. He held his left arm up with his right hand as the fresh crimson liquid of his body streamed out of his arm and through his fingertips. The men continued to stare at the boy and asked him what his name was. The boy stared, unsure if these men were dangerous and were going to hurt him.
 
   “H…Hamid,” he stammered.
 
   “Ham? Your name is Ham? Jock asked pronouncing it with a southern accent that sounded more like ham and eggs.
 
   “Not ham, Hamid, Hah…meed. He’s a Muslim, for God’s sake, they don’t even eat pork. You can’t call him Ham,” Honey said.
 
   “Aw, but look how cute he is, how could he not be a ham.”
 
   “Do you speak any English?” Max asked. The boy didn’t answer. “Inglisi?”
 
   “La. No.”
 
   “Where’s your family?” The boy didn’t answer. “Baba? Mama?” Max tried again. Instead of answering the boy started to cry, pointed to the street and made an explosion sound and threw up his one good arm. More tears streamed out of his young, pained eyes.
 
   “Aw, shit,” Jock said, “they got blown up. Poor little guy.”
 
   “So, what do we do with him? We can’t leave him here and we can’t communicate to find other family members,” Max said.
 
   “Let’s take him to the CSH, his arm is in pretty bad shape,” Colin said.
 
   “Let me see, Hamid,” Max said, pointing to his own eyes and then to the boy’s arm.
 
   Reluctantly the boy pushed his arm forward with his good hand. It was bleeding profusely.
 
   “That’s bad. He definitely needs to get this looked at. I’m going to put a tourniquet on him. That should at least stop the fucking bleeding,” Max said to his men.
 
   “He’s lost a lot of blood, he’s really pale,” Colin said.
 
   Max finished with the tourniquet. “Alright, let’s get out of here. Jock-Strap, get the jeep.”
 
   “On it.”
 
   I don’t know how long the tourniquet will hold.”
 
   “Yeah, let’s get the boy to a doc and we’ll find an interpreter to help us out,” Jock said.
 
   “Let’s go.” Max picked up the little body and carried him out to the Humvee. They drove directly to the make-shift hospital. As soon as they arrived the men jumped out of the vehicle and Max carried Hamid inside.
 
   “Got a wounded kid! Some help over here!”
 
   “Bring him here,” a voice said behind him. Max turned and followed the nurse wearing scrubs and a surgical mask who had just exited one of the operating rooms. He couldn’t see her face but he appreciated the perfect curves. She pointed to a bed and he put the boy down. “Do you know if he’s hurt, other than his arm? The nurse said as she quickly, yet gently, prodded the small body.”
 
   “I don’t think so, but he’s lost a lot of blood.”
 
   “Nice job on the tourniquet. You probably saved his arm,” she said, unwrapping the hasty bandage the men had applied.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Do you know his name?”
 
   “Yeah, Ham,” Jock said.
 
   “Ham?” The nurse asked.
 
   “Yes ma’am, like ham and eggs,” Jock grinned.
 
   “Hamid, not Ham,” Max said.
 
   Sam chuckled. “Okay. Do we know anything about him? His family?” She asked. 
 
   “Parents got blown up. That’s about all we could communicate—our three words of Arabic, his three words of English,” Colin said.
 
   Sam turned to the boy and spoke to him in Arabic: “The men told me about your parents, I’m very sorry. Do you have any other family, uncles, and aunts?” The men looked at each and raised their eyebrows.
 
   Hamid nodded. “I have an aunt.”
 
   “Hey, you’re fluent,” Max said. “Are you an interpreter?”
 
   “No, but I minored in languages. I speak Spanish and Arabic.”
 
   “Gracias por el niño. Su nombre, Señorita?” Thank you for the boy. You’re name?” Max asked.
 
   “Oh, your accent is Castilian. Are you Spanish?”
 
   “My father’s from Spain.
 
   “My name’s Samantha, but everybody calls me Sam. I bought a magnificent guitar in Madrid once. It was a really small shop, no wider than someone’s outstretched arms, and the old man making the instruments only made about one a month. It was a total work of art.”
 
   “I know it well, it’s on Calle de…”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “I mean I’ve heard of it,” Max quickly said. Of course he knew it, all the best guitarists purchased from the old man, even his mother had. 
 
   Sam looked up for the first time and saw the name on his shirt. It read del Valle. And then she looked at his face, and stared just a second too long. Max smiled.
 
   He stared at the liquid jade of Sam’s eyes. He had never seen such a beautiful color, and he was sure that the rest of her face was just as exquisite.
 
   “I wish I had that guitar with me. It would really help the wounded.”
 
   “Really? How so?”
 
   “Oh, I can’t really get into it now. Too much work to do.”
 
   “But could you tell me about it some other time. I’m into music myself.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “I am.” Max wanted only to stare and to see the rest of her face. “Are you, uh, almost finished with Hamid?” What was it about this woman? Max never had such a reaction to anyone before.
 
   “Yes, why?”
 
   “I thought maybe you’d like a coffee.”
 
   “No,” she said flatly.
 
   “A soda?”
 
   Sam untied her mask and took it off. Max looked at what he believed was the most stunning face he had ever seen. His heart skipped a beat, and his eyes turned violet. He thought his chest would explode. Never had he reacted to a woman in such a way, and he wanted her. Oh, how he wanted her! She took off her gloves and threw them in a bin and the young man’s heart sank down to his feet—she was wearing an engagement ring.
 
   Colin, who witnessed the little tête-à-tête hadn’t said a word. He quickly understood the look in Max’s eyes and knew better than interfere when the guy had his sights on a girl. “Well, we have to get back,” the big man said. “It was nice meeting you Sam, and thanks for what you did for Ham. Oh, and I’m Colin by the way.”
 
   “No problem, nice meeting you too.”
 
   Colin started to leave when he noticed a nurse, Chantal, coming out of an OR. She removed her mask and surgical gown. He gasped at the beauty of the woman and knew without a doubt that she was just as beautiful inside. There really was such a thing as love at first sight, he thought. He would have to visit the CSH more often, they both would. 
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   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   Davina Walters’ manager, Jacques Laffitte, was on the telephone, his instrument of choice. He conducted business all over the world for the singer’s concerts, bookings, interviews and anything that was needed. He was a master at his craft and had made both himself and the singer very wealthy and world famous. Of course Davina had the talent and Jacques was just as good at his endeavors. They had an unbreakable understanding—he ensured that everything went smoothly and she just needed to focus on her music. It was a pact they made twenty years ago when they first started, and would always be in effect. They loved each other as the closest brother and sister could. Monique, Jacques’ wife, and Davina had been best friends since school and their friendship was as solid as concrete. Jacques and Alejandro had also been best friends since their days at the Sorbonne and the four were closer than blood relatives.
 
   Davina walked into one of the guest cottages on the estate she kept exclusively for the Laffittes. “Jacques, how is everything coming along?” She asked as soon as the man hung up.
 
   He looked up at her and shook his head. “You’re a little crazy, you know that.”
 
   “Tell me something new, mon ami. Anything less than ‘a little crazy’ would simply be boring.” Davina always spoke French with Jacques. Although he was fluent in several languages he was most comfortable conversing in his mother tongue.
 
   “As far as entertainment it is a brilliant coup! Everyone is excited—the press is delighted, the television shows are thrilled, even the military is happy.”
 
   “The military?”
 
   “Yes. It will boost the troops’ morale.”
 
   “I see. But they are making sure that no one knows about Max.”
 
   “Oh, yes, that is one of the best kept secrets. They won’t even tell us where he is.”
 
   “Do you think he’ll be at the concert?”
 
   “They won’t say, but I have a feeling that they’ll arrange it somehow. What you’re doing is very brave, Davina. That would be the least they could do for you.”
 
   “Well, to be honest, it was a way to see Max, but it’s become much more than that. It’s my way in helping the war effort, not just the proceeds from the documentary and TV specials, but as a support for the brave men and women who are putting their lives on the line for the ones they love—for us, their families and their country.”
 
   “Yes, you’re right. Are you ready, though?”
 
   “Absolutely. Actually I think it’s going to be a lot of fun because I won’t be the only entertainer, and all of us will be on the same plane.”
 
   “Good. Tomorrow’s the day, at first light we are supposed to be at the base.”
 
   “Yes, that’s fine. I’m just sorry Alejandro won’t be able to join us,” Davina said. “He would have wanted to be present and see Max. And you know how he hates missing any of my concerts.”
 
   “Yes, I know only too well,” Jacques answered.
 
   “It’s a shame we couldn’t use our own plane, but the military said it would be too dangerous.”
 
   “This is the ‘crazy’ I was talking about. You can still reconsider, Davina. We are, after all, going into a war zone with interesting effects like grenades and machine guns. And I have clauses of every kind protecting us.”
 
   Davina laughed. “Oh, Jacques, if the military was half as good as you are a strategist the war would be over in a couple of months.”
 
   “Yes, of course, but unfortunately my forte is in entertainment law, not military maneuvers.”
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   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   Five minutes after the call the HH60L Black Hawk helicopter ambulance was in the air. Tyrone, one of the youngest pilots in the military, was racing just a few hundred feet about the plateau of sand toward his destination and the injured. He spotted the smoke flare and in just a few seconds the chopper was on the ground. Soldiers quickly lifted the two critically wounded into the helicopter’s cargo area and the steel bird with red crosses painted on its nose and sides lifted off just a couple of minutes after its initial landing. The interior could be configured to transport personnel, cargo or wounded soldiers. Any one of these configurations took no more than two minutes and the flight medic had already converted the area with the litters he needed. As soon as the injured were on board he immediately hooked them up to the supply of oxygen that was housed in the door panels and started working on their injuries. The helicopter was well equiped, enabling the medics to perform anything from major treatment to minor surgeries. Tyrone made sure the ECS, the environmental control system, was at a comfortable temperature, as the cabin could reach up to 170 degrees Fahrenheit. 
 
   Tyrone flew them to the combat hospital. He reflected that it was a Black Hawk, very similar to the one he was flying now, that had rescued him on that fateful day during the hurricane that killed his parents and destroyed his home. But it was also due to that circumstance and the Coast Guard crew that he found himself in the position of flying an aeromedical evacuation aircraft. He loved his job as a military pilot and he loved his bird. The instruments were state of the art and could guide him in inclement weather, through storms and during night rescues. He also loved that he was in a war zone where he could some good. His crew on board felt the same way and they all worked well together, so much so that they could almost read each other’s minds. Tyrone flew into the CSH compound, landing gently, albeit kicking up dust. The medical team on the ground was waiting, and as soon as they opened the door they immediately took the wounded into the hospital. Tyrone saw his sister and Sam ready to take his precious cargo. He saluted and blew them a kiss, and they returned the gesture. The sister and brother were proud of each other and had come a long way since the devastation in New Orleans. 
 
    
 
   The medical team took the wounded soldiers into the ER. Chantal and Sam were among them.
 
   “Hey, Devereaux,” the doctor handling the patient they were working on said.”
 
   “Yes, Doctor?”
 
   “Tyrone, he’s your brother, right?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Well, young lady, I want you to know that he is one of the finest helicopter pilots I’ve had the privilege to fly with. And that’s saying something ‘cause I’ve ridden with some of the best and I’ve been doing this since Desert Storm. He’s damn young, but he’s a natural. He has the feel for it. I’m sure glad he’s on our team.”
 
   “Thank you, Doctor. I’ll be sure to tell him and I know he’ll be very honored at your compliment.”
 
   “And deservedly so. Now let’s try to save this boy’s arm.”
 
   “Yes, Doctor.”
 
   He opened his palm face up and before he could say “clamp” Chantal had already placed it there. Even under the mask the doctor was smiling. “You Devereaux kids are damn good at what you do. Keep it up!”
 
   “Yes, Doctor, thank you, Sir.”
 
    
 
   That week the CSH treated over two hundred wounded. Many returned to their units in less than seventy-two hours and were happy to return to their buddies. About one hundred were MEDEVACed to Landstuhl with Hercules C130’s converted into flying care centers. Sadly ten percent did not survive. Sam never anticipated how hard the first death hit her. She and her team tried to save as many as they could with all the knowledge and skill they possessed, but when one of them died it left them empty and frustrated. They were sure a little piece of their soul died with each one of the deceased. They all tried to distance themselves, well that was what they were supposed to do. But having worked on the injured bodies and being covered with their blood left them exasperated and disconcerted when those young lives ceased to exist.
 
   The pace reached a ridiculous level with every member of the medical staff, from the highest ranking officer to the soldiers that just finished boot camp, working day and night with hardly any sleep. And even though they were totally exhausted, they were the consummate professionals and damn proud of the work and the lives they saved.
 
   Sam even continued after the grueling medical attention of the operations and the care giving. She would visit the recovering wounded, sit by their side, hold their hands and sing to them. Some were conscious, others weren’t, but deep down she firmly believed that with music she could reach and help each and every one. 
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   BAGHDAD
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   In the frenzy that was war Colin and Max were able to get a few hours to themselves. They both knew what they wanted to do and they borrowed a jeep from the motor pool and headed for the CSH.
 
   “So, what’s happening with gorgeous Miss New Orleans and you?”
 
   “What about you and Sam?”
 
   “She’s engaged.”
 
   “Well, that could change. And if it doesn’t you can always be friends.”
 
   “Yeah, right. I don’t want to be friends, Haf, I want to be the air that she breaths, the music she hears…”
 
   “Oooh, this boy’s got it bad.”
 
   “Man, I’ve never felt like this about any woman before. There’s just something about her.”
 
   “I know what you mean. I feel the same way about Chantal.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s a really great girl, and an absolute beauty. Good job, Haf.”
 
   “Can I tell you a secret?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “If you say anything I swear I’ll make fucking shish kebab meat out of you.”
 
   “No man, it’s cool.”
 
   “I think she’s the one, Music Man.”
 
   “Wow, really?”
 
   “Dead fucking serious.”
 
   “And you just met.”
 
   “From the moment I saw her, you know the day with the kid.”
 
   “The day we brought Hamid in with his arm injury?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Max looked at his buddy and couldn’t help thinking that this colossus of a man with the tender heart deserved all the bliss in the world. He was happy for him. And he wanted to be as happy—with Sam. “That’s great news, Haf. And don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.”
 
   They arrived at the CSH and parked in front of the tents where Sam and Chantal worked. They jumped out of the jeep and went to find the girls. One of the staff directed them to the right ward. As they walked in Hamid ran up to them. Colin grabbed the boy, picked him up and lifted him high above his head as if he were a mere feather.
 
   “Hello Colossus, hello Max.”
 
   “Hello Hamid,” they both said.
 
   “How is your arm?” Colin asked.
 
   “It’s getting better,” Chantal said, as she came up behind the big man.
 
   Colin whirled around and put Hamid down. “That’s great news,” he answered, as shy as a school boy.
 
   “Hey Hamid,” Max said, patting him on the back. “You’re doing very well.” The boy stared blankly at Max, not understanding a word. Sam, who had been watching, came up and repeated Max’s phrase in Arabic. Hamid gave Max a huge smile. Max looked at Sam and his body went up a few degrees. His hands and back started to perspire. “Hi Sam,” he barely managed to say, “how are you?” Max had never, ever been at a loss for words when it came to women.
 
   “Pretty good, it’s a bit of a slow day,” Sam answered.
 
   “That’s always excellent.”
 
   “Mm, I agree.”
 
   “I have an idea. What are you and Colin up to?”
 
   “Not much. We have a few hours off. What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Well, since you have a jeep how about we go into Baghdad and deliver Hamid to his aunt.”
 
   Max jumped at the opportunity to spend some time with Sam. “Sounds great.” He turned to his buddy. “Hey, Haf, the four of us are going to Baghdad to drop Hamid off.”
 
   “Is Chantal coming?” 
 
   “That would make it four, Colossus, now wouldn’t it?” Chantal said walking up behind the big man.
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   Chantal turned to Sam. “Road trip?”
 
   “Yeah, Hamid’s Aunt’s house.”
 
   “If you want to wait for us in the jeep we’ll be out in ten minutes. Just have to sign him out.”
 
   “Okay, Sam, we’ll be waiting,” Max said.
 
    
 
   “This is going better than I could have imagined,” Max said to Colin.
 
   “I’ll sit in the back with Chantal and Hamid and you can have Sam next to you in the front.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   The women walked out with Hamid and got into the jeep. Max was in the driver’s seat and Colin lifted Hamid and put him next to him in the back seat. Chantal joined him and Sam sat next to Max. He noticed her ring and tried not to the think of its meaning.
 
   They left the CSH compound and headed into Baghdad. It was only a few miles.
 
   “Hamid told me his Aunt’s house is very close to where you found him. Do you think you can get back there?” Sam asked.
 
   “Yeah, I’m pretty sure,” Max answered.
 
   Colin and Chantal were talking in the back as if they had known each other an entire lifetime.
 
   “The other day you said something about helping the wounded with music and that you wished you had that Spanish guitar. Can you tell me about it now?”
 
   “Oh, the power of the music. The most powerful weapon in the world.”
 
   “My mother says that!” Max exclaimed.
 
   “Smart Mom.”
 
   “That she is. So tell me, what is your version of this weapon?”
 
   “Well, scientists are finally proving, something that has been common knowledge since the beginning of time that the influence of music can help heal people. This is what I’ve been doing with some of the wounded that come through the CSH, especially the ones with PTSD or TBI.”
 
   “TBI?”
 
   “Traumatic Brain Injury. The brain is amazing. It is still so mysterious and we know just a little of what it does, but what I do know for sure is that somewhere in there it recognizes music, not words. It’s easier to remember notes that form a melody.”
 
   “And the sounds are much prettier than the spoken word.”
 
   “Right. Words are more complicated. They have sounds as well but it’s too precise, not to mention that there so many languages and dialects that no two sounds are the same. But in music you have seven sounds and they are always the same, now there’s the universal language everyone should be speaking.”
 
   “Would make communicating between nations a lot easier.”
 
   “Exactly. And as far as I know no one has ever gone to war over music.”
 
   “Hey, instead of dropping bombs from the sky we should drop notes.”
 
   “Wouldn’t that be interesting? Here take a C or an F, or as they say in other countries a Do or a Fa.”
 
   “And if there’s a whole bunch of them it would be a song when they hit the target.” Max was enjoying himself and found talking to Sam easy and pleasant. And of course the subject was dear to his heart.
 
   “You see, Max, the brain can understand or remember a tune. This in turn helps the injured person with communicating when nothing else can. For example, the other day I had a guy come in with a piece of shrapnel imbedded in his brain from an IED.”
 
   “That’s fucked up.”
 
   “Yes, and he couldn’t speak any more. The poor man was perfectly healthy otherwise. I started to sing to him.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “He was able to hum back to me. I sang him a lullaby that he knew.”
 
   “Wow, that’s amazing.”
 
   “It is, and I know that I could help even more if I had a guitar. There’s just something about it that somehow pushes a so called button in the brain. I think maybe because it’s a musical instrument that everyone knows.”
 
   “This is really fascinating, and I think you’re definitely onto something.”
 
   “I’m not the only one who sees this. There are more and more people studying these effects and getting great results, but it’s not out there enough. We need to push this more.”
 
   “Sign me up.”
 
   Sam smiled and Max thought his heart was slowly melting. “Consider yourself signed up.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Do you play an instrument, Max?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Which one?” 
 
   “Oh, a little bit of everything.”
 
   Sam laughed. “That’s like saying I speak a few words of every language.”
 
   Max laughed as well. “You’re right. I’ve tried quite a few instruments and my favorites are the piano and the guitar, but I’m passionate about rhythms so I love drums and bongos.”
 
   “Nice. Maybe we’ll play together some time.”
 
   “That would be great. Let’s do that sooner rather than later.” Oh, yes please, let’s definitely play.
 
   “Yes, lets, there’s nothing more sensual that the combination of guitar and piano. At least I think so.”
 
   “I absolutely agree.” Totally! 
 
   “Hey Max,” Haf interrupted excitedly, “Chantal is from New Orleans, like me, and she has an aunt who is the best cook in the state!”
 
   “I’ll vouch for that,” Sam said. “I’ve had some amazing meals in my life, but nothing like what Aunt Clotilde comes up with.”
 
   “Hey, when all this is over, we’ll have her cook something for us,” Chantal said.
 
   “It’s a plan,” Colin said.
 
   “I’m in,” Max said.
 
   “Why not,” Sam added. She also just realized that ever since she met Max she hardly thought of Robert.
 
   “Hey Music Man, it’s the next right up ahead.”
 
   “Yeah, got it.”
 
   “Music Man?” Sam asked. “Why do they call you that?”
 
   “It’s a nickname Haf gave me in boot camp. When things got tough music got me through it.”
 
   Sam nodded. She was liking Max more and more, and hating herself for it.
 
    
 
   When they arrived at the house Hamid was ready to jump out, but Colin held him back. “Just wait a few more minutes, little man, let us check out the place first.”
 
   But Hamid didn’t have to wait long. A woman dressed in an all-black hijab, including a veil over her face ran out of the house with outstretched arms. “Hamid!” She exclaimed.
 
   “Aunt Fatima,” the boy screeched in delight and jumped out of the jeep. They hugged and then she saw the bandage.
 
   “Are you hurt? Is it painful?”
 
   “No, they fixed it up. They said it would be like new.”
 
   Fatima turned to the people in the vehicle and in broken English thanked them for all they had done. She also insisted they come in for tea. They couldn’t refuse, it would have been impolite, and so they followed her in. The little house was sparsely furnished. Max thought that maybe they had sold almost everything to survive. They sat down cross-legged on a carpet around a low table.
 
   Sam related that her husband, Hamid’s uncle, had been killed along with his parents.
 
   Fatima came out of the kitchen carrying a platter with dates, small cups and a steaming pot of brewed tea. She served each one of her guests with the greatest of pleasures. It was such a treat to have people in her house, and she was so grateful and happy to have her little nephew back.
 
   “This tea is amazing,” Chantal commented.
 
   “You like chai?” Fatima asked.
 
   “Yes, very much, thank you. What is the spice? It is delicious.”
 
   “It is heil. I don’t know in English.”
 
   “Cardamom,” Sam said.
 
   “I’ll have to get some for Aunt Clo.”
 
   “No, no,” Fatima exclaimed, “I give to you.” She quickly went to the kitchen and brought back two small bags, one with tea, the other with cardamom. “Please, for you,” she said, handing it to Chantal.
 
   “Thank you very much, Fatima. We will think of you in New Orleans, where I am from, when we drink this wonderful tea.”
 
   “New Orleans? Tell me about this city,” Fatima asked.
 
   “I’m from the same city,” Colin said.
 
   “Ah, you are the same family,” Fatima said to Chantal and Colin.
 
   The big man wanted to crawl under the carpet. Max, who ordinarily would have pursued the issue and made him even more uncomfortable, came to his rescue. “We are all one family, Fatima. Some of us are like brothers and sisters, sometimes from different cities. I am from Washington and Sam is from Boston, also very beautiful cities.”
 
   “Ah, yes, one day maybe we will visit your beautiful America.”
 
   “It would be our pleasure to have you as our guests, Fatima. You are welcome any time,” Max said.
 
   “You are very kind, and we, the Iraqi people are very grateful you have come to help us. Thank you from all of us,” Fatima said, and touched her heart.
 
   Max wanted to help. He knew that giving her money would be insulting so he had an idea.
 
   “Fatima,” Max said.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “When we found Hamid he was in a music store.”
 
   “Yes, that was my brother’s shop, Hamid’s father. May Allah watch over him and my sister-in-law.”
 
   “Was he the one who made the instruments?”
 
   “Yes, he made most of them. They were very beautiful.”
 
   “Truly remarkable. Do you know what happened to them, the few that were not destroyed?”
 
   “There were not too many left. I have them here.”
 
   “Really? May I see them?”
 
   “Of course, come with me.”
 
   “Can Sam come too? She is a musician.”
 
   “Yes, yes, with pleasure.”
 
   Max and Sam got up from the carpet and followed Fatima to a small closet. She opened the door and the smell from the woods of the instruments deliciously hit Sam and Max’s olfactory senses.
 
   “Sandalwood!” Sam exclaimed.
 
   “And apricot wood too,” Max added.
 
   “Very good,” Fatima said. “You are both musicians. You are family too.”
 
   “Yes,” both Sam and Max said. They looked at each other, one with the liquid jade eyes, the other a deep violet, especially when he looked at Sam.
 
   Fatima handed Sam the best guitar. “Please, you try it.”
 
   “Really? Oh, thank you, this is such a treat!” Sam went to where the others were, sat back down on the carpet and tried out the strings. “Oh, this is a beauty.”
 
   Max and Fatima watched her. “She is very happy, Fatima, this makes me very happy too.”
 
   “Yes,” Fatima said, wiggling her finger, “I see you love her very much.” 
 
   Max stared at the woman they had only just met. “You are as wise as Scheherazade.”
 
   Fatima laughed. “You Americans are very kind.”
 
   “Thank you, Fatima. May I ask a favor?”
 
   “Of course, anything.”
 
   “May I please buy the guitar?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Max was taken aback. “It is for my love to her,” he pleaded. He knew she would understand, wouldn’t she?
 
   “No. I cannot sell you the guitar, I can only give it to you. It is my gift to you to her. It is the least I can do for what you have done for Hamid and for bringing him back to me.”
 
   This was not going the way Max had planned, but he came back quickly. “I understand and I thank you. I gratefully accept under one condition.”
 
   “What condition is that?”
 
   “That you permit me to buy all the instruments you have left. On that I am firm.”
 
   Fatima knew what this meant. She and Hamid would be able to survive for months. Allah was very powerful, and Max was His beautiful instrument. “I accept your condition.”
 
   “Good,” Max said simply. In the back of his mind he silently thanked his grandfather William who told him to always have a good amount of money on him. One never knew, he used to say. Max quickly pulled out several hundred dollar bills and put it in Fatima’s hand. “I know this not nearly enough for what these beautiful instruments are worth because they were made with much love. I immediately noticed that when I saw them in the store, and I wondered back then how I could buy them. I am so glad this was possible. You have made me very happy, Fatima, thank you.”
 
   “I thank you.” She looked at him. “You have little Middle Eastern blood?”
 
   “I don’t think so, but maybe. Why do you ask?”
 
   “You bargain good.”
 
   Max laughed. “I have some Greek blood.”
 
   “Yunani? Greek?”
 
   “Yes,” Max answered.
 
   “You see, I know. Come, let’s listen to Sam.”
 
   They sat back down on the carpet and watched as the American woman caressed the wood of the instrument. Max thought it was the most sensual thing he had ever seen. He longed to be that guitar.
 
   Sam took a few moments to tune the strings to her liking and then started strumming. She honored Fatima with an Iraqi folk song. As the speed picked up Max went to the closet where the instruments were housed and brought out a pair of naqqara. The drums were covered in hide above a rounded back and reminded Max of diamonds, without the point at the bottom. He went back to the carpet and sat across from Sam. He joined her with the drumming. Hamid was so excited he jumped up and started dancing, with typical gyrations of a ten year old mixed with hand and hip movements of his heritage. Fatima hadn’t been this happy in years. She clapped and sang, as did Chantal and Colin, to the rhythms and music their friends were producing. Max watched Sam and couldn’t help thinking how special this woman was. She was brilliant in her music, and he especially liked the way she could pick up tunes and play them never having heard them before. Sam was also impressed by what a good musician Max was. His drumming always enhanced her own playing and when he in turn tried the guitar, regaling them with Spanish flamencos, she was captivated. 
 
   “Okay,” Max said, “last song. Unfortunately we have to go, but we will do this again.” He looked at Fatima.
 
   “Oh, yes, please,” she said.
 
   “Haf, you’re up man.”
 
   “It would be my pleasure. This one’s for you, little man,” he said to Hamid and started singing Color my World. The big man’s throat pushed out velvet and crystal notes and everyone in the room was awestruck by the magnificent rendition of the song. When he finished they all clapped thunderously.
 
   “Satchmo would have been honored, Haf.”
 
   “You know how much I adore music, right Colin?” Sam said.
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “Well, one of the things I love most is that when you witness what we just did, it is magical. And even as a musician you don’t get jealous. On the contrary you understand the power of music.”
 
   “That’s probably the loveliest compliment ever, thank you Sam, and you were of course magical yourself. And Music Man, you didn’t do so bad either.”
 
   “Thanks Haf. Oh, could I get a hand with the other instruments? They’re coming with us.” They looked at him. “What? I bought them.”
 
   Hamid stayed with Fatima. They waived as the four, with all the instruments filling the jeep including their laps, left for the CSH. 
 
   “What are you going to do with all the instruments?” Sam asked as Max drove them to the base.
 
   “I’m going to mail them to my mother.”
 
   “Where is she going to put them?”
 
   “She’ll figure it out. She’s a very resourceful lady, besides she loves anything that has to do with music. You two have a lot in common.” And I would love to bring you home to meet her, Max thought.
 
   “She sounds lovely and I’m sure I would like her a too, seeing she’s a music aficionado.”
 
   “Yes, I think you would get along very nicely.”
 
   “Hey, Music Man, I’ve got to tell you, this was a really nice day.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll second that,” Chantal said.
 
   “It was nice, wasn’t it?” Max answered.
 
   “As far as I’m concerned, this is the best day I’ve had here so far,” Sam said.
 
   “Well, we’ll have to do it again.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Sam answered.
 
   They arrived at the base and Max stopped in front of the girls’ tent. “Home sweet home,” he announced.
 
   “Something like that,” Chantal said.
 
   “Hey, do you think we could mail the instruments from here? A hospital seems a lot more reliable than where we are at,” Sam said.
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   “Okay, great. Sam, did you like the guitar?”
 
   “Are you kidding, it’s a gem.”
 
   “Good, that one is yours.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s yours. My gift to you for a wonderful day, and it will remind you of Hamid and Fatima.”
 
   “Oh, that’s fantastic, Max, thank you. It will help the injured so much!”
 
   “I’m glad. And that was one of the ideas.”
 
   “You had more?”
 
   “Well, I wanted you to have a guitar and it happened a lot easier than I figured.”
 
   “Thanks again, Max.” Sam said, and kissed him on the cheek.
 
   Max wanted to grab her right then and there and kiss her too, but definitely not on the cheek. Oh, how he wanted to kiss her! Instead, he was very business-like. “Okay, out of all these instruments what else could help the patients?” Sam stared at him. “Seriously.”
 
   Sam thought this was better than a free candy store. She picked an assortment which included a wooden flute better known as a zerna, a double-sided drum, and another guitar. “These will be put to great use, thank you again, Max.”
 
   “It was my pleasure. Can I leave you the other instruments to mail to my Mom? I’ll give you some money for it.”
 
   “That will be my pleasure, and no, I don’t need any money. It’s the least I can do. Just leave me the address.”
 
   “Okay.” Max wrote down the address in care of Mrs. D. del Valle. He of course wouldn’t have it sent to Davina Walters.
 
   Max and Colin unloaded the instruments and said goodbye to the girls. They promised to see each other soon.
 
   Once back in the jeep they were on their way to the base.
 
   “By the way,” Colin said, “all those instruments were probably pretty expensive.”
 
   “Not really. Fatima would probably have sold them just for enough food, but I couldn’t do that. I gave her what I thought was fair and what I had on me.”
 
   “Did you have enough? I could have given some money too, Music Man.”
 
   “I had just cashed my paycheck.”
 
   “You gave her the entire paycheck?”
 
   “Don’t you think it was worth it?” Max asked.
 
   “No question. They deserve it and it was a beautiful day for all of us. And Sam sure is happy for her patients.”
 
   “Yeah, that was the idea too.”
 
   “Well, mon ami, if you need any money this month, let me know.”
 
   “Thanks, Haf, I will.” If only the big man knew how much money Max could spend in one night, for one party, his head would spin. Thinking about it Max believed that he didn’t need any of that anymore. His former life was definitely In the past. He was happy with his Marine brothers, and he would be the happiest man on earth if Sam would be the woman in his life.
 
    
 
   Back at the base Max and Colin returned the jeep to the car pool.
 
   “Hey Haf, you go on ahead, I’m going to try to call my Mom, it’s her birthday. Maybe I can get through.”
 
   “Happy birthday to her.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   It was one of the rare times they were at a base. Sometimes they were able to call home. To his delight Max was able to get through.
 
   “Hi Mom, I’ve only got a couple of minutes. First, I’m fine. Second, happy birthday to the best Mom in the world. You and Dad are good?”
 
   “Thank you, and yes we’re good. Unfortunately your father’s not home right now.”
 
   “Okay, give him my love. Third, I’m sending you the most amazing gift in the world. I’m sure you will like it.”
 
   “Tell me you didn’t go crazy getting me a gift, please!”
 
   “I did, but happy crazy. You’ll understand when you see it.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll wait and be surprised. Thanks. What else?”
 
   “How do you know there’s something else?”
 
   “Your voice.”
 
   “Of course, stupid question to ask a musician. I met someone, someone important.”
 
   “Oh, who is he?”
 
   “She.”
 
   “You met a girl?”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “Oh, this sounds more serious than I’ve ever heard before,” Davina said. She had followed Max’s ‘girl career’, and she knew that there were many she didn’t know about, and probably never would.
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Tell me about her.” Davina was interested, and she didn’t care what Max was saying as long as he was still on the line with her. He could have counted the grains of sand he was standing on and that would have been fine. However, she was intrigued. “What’s her name?”
 
   “Unfortunately I only have a few seconds left. Her name is Samantha, but she goes by Sam.”
 
   “Tell me something. Anything.”
 
   “She’s beautiful and an amazing musician like you.”
 
   “She sounds lovely already. Is she in the military? Where did you meet her?”
 
   “She was at Harvard on her way to becoming a doctor when she decided to join. She had a nursing degree and voilà, she wound up at a hospital near Baghdad, which is where I met her.”
 
   Davina chose her words carefully. “Why were you at a hospital?”
 
   “Oh, we brought a wounded boy in and that’s how we met.”
 
   “How’s the boy?”
 
   “He’ll be fine. Mom, have to go. Time’s up and there’s a line behind me.”
 
   “Okay, love you! Be careful!”
 
   “Love you too.”
 
   Davina stared at the phone as the line went dead.
 
   “Very interesting, little Max, very interesting.” She said out loud to the walls around her, and also wondered how long it would be before she saw or heard from her son again.
 
    
 
   On the way to her room one of the soldiers handed Sam a letter. She looked at it and smiled. It was from Robert. She thanked him and went outside. The sun felt good and gave her a boost of energy. She sat on the ground against a wall of sand bags, opened the envelope and starting reading. By the end of the letter she instinctively knew that Robert had changed, something was different. She was sure it wasn’t another woman as she knew he was embedded, probably somewhere dangerous, writing about the military’s endeavors. Something in the pit of her stomach was confirming that her fiancé had found a new and stronger love. 
 
    
 
   ♫


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MILITARY BASE OUTSIDE OF BAGHDAD
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   It was a rare occasion that the Marines had a break from fighting, or from patrolling parts of villages and city blocks, and they took the opportunity to relax. Some read, others wrote letters home and to their sweethearts, others still like Max and his buddies spent a couple of hours playing spades and a little poker. They set up of one of their bunk beds as a table and sat around dealing cards, their antes cough drops of different colors. 
 
   Jock Stapleton burst into the tent. “Hey, guess what?” He asked excitedly.
 
   “What?” The men said in unison. They worried that maybe they would have to stop everything and rush out.
 
   “We get to go to a concert!” Jock drawled.
 
   “A concert?” Colin asked.
 
   “What musician or singer in their right mind would travel to this fucked up place?” Max said. He suddenly thought of his mother and a cold sweat trickled down his back, but then shook his head. Not even Mom would be that crazy, he reasoned. 
 
   “A bunch of really cool and good people,” Colin answered.
 
   “Yeah? Who’s coming, Jock-Strap?” Honey asked.
 
   “Couple of country singers, rappers, and some lady named Davina Walters…”
 
   Max’s cigarette almost fell out of his mouth. “Did you say Davina Walters?”
 
   “Yeah, you know her?” Jock asked.
 
   “Yeah, man,” Honey chirped, “she’s just probably one of the most famous women in the world right now.”
 
   “Ah, can we get back to the game?” Max asked, trying to steer away from the subject. Shit! His mother had found a way to get herself to Iraq. Why wasn’t he even the tiniest bit surprised? She always seemed to figure things out, he thought. She must have pulled some pretty big strings for this caper. 
 
   “Hit me.” Jock said.
 
   “Sure, Honey, in the face or in the stomach?” 
 
   “A card, asshole, I need a card.”
 
   “Wow, a concert,” Colin said, daydreaming of the upcoming event. “That’s really cool.”
 
   “Hey, I’ve got to go to the can, don’t touch my fucking shit,” Jock announced. 
 
   It was the common language of the military, translation: ‘Please watch my stuff.’
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   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   In the early dawn Davina’s limousine drove onto the tarmac at the air base near Washington. The Hercules C130 was majestically and patiently waiting for the civilians to board. The equipment for the entertainers was meticulously stored and fastened, courtesy of the airmen, who were understandably excited and somewhat star struck as they helped the celebrities, road managers and film crew to board. The military team from the base and from the aircraft were moved and humbled as the famous stars gratefully and graciously thanked each and every one present for their service. The backup singers, who were absolutely lovely in every way, made sure they kissed each one of the men present. Davina and her entourage took their seats as the immense rear door of the aircraft began to close. They didn’t mind the accommodations. They were, after all, on a military plane going into a war zone. On the contrary, there was an excitement in the air. They were now part of a team, part of a mission of sorts and were a piece of the ‘bigger picture’. They felt and heard the immense four engine turbo propellers come to life and they shook and vibrated in their seats. They were surprised and amazed at the ease the flying fortress left the earth and headed into the crisp azure of the morning sky. Davina looked out of the window, one of the very few of the Hercules C130, and thought it was a perfect day for flying.
 
   Several hours into the flight the novelty of the Hercules was wearing off and the performers were getting bored and a little antsy. Davina remembered the stories her grandmother Valentina told her about the bombings in Athens during WWII and how, at night when entire neighborhoods were hiding in basements, cold and scared, how she would sing. Her mother, Melina, just a young teenager at the time, would do her part and help her mother. In just a small amount of time the people would join in. It helped them warm up and forget the horror and misery they were going through, at least for a little while. Although the conditions were not the same, Davina thought it would alleviate some of the boredom and she started to sing. The camera crew was instantly out of their seats and filming the diva. The rappers were giving her a beat and the country and backup singers joined in as well. Even the Airmen were clapping and singing as well. Jacques thought this was all brilliant. The documentary would be a great hit.
 
   A couple of hours later they were on their final approach into Baghdad. They were still singing when the Captain announced they were about to land. Davina and a few others who were standing took their seats. She could see the flaps extend and feel and hear the landing gear locking into place. She was suddenly forcefully pushed into the side of her seat as the plane banked sharply. She saw a flash pass her window. 
 
   “Holy shit!” One of the country singers shouted, “was that a fucking missile?”
 
   A cold sweat trickled down Davina’s back. Would there be another one? Would they be hit? An Airman was walking toward the flight deck.
 
   “Uh, excuse me,” Davina said, catching the man’s arm. 
 
   “Yes, Ma’am?” 
 
   The aircraft began spiraling downward.
 
   “What is going on?” She asked, digging her nails into the armrests, the G-forces keeping her off balance and pushing her into the side of her seat.
 
   The young man looked at her. He didn’t want to worry her. “Did you see that flash, Ma’am?”
 
   “I did. That was a missile, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   “Should I be worried?”
 
   He looked at her, weighing the level of fear in this stunning woman. “Naw, it happens all the time.”
 
   “It does?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   “Why isn’t the plane straightening out? Were we hit? Why are we spiraling downward?”
 
   The young man listened attentively to all her questions and answered her with just one word: “Corkscrew.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Davina asked, not understanding what the Airman was referring to. Surely it wasn’t a bottle opener.
 
   “That’s a maneuver. The aircraft is right above the airport and is going to continue in that pattern until we land. It’s typical when flying into Baghdad. Instead of starting our decent twenty miles back we get above the city and do it in a spiral. It shouldn’t take more than ten minutes. Just enjoy the view, Ma’am, you’re on the good side of the plane.”
 
   “Thank you. I’ll do just that,” Davina said, still a little unnerved. She looked out the window and didn’t see any more flashes, but she did have an amazing view of Baghdad and its surroundings. She was also glad that she was on the side of the aircraft where she could see land and not sky.
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   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   “Hey Haf, we’ve got orders to pick up a Marine that was at the hospital. They fixed him up and he’s good to go,” Max said.” 
 
   “You mean at the CSH?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Oh, right. Okay, that’s fine, let’s go,” Colin answered casually. 
 
   Max looked over at him. “I didn’t think you’d mind,” he said. He smiled. The colossus was in love.
 
   “Stop smiling or I’ll have to hurt you, Music Man.”
 
   “Uh, huh.”
 
   When they arrived they watched a helicopter hover overhead and almost didn’t see the jeep rushing straight toward them. They swerved out of the way a split-second before they would have been hit. Both jeeps stopped in front of the hospital ER tent. The one that almost hit them had two wounded, bleeding soldiers on the stretchers strapped to the vehicle.
 
   “Hey, guys, I’ve got six more coming in on that chopper,” the driver shouted, “do me a favor and carry these two in. I think one of them is dead.” Colin and Max looked at the men on top of the jeep and each grabbed one of them. 
 
   “Your guy looks awfully familiar,” Max said to Colin, “like I know him from somewhere.”
 
   “Yeah I noticed that too, but I can’t place him either.” 
 
   They carried the injured men in their arms like small children and rushed into the ER. Max looked at Colin’s guy and kept trying to place the face under the caked blood and dirt.
 
   “Some help here! Anybody! Wounded men!” Colin shouted. Nurses and doctors ran out. Chantal and Sam were among them. 
 
   “Follow me,” Sam said to Max as she led him to an ER room. Chantal ran up to Colin’s injured man and put her fingers on his neck. 
 
   “Sweet Jesus,” this one’s dead. Bring him this way,” she said. Colin followed her. They entered a room and Chantal motioned to one of the dozen empty tables. “Please put him on this one,” she said. Colin did as he was asked and gently put the limp body on the cold table. She leaned over and pulled out his dog tags to read the name. She gasped and covered her mouth. “Oh, my God, oh no!” Chantal looked at the dead man’s face and started to cry.
 
   “Are you alright?” Colin asked. She couldn’t speak. “Chantal?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” this man’s is her fiancé, Robert. “Oh, my God, how am I going to tell her?”
 
   “Isn’t there someone who goes to the family’s home to do that?”
 
   “No, no, you don’t understand, she’s here.”
 
   “Who’s here?”
 
   “Sam.”
 
   “This is Sam’s fiancé? Oh, shit. Oh, I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Oh, shit, is right. Col, would you do me a favor and come with me? This is going to be bad, and I’m not a hundred percent right now. He was a friend of mine too.”
 
   “I’m very sorry. I’ll be right there beside you, whatever you need.”
 
   “Thank you. You don’t know how much I appreciate it.”
 
   Colin followed Chantal out of the room. They went to find Sam.
 
   They found her talking with Max in a hallway.
 
   “Hey, Sam,” Chantal said.
 
   “Hey, my guy’s going to make it, probably won’t walk for a few weeks, but he’ll be just fine. How about yours?”
 
   “Not good, really not good, DOA.” Chantal answered.
 
   “Oh, no.”
 
   Max looked at Colin. The big man had a strange look on his face, almost as if he were going to break down in tears, yet seemed to be ready for something. Max wasn’t sure what was going on. Colin beckoned Max over with his eyes. He went over to him and Colin whispered in his ear. “Get ready, this is going to be bad. The guy I brought in is the fiancé.”
 
   “Sam’s?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Oh, fuck,” Max whispered. “By the way I figured out who he was. The reporter we had with us on our way to Baghdad on our first tour.”
 
   “Oh goddamn it, you’re right. He was with us when we lost our first guys.”
 
   “Yeah, he was a good guy. This is going to be ugly, poor girl.”
 
   Chantal walked up to her friend, the knot in her stomach growing by the second. “Sam, the DOA, it’s… he’s… Oh, Sam, I’m so sorry, it’s Robert,” she sobbed.
 
   “What? What are you saying? Robert? My Robert!?” Chantal could only nod. The two men stared at the women, Marines waiting for anything, men fervently wishing they knew how to help with the worst pain a human has to endure. Sam leaned against the wall, slowly sank to the floor and sat down. Chantal knelt in front of her. The men stood there, watching.
 
   Sam looked at them. “Guys, thank you, I’ll be okay. If I need anything Chantal will help. Thanks again.”
 
   “Are you sure, Sam? Is there anything we can do for you, or get you?”
 
   “No, Max, you guys go on.”
 
   The men headed out of the hospital. At the door they turned around. Chantal was helping Sam to her feet. They could see and were impressed by how stoic her comportment was, but wondered when the tears would become a river.
 
    
 
   Sam went to the barracks and sat on her bed. She was alone, didn’t move and then: “You stupid son-of-a-bitch!” She hollered. “Didn’t I tell you not to enlist? And why hadn’t you confided in me? We were engaged, a team—you’re supposed to tell me things, to talk to me, to let me know what you’re thinking. Why were you so selfish? Was it because you were afraid I’d talk you out it? Well, yeah, I would have, or at least tried like crazy. And I would have been right! See? Oh, Robert, damn you. And then the deluge finally happened and the tears poured out of her eyes down her lovely face, for hours, until she finally and literally cried herself to sleep.
 
    
 
   At some point during the night Chantal entered the barracks. She looked over at Sam and saw her sleeping. Best medicine, she thought, and let her be. She watched her for a while, cried a few tears for both Sam and Robert and fell asleep herself.
 
   In the morning Sam woke up and sat up in bed. Chantal heard her and looked over at her friend.
 
   “How are you, Sam?”
 
   “I think we should get posted in different hospitals,” Sam announced.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Just that we shouldn’t be together, simple.”
 
   “I understand that you’re upset, Sam, but…”
 
   “No, you don’t!” Sam yelled.
 
   “Yes, I do. You seem to forget that I’ve had tragedies myself. I’m from New Orleans, remember,” Chantal said very calmly.
 
   “Yeah, I’m sorry, but we should still split up.”
 
   “Sam, be reasonable, why would we do that?”
 
   Sam was getting more and more agitated. “You don’t understand!”
 
   “Try me.”
 
   “Because everyone I love dies around me! First my parents, then Robert. I love you, Chantal, and I don’t want to lose you too!”
 
   “Well, if that’s your reasoning, its plain old silly. No one has control over when we die, well maybe the good Lord, but I firmly believe that when it’s your time to go then that’s when it will happen.”
 
   “It’s more than that. I’m a jinx.”
 
   “Sam, for someone so intelligent and worldly that’s totally stupid. Now, let’s forget this splitting up thing, take a nice shower and get some of this fresh desert air.”
 
   “Chantal, I’m serious, people around me are dying.”
 
   “We’re in a military hospital in the middle of a war zone. Kind of comes with the territory.”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “I do. And I also know that’s it’s not your fault. Now move, you need a shower.”
 
   “Are you telling me that I stink?”
 
   “As I said, we’re in a war zone, and Coco Chanel is about five thousand miles away.” Chantal waived her hand in the direction of the showers.
 
   “Okay, okay.”
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   CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
   The concert was being held at the Babylon Coliseum, on the grounds of what used to be Saddam Hussein’s palace.
 
   The soldiers were all excited. So far the concert had been a great success, especially the backup singers, who were really good, and really pretty. Only Max was apprehensive. Was his mother going to mention that she had a son in the Marines? And that he was probably right here at the concert. He spied the closest exit and tried to leave.
 
   “Hey, Music Man, where the fuck you goin’? Honey asked. “You can’t leave now. Davina Walters is next, and she’s amazing.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure, but something didn’t agree with my stomach.”
 
   “Suck it up, Marine!” Jock said.
 
   And then there she was. Davina Walters came out on stage, beautiful, elegant and in complete control of her element. Her silk dress was layered in different colors and gave the sensation of a rainbow of air.
 
   “Wow, man, I know she’s not twenty, but damn she’s hot!” Jock said.
 
   Max could feel the crimson rolling up from his neck to his eyebrows. That was his mother they were talking about. Thank God they didn’t know they were related.
 
   “I’d say she’s more refined and elegant, with a hell of a voice, and she’s got some great songs that she’s composed herself,” Honey said.
 
   Max thought his mother would be flattered, and he was pretty damn proud of that lady on the stage.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah, Jock-Strap, even though she’s from an older generation her music is timeless.”
 
   “Sounds like you know something about her.”
 
   “What can I say, I’m a man in the know, Dude.”
 
   “How ‘bout you, Max, you know her?”
 
   Oh, oh, here it comes. “Uh, yeah, I’ve heard of her.”
 
   “Well, what do you think?”
 
   What do I think of my Mom? Shit, I need to disappear, and fast. “Uh, good singer and musician.”
 
   “That’s it?
 
   “I guess.”
 
    
 
   Davina’s song came to an end. The audience clapped profusely. Max looked at the exit. 
 
   “Don’t even think about it. She’s gonna sing again, and it would be rude to leave. ‘Member what they taught us in boot camp? Manners, sir, manners.”
 
   “Oh brother!” Max exclaimed laughing, you’re too much, Jock-Strap.
 
   “Uh, huh, you know it.”
 
   “Gentlemen… well ladies too, I’m am partial you know…” The audience laughed. “Do any of you sing or play an instrument?” The soldiers whistled and screamed, some raised their hands. “Really! That’s great. So who is going to join me on stage? They stared, unsure of what she was asking. “Now, come on, don’t be shy.” 
 
   “This one here!” Jock yelled, pushing Max forward.
 
   “Are you are fucking nuts!?” Max hissed between his teeth.
 
   “Come on, really, I don’t bite,” Davina was saying. A couple of the men scrambled up on stage, one of them was Colin. “Ah, now I know why they call you Marines—fearless!” The crowd loved it. Jock and Honey literally lifted Max on stage.
 
   “I’ll get you for this, you bastards,” Max swore.
 
   There he was! Her ‘little boy’. “One more. Good,” Davina said, never letting on that the man they just lifted up on the stage was her son, but her heart did skip a beat. “Welcome, boys, now please introduce yourselves.” Davina waved them closer to her. The men complied. Max tried to hide behind the others. She put an arm around one of them, a good looking Hispanic man. “What’s your name, guapeton, handsome?” The audience whistled. 
 
   “Francisco Martinez, Señora, they call me Paco.”
 
   “Where are you from Paco?”
 
   “L.A., Ma’am.”
 
   “Ah, city of Angels, and I’m sure you’re one of them.” The audience oohed and aawed, affectionately mocking him.
 
   But Paco wasn’t intimidated in the least, and he played along. “Well, that’s what my mother says, but not my girlfriends.” They laughed and clapped. Davina looked at the spectators without saying anything, and then lifted an eyebrow. “I understand, Latin lover,” she said smiling. 
 
   “Si, Señora,” Paco answered, grinning.
 
   “And do you play an instrument?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am, the guitar.”
 
   “Great instrument. Classical or electric?”
 
   “Both. But I prefer Rock and Roll, electric.”
 
   “Love it! This should be fun,” Davina said. She turned to the next man and beckoned him to her. It was Max. He went up to her and God, how he wanted to hug her. But he held back. She put her arm around him nonchalantly, as she had with Paco. Her hand rested on his shoulder and she squeezed. Nobody noticed, but mother and son felt the electric connection. They kept up appearances. Davina wanted to tell the whole world that her son was this handsome Marine, and how damn proud she was. Instead she kept herself stoic and professional.
 
   “Ah, another handsome guy!” Max cringed. The women in the audience whistled. “And what is your name?”
 
   “Max.”
 
   “Music Man!” Someone from the audience yelled.
 
   “Music Man?” 
 
   “It’s a nickname the guys gave me.”
 
   “Oh, I like that. So, tell me Music Man, why do they call you that?”
 
   Max wanted to bolt right out of the hall, but he kept cool. “I got it in boot camp.”
 
   “Oh? Tell me more.” 
 
   Mom, for Christ sake! “I find that music and rhythm can get you through anything, and I use it when things get tough.”
 
   “Very wise. I’m been promoting that myself for years. Is there anyone who doesn’t like music?” She asked the crowd.
 
   “NO!” They all yelled back.
 
   “So you must surely play a musical instrument?” She very well knew he did, and not just one.
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Do you have a favorite?”
 
   “Bongos.”
 
   “Oh, now those are fun. I’m sure we can find some.”
 
   “I really don’t want to play…”
 
   Davina had already turned to the third man. “Last but definitely not least!” The big black man could have been an NFL linebacker. No fat, just pure, hard muscle. Davina tried to put her arm around him, but he was too big. The audience laughed. One of them hollered: “Just pick her up, Col.” 
 
   And he did just that. Colin picked Davina up, albeit very gently, and hugged her. Davina disappeared in the man’s embrace. “Real pleasure to meet you Ma’am.” She caught her breath when he let her go.
 
   “Pleasure to meet you too, big boy, now that I can breathe again.” Even Max laughed at that. “I have to say America produces the most handsome men! Don’t you agree?” Davina asked her audience.” They of course agreed by cheering as loud as possible. “And what is your name?” 
 
   “Colin Haferty, Ma’am, but they call me Colossus, Col for short.”
 
   “Makes perfect sense, Col, thank you for that wonderful hug and for your service.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am, it’s a pleasure, Ma’am.”
 
   “And where are your from, Col?”
 
   “New Orleans, Ma’am.”
 
   “Ah, land of the Saints,” the crowd cheered at the mention of the football team, “and of great music.”
 
   “Oh, yes Ma’am, and great food.” The audience clapped and hollered some more.
 
   “Absolutely! I bet you’re a singer, Col.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   “Would you sing something for us?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   The beauty that came out of the giant’s mouth was heart-stopping. The a capella rendition of Amazing Grace gripped every person in the hall. Colin’s singing was effortless—he was born to sing, and the audience was witnessing an amazing talent. The notes coming out of his lips were perfectly shaped and crisp, and flowed like warm syrup. Even the most hardened soldiers couldn’t help feeling the wet sting in their eyes. Davina, as her son had been months before in boot camp, was duly impressed as well. She now slowly motioned with her hand and the band smoothly came in with their instruments. She turned to the big man and, as the song dictated, gently accompanied him. They became a mesmerizing duet. Besides the music and the singing the hall was completely silent. It seemed as if every soul in the room was holding their breath. As she sang Davina looked at the man’s eyes with pure professional love, and even pride. Only music could have such an effect.
 
   When they finished Davina hugged the colossus, well, as best she could. She smiled at him and spoke into the microphone: “You are a man of grace, Colin Haferty, a fine southern gentleman, and I’m sure a great warrior. We thank you for everything you do. Now, when this is all over, come see me. Let’s get the whole world to enjoy your beautiful voice.” The crowd exploded. 
 
   “Oh, yes ma’am, I surely will,” the colossus said, as sweetly as a young boy being told that he was on his way to Disney World.
 
   “Alright, everybody, time for Paco and Max, I’m mean Music Man.” Max glared at her. Davina smiled. “Get these men some instruments.” The members of her band immediately brought an electric guitar and a set of bongos.
 
   Paco plucked the strings and the sound that come from the amplifiers made musical waves. Everyone immediately knew that the guitar playing would be divine. They roared in anticipation. 
 
   “Oh yeah! Good choice, Martinez.” Max said, immediately recognizing the first notes.
 
   “For you, Señora, a timeless classic. Rrrr, sabor!”
 
   Davina had recognized it too. “Nothing like Santana! Go for it Paco.” She moved toward the back of the stage and let Martinez and Max follow their passion. Paco’s fingers were like a machine—precise and never faltered. And Max accompanied him on the bongos. His hands moved so fast they were just a blur. The beat vibrated throughout the hall and into everyone’s body. Yes, her son had the genes, and when he beat the skins Max was in another world. Dry ice was released from the side of the stage and the men played with adoring frenzy as the clouds of white smoke danced around them. Through the haze Davina was sure she was seeing the souls of the ancestral musicians of her family. 
 
   The men on the stage played to their hearts’ content, and their audience was with them. They loved the impromptu spectacle and were proud to be among peers. They were not only great warriors, they were also magnificent musicians. Music at its best, as only music can bring people together. This was their moment—this was Warrior Music.
 
    
 
   “Señora Davina, orale, come on!” And Davina did. She sang and danced to the rhythm and the music right along with Paco and Max, although she was careful not to stand next to her son. She worried that someone might recognize them, and she did not want him in any kind of awkward situation. Being in a war was definitely enough. 
 
   Max was incredibly proud of his mother. Why hadn’t he seen how ‘hip’ she was before this? He realized how magnificent she was, and not just as a mother. He watched her as she motioned for the backup singers to join her at the front of the stage. The men in the audience whistled at the beautiful women. The trio sang in Spanish, all of them fluent in the language. If the spectators closed their eyes they would have said that not only were their mouths singing, but their souls as well. It was a night no one in the hall would ever forget.
 
   “Oh, Señor Santana would be so proud! Everybody agree?” Davina asked the crowd when they had finished. They answered her back with whistles and yells. “Gentlemen,” Davina said to the three impromptu musicians, and opened her arms. She hugged Col, Paco and Max. “Come see me in my tent at the end of the concert, I’ll be waiting for you,” she whispered to them. “Yes, ma’am,” they answered or nodded, and left the stage.
 
   Davina went to the front of the stage, the backup singers right behind her. She looked at her audience, thinking how much she had cherished the time she had just spent with these men and women. This would surely be one of her favorite concerts of all time. And seeing Max, even for just a few minutes was worth all the preparations and effort everyone had put into it. “Our final song this evening, ladies and gentlemen, is a message from your loved ones back home.” All of the entertainers joined her—the country singers, rappers, musicians and backup singers. “Please know that they are always thinking of you, praying for you, waiting for you to get back safe and sound, as are all of us here. We are immeasurably proud and love you very, very much. So, from all of us…” Davina’s musicians started playing a few notes and then the entertainers started singing ‘…Courtesy of the red, white and blue.…” Everyone in the hall joined in as well.
 
    
 
   As promised Paco, Colin and Max went to Davina’s tent. She was sitting in a folding chair. “Gentlemen, come in, thank you for coming.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am!” The trio said in unison.
 
   “I think you are terrific musicians and the world should be blessed with your talents. When you get back to the States I want you to call me, and for heaven’s sake don’t give my number out to anybody else. I love my fans, but I need some privacy too.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   Davina looked at the men, so handsome, so young, so brave, yet still so innocent in many ways. “This is probably pretty exciting for you, but I highly suggest you don’t tell anyone about this. Do you agree?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   She handed them each a piece of paper. They took it and put it in their pockets. “Now, this is a two way street. I want something from you in return.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   “But you don’t know what it is yet,” she chuckled.
 
   “We trust you, Ma’am,” Colin said.
 
   “Si, si absolutely!” Paco chimed in.
 
   “Okay, here it is: You must promise me that you will be careful. I want to see you back home safe and sound.” She looked at the men. “Do we have a deal, gentlemen?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am!”
 
   “Okay.” Davina got up and hugged each of them. They were leaving the tent when Davina called Max. “Oh, Music Man, could I have a word with you?” 
 
   “Of course,” he answered. The other two left.
 
   Once they were gone mother and son fell into each other’s arms.
 
   “Oh, Max, it’s so good to see you!”
 
   “You too, Mom. You were terrific out there.”
 
   “So were you! I’m very proud of you and not just as a musician, but for being a gallant Marine. I saw you on TV you know.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Yes, both your father and I did. That’s also what gave me the idea for this concert. I just missed you so much.”
 
   I can’t believe you came out here! This is a war zone for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “But I missed you, Max.”
 
   “Oh, Mom.” How can I get mad at this woman? Not only is she a terrific singer she’s also the best Mom in the world. Not to mention the set of balls she’s got—and a hell of a lot bigger than a lot of men I know. “I missed you too. How’s Dad?”
 
   “He’s good and sends all his love and is very, very proud of you. Unfortunately, he had to be in Madrid and couldn’t get out of it. Believe me, he tried. Was he ever pissed off!”
 
   “I’m sure. Give him my best and tell him I love him.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “When are you leaving?”
 
   “As soon as everyone is packed up. They chartered a C130 for us.”
 
   “Aw, Mom, they didn’t!” Max laughed, knowing that his mother had her very own luxurious plane. 
 
   “They did! And I thought it was a blast.”
 
   “You’re the only person I know with such a sense of adventure. That’s a good thing.”
 
   “Love my adventures.”
 
   Max looked at his mother. She waited for him to say something, she knew he was thinking about something. “You did this for me, didn’t you?”
 
   “Did what?”
 
   “The concert.”
 
   Davina waited a moment before answering. “To be honest, yes. I just had to see you, but then it became bigger than that. I thought I could do some good. You know, for everyone out here, to give them a little piece of joy from home.”
 
   Max hugged his mother as tightly as if he were still a little boy. “And you did. Everyone said great things about you. It was really good to see you, Mom. You’re the best!”
 
   “That goes double for me. I love you around the world and to the moon and back,” she said to her son, just as she had when he was little.
 
   “And to Iraq, too.”
 
   “Yes, absolutely. Tell me, will you get any time off? Do you think you would be able to get home at all?”
 
   “I don’t know. Everything is up in the air, nobody knows too much right now.”
 
   “I understand. Just be careful. Keep your head down and use your brains.” They hugged once more and then Max left. Davina looked at the spot where the young man had just exited the tent. She had never been so proud of her son, but she also had never felt so empty and powerless. 
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   CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
   After Robert’s death Sam hid behind her work. She pushed all thoughts from her mind and focused even more on how to help the wounded. Her medical team and their skills were brilliant and they patched up the bodies, but Sam concentrated on strengthening their psyches, as their wounds extended, consciously and subconsciously, from the body to the mind. The greatest weapon she had was music, she knew it helped, and she was continuously seeing the results.
 
   Sam was sitting next to the bed where a man lay, his face bandaged, save for openings for his eyes, nose and mouth.
 
   “Hey Greg,” Sam said to him, “you look better today.”
 
   Almost every bone in the man’s face had been broken by an insurgent’s AK47. Greg would mend and it would take time, yet he considered himself lucky that he didn’t sustain a brain injury. “How can… you… tell?” He said slowly. He could speak, albeit with difficulty. “I’m… covered… in bandages.”
 
   “I can see it in your eyes.”
 
   “My eyes?”
 
   “Yes, they’re shinier than they were yesterday.”
 
   “Very perceptive.”
 
   “Uh, huh. That also means that you’re doing better.”
 
   “Yeah, pain isn’t… too bad… today.”
 
   “They’re giving you some good drugs, huh.”
 
   “Uh, huh. You… brought a… guitar.”
 
   “Yes, I thought I’d play a bit. Would that be alright.”
 
   “Are you… kidding? My… very own… guitar player, and… a beautiful… one too.”
 
   “Why thank you, kind sir. Now, let’s see if you can accompany me,” Sam said, strumming a couple of strings.
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “I know, things are a little tight in the face right now, but you can hum if it gets painful.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Max saw Sam walking into Greg’s room. He just missed her and now did not want to interrupt, so he stayed next to the door and watched. She sang a song Greg must have known since childhood. He could actually see the joy in the man’s eyes and demeanor when he heard the familiar song. He tried to sing with her but failed, so he hummed along and was happy enough with that.
 
   Max kept watching Sam play for the wounded man. He was amazed at the reaction. She was lifting his spirits and morale, and Max’s favorite part, other than her humor and personality, was that she was doing it with music.
 
   Sam sang a few more melodies that Greg was familiar with and then started to leave.
 
   “Nurse Sam,” the wounded man said, “could I ask… you for one… more favor?”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “A kiss.”
 
   Max’s eyebrows shot up. Would she?
 
   Sam laughed “Sorry, can’t do that.”
 
   “Just a little…, little, little… one, please,” he begged.”
 
   Max had to smile and understood the man implicitly.
 
   “Sorry, Greg, I reserve those for the man I love. But you definitely have a piece of my heart.”
 
   “Okay, I …understand. Thanks for… everything.”
 
   “My pleasure, now you just get better,” Sam said. She kissed her fingertips and then placed them on the man’s lips. She turned and walked out of the room. She almost ran into Max and stopped just an inch in front of him.
 
   “You’re pretty amazing, Sam,” Max said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your singing, and everything you do for the wounded.”
 
   “Oh! Thank you, Max.” Sam said, recovering quickly.
 
   “Time for a coffee?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got a lunch break right now.”
 
   “Great, let’s go.”
 
   They went to the cafeteria, picked up a couple of sandwiches and cold drinks and went outside. They sat in folding chairs quietly tucked away under a canopy. Sam stood the guitar up against a post and opened her drink.
 
   “Do you have any relatives in Boston?” Max asked.
 
   “No, my parents were killed in a car accident a few years ago, and then of course you know about Robert.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m really sorry, Sam. He was a good guy, I met him at the beginning of the war last year.”
 
   “Yes, I remember how much he praised the Marines he was with on that trip. He was really impressed.” Max nodded. “I do have Ms. Nagel.”
 
   “Ms. Nagel?”
 
   “Yes, she took me in when my parents died. She’s probably a person I could call a relative. She was a godsend when I had no one. And of course Sandstorm.”
 
   “Sandstorm?”
 
   “My cat.”
 
   “Why do you call him Sandstorm?”
 
   “Because I found him as a kitten in a snowstorm.”
 
   Max looked at her. “Why didn’t you call him Snowstorm or Snowball?”
 
   “Because he’s beige.”
 
   “Makes sense.”
 
   “And he is the handsomest cat you’ve ever seen, cuddly and loves me unconditionally.”
 
   I can be that cat, Max wanted to say. “Sounds like perfection.”
 
   “He is.”
 
   Max was easy to talk to and she hadn’t had a ‘real’ conversation in a long time. Talking to the wounded was for their benefit and she loved it, but it was nice to talk about herself for a change. She told him more about her parents and her background, her travels around the world, her love of music and the Singing Pub.
 
   Max realized how much in common they had. And he was sure his parents would like her too.
 
   “I would love to go to that pub, it sounds like a great place.”
 
   “It is. It’s a lot of fun, and sometimes you wouldn’t believe the amazing voices that come up on stage.” 
 
   Max suddenly pictured her on that stage, his mother singing next to her as Sam, her daughter-in-law, played. Her daughter-in-law? How did that enter his mind? But Max didn’t ‘freak out’. It’s a sign, he thought, this is the woman I’m supposed to spend the rest of my life with. “I would love to watch you play there sometime.”
 
   “Well, when all this is over it’s a date.”
 
   A date? In how many years? “It’s a deal and a promise,” Max said quickly.
 
   “Let me put the guitar in my room, it’s too hot out here.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s not good for the wood.”
 
   Sam picked it up. As she did she heard a rattle. “That’s a strange noise,” she said. She shook it and again it made a slight noise. She turned the hole toward the ground and shook some more. Both Max and Sam jumped back when they saw what fell out of the hole and then he slammed his boot down hard.
 
   “You killed it!” Sam exclaimed, as she saw the dead scorpion.
 
   “Ah, yeah! Those little shits are dangerous.”
 
   “I know, but…”
 
   Max realized that Sam was upset. “What would you have done with it?” He asked.
 
   “I probably would have picked it up with something and thrown it far away.”
 
   “And have it sting somebody else?”
 
   “Well, no, I would have hoped he was scared enough and would go far away from the camp.”
 
   Max wanted to laugh but he didn’t. “And the scorpion has a brain too.”
 
   “Max, stop, the poor thing. I kind of feel bad for him.”
 
   “So I gather my knight in shining armor spiel didn’t work too well.”
 
   “Oh, my savior,” Sam said theatrically, putting a hand to her heart, “you pulled me away from certain death, and all with a slam of a combat boot and a Kevlar vest.” 
 
   Max laughed and took her hands. He held her close to him. Sam couldn’t move, couldn’t pull away from what she was sure was an invisible magnet inside Max’s body. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I was just worried for you.” Max’s nose was almost touching Sam’s.
 
   “I know, I know, I’m just being a little girl,” she whispered with the tiny bit of air she could hardly produce.
 
   Max’s cheek brushed against hers. Sam held her breath. “No, your heart is just so gentle, never change that, it’s one of your greatest assets,” he whispered softly. Their lips came together, in a camp surrounded by desert and war, by wounded and misery, yet at that moment they were in paradise.
 
   “I’m just going to put the guitar away in my room. I’ll be right back,” Sam said.
 
   “May I join you?” Max asked.
 
   Sam looked into his violet eyes. “Yes,” she whispered, and took his hand. Max followed into her room.
 
    
 
   It was dark, with only a faint whisper of light coming in through the shades, but it was enough for him to see her sculpted perfection when he gently helped remove her shirt. His body wanted to take her right then and there, but his heart told him to take it slow. He wanted to savor every moment with her. Sam pulled off his t-shirt and her breath caught in her throat as she stared at the chiseled torso. The small mounds of the muscles in his chest, the even smaller ones of his stomach reminding her of symmetric ripples and beckoned her fingers. She lightly kneaded them until Max unhooked her brassiere and pulled her closer to him, crushing her exquisitely firm and full breasts. Her arms came up around his neck and he stared into the liquid jade of her eyes. He desperately wanted to swim in that tantalizing color. He made a mental note to find a wild and natural pool somewhere in the world so he could do just. His mouth came down on hers as he remembered the sweetness of that first kiss. He slightly parted her mouth and made his tongue dance with hers as he lightly let his fingers discover her back and hips. Sam was doing the same thing with her hands and they both pulled off the rest of each other’s clothes. Max picked her up, appreciating her superb figure, and gently laid her down on the bed. Sam caressed the back of his neck and continued down his back. Max closed his eyes, grasping for control as mini electric currents ran through their bodies. His mouth found hers again and then continued exploring by kissing, licking and nibbling down her neck, her breasts, her stomach and to the flower of her womanhood. Sam shivered as Max’s fingers and tongue played with her most sensual and sensitive areas. Her body took on a mind of its own and tightened and tensed from the pleasure and heat Max was making it produce. Little flames formed deliciously under her skin as her heart raced faster. She held his body closer to hers and sensed the fire he was experiencing as well. She arched up towards him and he swiftly and gently made them one single body. Sam gasped at the swiftness and the exquisite fullness of Max’s manhood. She moaned in delight as they rhythmically moved and kissed each other deeply until their passion culminated into their ultimate crescendo.
 
    
 
   A little later they left Sam’s room and sat on the steps right outside. They were careful not to hold hands or to show their feelings. Fraternizing among the ranks was very much frowned upon.
 
   “INCOMING!” Someone yelled as they all heard the whine of the mortar descending towards them. They ran for cover and Max threw himself over Sam protectively. She felt him slightly jerk up as the ground exploded a few feet away from them. Max then slumped back down on top of her. The sand from the blast covered them and Sam started coughing. Between the dust and Max’s weight she could hardly breathe. Why wasn’t he moving? She thought and then recoiled as she realized that Max might have been hit, or worse. She quickly pushed him off of her and checked him out. She didn’t see any blood anywhere except for a small gash on the back of his head. She didn’t think it was too bad, but Max was out cold. “Max! Max! Can you hear me?” No answer. She shook him a little. “Max!” she tried again.
 
   He started to stir. He looked around and remembered what had just happened. “Are you alright?” He asked quickly.
 
   “Am I alright? You’re the one who’s been hurt. You’ve got a gash on the back of your head.” Sam helped him to sit up.
 
   Max touched the back of his head. “No big deal, just a little cut,” he said, lying to Sam.
 
   “Let’s get inside so I can stitch it up,” she said, helping him.
 
   “You’re going to do it?”
 
   “You want someone else to do it?”
 
   “No, no, I want you. I mean, yes, that’s fine. No, what I mean is I don’t want anyone else to touch me and yes, I would like you to stitch me up.”
 
   Sam looked at him and smiled. “Okay, that’s clear now.”
 
   “Good. Did anyone else get hurt?”
 
   “Nothing serious, scrapes and cuts. Happens all the time.”
 
   “What happens all the time?”
 
   “These damned mortars. I don’t know how they do it, but they manage to get one through every once in a while.”
 
   “That’s not right. This is a hospital.”
 
   “This is war, Max. We’ve gotten used to it.”
 
   “Great,” he moaned.
 
   Max’s arm had been around Sam’s shoulder and when they arrived inside he didn’t want to take it off. “Uh, Max, you can sit down now.”
 
   “Oh, right,” he said, and reluctantly let go.
 
   Sam found the supplies she needed to fix the cut and he watched as she efficiently prepared for the suturing. She washed her hands, went up to Max and started cleaning the area where he had been cut. Her body was close to his and her breast was practically in his face. He put his hands on his crotch as little Max had no conscious and wasn’t being very polite. He also closed his eyes. Watching her arms stretch the shirt back and forth wasn’t helping at all. He felt the pinch of the needle and winced at the unexpected pain, but he didn’t utter a word. After a few minutes Sam announced that she was finished.
 
   “How does it look?” 
 
   “Looks good.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Are you asking if you are going to have a scar?” She asked.
 
   Max meant can you work on me some more? And any part of my anatomy would be fine. “Uh, yeah.”
 
   “If you do you’ll barely see it. I think I did a pretty good job. I’ve done a few of these before.”
 
   Max touched the gauze on his head. “It’s a work of art, like Spanish lace.”
 
   Sam laughed. “Por su puesto. But of course.”
 
   “Sam, I have to leave and I don’t know when I’ll be able to get back here.”
 
   “That’s alright.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Max asked, not understanding.
 
   “I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”
 
   Max thought he had been hit by a baseball bat. “But why? Do you think I want you for just your body?”
 
   “You don’t understand.”
 
   “You’re right, I don’t, so please explain.”
 
   “I don’t want you anywhere near me!”
 
   “But why? Did I hurt you when we made love?”
 
   “No, I want you out my life, and that’s final! And we didn’t make love, we had sex.”
 
   “That’s bullshit, Sam! I’ve never made love in my life.” Sam looked at him. “That’s right, today was my first time.”
 
   What was this man saying? Sam had never been so excited with any other man. Max was an artist in bed. “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means I’ve had my share of sex, and I won’t deny that I enjoyed it, but I never made love to a woman before.” He took her hands. “You did that, Sam, you showed me the perfection between a man and a woman and that could only happen if you love the other person.”
 
   “Oh, please Max, just stay away from me, stay out of my life.”
 
   Max was getting angry and frustrated. “Sam, what are you saying?”
 
   “Go away! And don’t come back.”
 
   Max had never been so upset in his life. It was also the first time a woman rejected him. He wanted to punch a few holes in the wall with his bare hands but he restrained himself with all the control he possessed. He took a couple of seconds to think and calm down. “I will abide by your wishes under one condition.”
 
   “And what, pray tell, would that be?” She answered harshly.
 
   “I just want the truth. I want to know why you don’t want me.”
 
   “Because I kill people.”
 
   Max stared at her, expecting just about anything, but certainly not that answer. “Are you telling me you’re a serial killer?”
 
   “No, Max, but everyone I ever cared about died.”
 
   Max smiled. “Does that mean you care about me?”
 
   Sam had tears in her eyes. “Yes, you son-of-a-bitch, I do.”
 
   “And what makes you think you are the one killing off these people?”
 
   “I’m a jinx.”
 
   “And did this start when you came to the Middle East? Do you think you are an al-Jinni?”
 
   “Damn it, Max, I’m serious, everyone dies—my parents, Robert, you almost got killed today…”
 
   “Sam, please! I got a little cut on my scalp. Do you really think you were the cause of that? Didn’t you say that those mortars creep in every once in a while?”
 
   “Max, I’m serious, get out.”
 
   “I will, Sam, but only because I have to go. I’ll be back.”
 
   “Please don’t.”
 
    
 
   ♫
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   CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
   Max was leading his team down the small, main street of the town. He didn’t like it. The streets were too narrow and the men were too close together. The town was supposed to be deserted, but none of the Marines believed it. Maybe it was a sixth sense, or maybe a smell. What they knew for sure was that someone was watching them. Max saw a dead dog in the middle of the street just ahead of them. Another victim for the annals. War was anathema to animals, and to zoophiles as well. He almost missed him, as he was the same color as the sand he lay on. And then, just inside the canine’s mouth, a thin wire. Colin, who was next to him, saw it at the same time they heard a click. They knew they would be dead in a split-second so the two buddies jumped toward the explosive at the same time, their only thought for the brothers they swore to protect. Max a few inches farther ahead as he was quicker and lighter, Colin just behind him. As they soared together toward certain death they saw their young lives flash through their minds in a nanosecond—their families, their lovers, their Marine brothers, the good times, and in Max’s case he even caught a glimpse of Colin’s rendition of Amazing Grace at Parris Island. 
 
   The explosion lasted an instant and it propelled Max and Colin toward the sky. Blood, dirt, debris, M16’s and pieces of camouflage fatigues flew out and up from their bodies and from the ground below them. They landed hard a few feet away, broken marionettes in a cloud of brown and red dust. And then there was silence. For these two brothers of different color, of different faith, of different upbringing, of one same heart, there was only darkness.
 
    
 
   The ten Marines that Max and Colin had just saved shouted as they ran toward the limp figures, their yelling a reflection of their feelings.
 
   “MEDIC! GET A MEDIC!” Honey screamed.
 
   “They dead, they’re fucking dead!” Stapleton howled.
 
   “They saved our lives, oh, man they saved our fucking lives.”
 
   “Goddamned fucking heroes.”
 
   “Music Man, you can’t stop playing music, man!” Stapleton whined.
 
   The men reached the bodies. 
 
   Debris still smoldered on Colin’s motionless, bloody torso. One of the men quickly brushed it off. 
 
   Honey put his fingers to Max’s blood covered neck and face, dreading having to tell his Marine brothers that there was no pulse. Between the blood, dirt and shirt he wasn’t sure he was in the right spot. He wiped some of the grime away and tried again. And there it was, barely, but he found it. “I’ve got rhythm! I’ve got Music Man’s rhythm!” He blurted out in delight. 
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?” Another of the men asked.
 
   “His pulse, Music Man’s got a pulse!”
 
   “Haferty is alive as well!” Stapleton yelled.
 
   “How the fuck is that possible?”
 
   The medic arrived on the scene and answered: “Maybe because both of them went in together.”
 
   “What does that mean?
 
   “Look at their wounds. As they jumped they collided. This guy,” he said, pointing to Max, got the explosion in his upper leg, the big one, in the shoulder. If it had been just one man it would have been a full impact, but because these two went in together it probably bounced them out of the full blast just enough. It might just have saved their lives. Maybe they’ll survive. Now one of you help me.” All ten of the men were on their knees in an instant. “Just one of you will be fine,” he repeated, appreciating the brotherly affection and unity of this group. The medic bandaged Max’s leg, encased it in a splint and attached a white paper to his flak jacket: Blast to left leg. He did the same to Colin’s right shoulder. 
 
   “There is a God, and today He didn’t want any part of these two beauties,” the Gunnery Sergeant said, “but we sure as hell do, so let’s get them to the CSH NOW! Move! Move!”
 
   “Yes, Sir, Gunnery Sergeant, yes, Sir!” 
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   COMBAT SUPPORT HOSPITAL
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   The hospital had been exceedingly busy. There were more casualties in the prior three months than since the beginning of the war, and it wasn’t letting up. The pace never slowed. The medical teams were always working, trying to save as many combatants as they could. And their percentage was amazing. They managed to save over ninety percent of the casualties coming through their doors. The wounded also owed their lives to the Air ambulance helicopters who would bring them in, sometimes just fifteen minutes after they were injured. Some remained only a few hours and would return back to their unit. Others, more severely wounded, stayed no longer than forty-eight hours. Once stable they were flown to the military hospital in Landstuhl, in Germany.
 
   Sam and Chantal were on call. They waited for the casualties to arrive. As soon as they heard the chop, chop, chop of the helicopter blades they rushed out with the dollies. Airmen lifted Max and Colin out and handed them over to the nurses. Sam and Chantal moved them quickly so that the steel bird could fly back out and get more casualties. They too were in and out of the CSH continuously.
 
   The two women did not expect the casualties to be the men they loved, and as professional as they were they gasped when they saw who they were, and lost their breath when they saw their injuries.
 
   “Max!” Sam cried.
 
   “Sam…” he stammered.
 
   “Damn you, Max del Valle, didn’t I tell you that I’m no good, that every person around me that I love dies! I told you, I told you to stay away from me!”
 
   “Not… dead… I’m alive… I live for you…” Max whispered as best he could through the blood streaming out of his mouth. 
 
   “Oh, Max,” Sam said pushing him toward the operating room, “prove me wrong, Marine, prove me wrong, you son-of-a-bitch! Don’t you fucking die on me!”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am… whatever you say… And Sam…” 
 
   “Yes, Max.”
 
   “I want that… piece… of shrapnel.”
 
   “You’ll be getting a Purple Heart, you know.”
 
   “…Shrapnel.”
 
   “Alright, I’ll let them know.” Sam was always amazed that the men wanted that souvenir more than their medal.
 
   Max vomited more blood. His eyes were filming over and glassy, but there was a still a little spark in the gray irises. “Sam…”
 
   “Yes, Max?” Sam answered. She was holding his hand as tightly as she dared, as if his life depended on her touch and warmth.
 
   “I… love… you…” Max said, as his lung completely collapsed. He blacked out. More blood flowed from his mouth and covered his already crimson covered torso. They wheeled him into the OR.
 
   “Sam, we’ll take it from here. You wait outside,” the doctor in charge said, stopping her from entering.
 
   “No, I want to be in there with him. I have to help.”
 
   “No, Sam, not on this one.” The doctor knew that Sam and Max were close. He had seen them together.
 
   “But Doctor, you know I’m the best…”
 
   “That’s an order.”
 
   Sam watched the team in the operation room through the little window on the door. They were some of the best in the world and Max was in their hands. If anyone could save him it was this team. She looked one more time and pictured Max’s handsome face. “I love you too, Marine, I love you Max.”
 
   Sam stood with her hands on her hips in the hallway. She watched as they wheeled Colin into the OR next to Max’s. She had to smile as she thought about how wonderful the relationship between these two men was. They were even being operated on at the same time.
 
    
 
   Sam was asleep in a chair in the hallway outside the ORs when Chantal walked up to her. “Sam?” No answer. She shook her. “Sam, wake up.”
 
   “What? What happened, how’s Max? How’s Col?”
 
   “They’re both out of surgery. Some of Col’s shoulder was blown away, but thankfully no vital organs were harmed. They spent hours reconnecting what they could, but he’ll need a few more specialized operations, rebuilding and grafting. At some point and with physical therapy he might regain full function.”
 
   “Wow, that’s great news.”
 
   “Yeah, and Max is holding his own, although shrapnel punctured his lung. It was touch and go for a while.”
 
   “What about his leg?” Sam asked, fearing the worst.
 
   “His leg took the majority of the impact, like Col’s shoulder. They did a great job. They got to him just in time, and they didn’t amputate. But like Col, more operations and physical therapy for quite some time.”
 
   “Oh, thank God! For both of them.”
 
   “I’ll say. Come on, let’s get some food and some sleep. It’s been a long day. Besides, the boys will be unconscious for hours.”
 
   “Okay, let’s go. Remind me to get the team the best bottle of whatever their favorite booze is.”
 
   “Thought of that myself and have a great Cognac ready to go.”
 
   “The ol’ Aunt Clo special.”
 
   The girls smiled for the first time in many hours.
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   CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
   Max and Colin were stable enough to be MEDEVACed to Landstuhl. Sam and Chantal helped the crew of the Air Force’s Hercules C130 air ambulance medical evacuation flight equipped with the best care team and equipment. The converted cargo plane had state of the art medical equipment, and the people who manned it were incredible technicians, medics and air crew. Every time they took a flight they were risking their lives, as surface to air missiles would target them at every opportunity, but the pilots were also some of the Air Force’s most prolific and creative, and knew how to elude the missiles.
 
   Max and Colin were placed on hanging stretcher beds in the large flying hospital. Different machines and special hooks for I.V. bags were ready and hanging from their niches above or around them. Sam and Chantal leaned over the men they loved and kissed them goodbye. As they left the plane, Tyrone, who had just flowed in, ran up to his sister and Sam.
 
   “Hey, Ty,” Chantal said.
 
   “Hi Chantal, hi Sam.”
 
   “Hi Tyrone.”
 
   “Are you staying for a while?”
 
   “No, I just flew in some wounded and heard about the boys here. I just came to see how they were. I’ll be right out.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll meet you in the cafeteria.”
 
   The women were on a break and went to get something to eat. Tyrone went up to the men he respected and said hello.
 
   “Hey Col, hi Max.”
 
   “Hey fly boy,” Colin said, “what are you up to?”
 
   “Just bringing more of you guys in, saving your asses.”
 
   “Good job, Devereaux, keep it up,” Max said.
 
   “Yeah, that’s the idea. Now you guys relax, you’re in good hands.”
 
   “You mean the Air Force?”
 
   “Absolutely. You Jarheads need us.”
 
   “Just joking, man. You guys are pretty amazing at what you do.”
 
   “For God’s sake, Haf, don’t let it go to his head.”
 
   “Alright, got to go. See you Stateside.”
 
   The big propellers on the Hercules were revving up, getting ready to take off. As Tyrone jumped off the rear ramp onto the tarmac he overheard one the Airmen cursing.
 
   “What’s wrong?” His partner said.
 
   “They didn’t make it. We just lost them.”
 
   The cold sweat rushed down Tyrone’s back.
 
   “Both of them?”
 
   “Yeah, the IED guys.”
 
   “Goddamn it!”
 
   “Hey!” Tyrone yelled from the end of the plane’s ramp, “are you talking about the leg and shoulder wounds? The big black guy and the one next to him?”
 
   The Airman nodded and pushed up his hands as in ‘there wasn’t anything we could do’.
 
   Tyrone still couldn’t believe it. What had happened? “I’m talking about Haferty and del Valle, right?” He asked again, wanting to make sure.
 
   The Airman nodded as he finished closing the zipper on the black body bag. The other man was doing the same for the other one.
 
   Tears formed in Tyrone’s eyes, for the men no longer in this world, for the waste of such young and beautiful people and for the women they had loved and were now leaving behind. How was he ever going to tell them? The guys had looked stable enough, he kept thinking. They actually looked pretty good. What the fuck had happened? 
 
   If Tyrone had been a little closer he would have noticed that neither one of the bodies could have been Colin’s large frame.
 
    
 
   Tyrone walked into the cafeteria with the same look he had had when his parents were killed during hurricane Katrina. He spied the girls at one of the corner tables.
 
   “Hey Ty, have a seat,” Sam said.”
 
   “Plane just took off,” Chantal said as she heard the rumbling of the Hercules’ engines.
 
   “Yes. Yes it did.”
 
   “With our boys.”
 
   “Sit down, Tyrone,” Sam repeated.
 
   “Uh, no, I have to leave. Could I speak to you both outside for a minute, it’s important.”
 
   “Can’t you tell us here, little brother?”
 
   “Uh, no. It needs to be more private.”
 
   “Are you alright?” Sam asked.
 
   Tyrone didn’t answer. He just turned and walked out. The two women looked at each other, puzzled, and followed.
 
   Tyrone had no idea how he was going to tell them. He kept repeating the same phrase to himself: “I’m sorry, Chantal,” he whispered, “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry, Sam, I’m so sorry.”
 
   The two women went to their respective rooms. They sat on their beds, numb and devastated. They didn’t move. After twenty minutes of sitting immobile Chantal looked around the room and found what she was looking for. She picked up the bottle of Cognac and a glass and went to Sam’s room. She walked in without even knocking.
 
   “Hey Sam, thought we could use some of this, what do you say?”
 
   Sam nodded. “Yeah, that’ll work.”
 
   Chantal went to the bathroom, emptied the glass of the toothbrush, quickly washed it and brought it to Sam. 
 
   “Make it deep,” Sam said.
 
   “You got it, sister.”
 
   Chantal poured them each an almost full glass of the Cognac.
 
   “To the men we loved. Thank you for having loved us.”
 
   “To Colin Haferty, my BBB.”
 
   “What’s BBB?” Sam asked.
 
   “Big, black and beautiful.”
 
   Even in her misery Sam had to chuckle. And she thought of the man she had lost as well. “And to Max del Valle, movie star handsome, incredible musician and beautiful heart. We’ll always love you, boys.”
 
   The women raised their glasses and drank half of the dark amber liquid.
 
   “You know, in New Orleans we’re all a little psychic, we all believe in destiny and love.”
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   “I thought Col was it. I thought we would spend the rest of our lives together. Love and destiny, you know.”
 
   “And you probably would have, if they hadn’t been such damned heroes.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe, and that’s probably also why we loved them. Just the way they were.”
 
   “You know we have a ninety percent survival rate here.”
 
   “Yeah, why did they have to be part of the ten percent?”
 
   The women were on their way to getting very, very drunk. 
 
   “You know it’s my fault,” Sam said, slurring her words.
 
   They had slipped off the bed and were now on the floor against the mattress.
 
   “What is?”
 
   “They died because of me. First my parents, then Robert, now Col and Max, all my fault.”
 
   “I told you before, that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”
 
   “Think about it, every single person I’ve ever loved…” Sam broke down and cried.
 
   “Sam, stop it. That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “Chantal, you have to get away from me. I’m going to kill you too. I can’t lose anybody else, especially you.”
 
   “Now that’s totally enough! Who do you think you are? God?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Only God Almighty has that kind of power.”
 
   “Then I must be Satan.”
 
   “No, just completely drunk.” She looked over at Sam who was sinking down to the floor. Chantal followed suit and passed out as well.
 
   ♫


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BAGHDAD
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
   Sam gathered some groceries and her medical bag and went to the jeep parked in front of the tent. She looked at the horizon which reminded her of the unique pastels of peaches and baby blues of a New Mexico sunrise. She put the bag and the box of groceries in the jeep and headed toward Baghdad.
 
   She arrived at Hamid’s Aunt’s house, took her bag out and knocked on the door. Fatima slowly opened it a crack. When she saw Sam her face immediately lit up and beckoned her inside.
 
   “Come in, Sam, it is cold outside.”
 
   “Cold?”
 
   “Very!”
 
   “Not when you’re from Boston. This is a heat wave,” Sam chuckled.
 
   “Here it is cold,” Fatima insisted.
 
   “Okay, it’s a little cold. How is Hamid?”
 
   “Much better, thank you. Hamid! Come! Sam is here.”
 
   Hamid came running from another room, saw Sam, and hugged her. “Sam!” He almost toppled her over.
 
   “Hello, Hamid, how’s your arm?”
 
   “Good! Look!” The boy proudly displayed his arm for her to see.
 
   “Oh, let’s take a good look at it. Does it hurt?”
 
   “Only a little.”
 
   “Good. And every day a little less?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Sam sat him down on a chair, took another one for herself and placed it facing the boy. She slowly unraveled the bandages. The wound looked clean and was healing nicely. She went into her bag and brought out a new bandage and slowly rewrapped his arm. “There, all done. A couple more weeks and it will be like new.”
 
   “No more pain?”
 
   “No more pain.” Hamid gave her a huge smile. Sam turned to Fatima. “I have some groceries in the jeep, I’m just going to get them.”
 
   “No, no, I will get them. You stay here.”
 
   “But it’s cold outside.”
 
   “No, no, I will get them.” Fatima was being stubbornly gracious.
 
   “Well, at least take my jacket,” Sam said, taking it off and helping Fatima into it.
 
   “Okay, I’ll be right back.” Fatima walked out of the little house to get the bags from the jeep. As she leaned in to pick them up there was a thunderous explosion, powerful enough that it overturned the jeep, blew out the glass in the house and shook the earth so forcefully that people on the other side of the street were thrown to the ground. The Iraqi woman never saw the insurgents target the jacket she was wearing with the RPG, the rocket propelled grenade. 
 
   Sam and Hamid were on the floor of the once pristine little house. She quickly looked for the boy. He was face down on a carpet.
 
   “Hamid, are you alright?” He didn’t answer. Sam looked him over quickly. He didn’t seem to be hurt. Sam shook him. “Hamid! Hamid!”
 
   The groggy boy mumbled. “Sam?”
 
   “Yes, it’s me. Are you okay?”
 
   “I think so.” His voice just a whisper.
 
   “Oh, my God, Fatima!” Sam exclaimed. Hamid’s eyes grew very wide. “Stay here,” she ordered. Sam rushed to the window, being careful of the thousands of shards. She carefully peered out the window, saw what was left of the jeep, the street and Fatima. She cringed at the devastation. That should have been me. I’m so sorry Fatima. She also saw four men with AK47’s running toward the house, their faces menacing, and their intentions clear. Sam rushed to Hamid and pushed him toward the back of the house. “We have to leave, now! There are bad men outside who want to hurt us.”
 
   “And Fatima?”
 
   Sam didn’t have time to tell him gently. “I’m sorry, she’s dead. Now let’s go!”
 
   In a split-second Hamid seemed to mature and his brown eyes turned almost black. He’d been through this before, with his parents. Now, the bastards had taken his Aunt. He tried to get Sam’s gun out of the holster. “I’m going to kill them, like they killed Fatima.”
 
   Sam quickly stopped his little hand and pushed it away from the 9mm pistol. “No, Hamid, that’s not the answer. Besides there are too many of them. Now, come on, we have to get out here!”
 
   “I know a way,” he said leading her out the back door.
 
   Sam knew she wouldn’t have a chance against the four menacing men. She might have managed one or two, but the others would surely kill her and Hamid. They quickly rushed out the back door, ran down a small alley and disappeared behind a set of bombed out houses.
 
    
 
   ♫


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   VIRGINIA
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 37
 
    
 
   The mansion sat on hill overlooking a beautiful valley with grass and a forest in the background. Davina and Alejandro had lived there since he was assigned to Washington as the Spanish Ambassador. It was also convenient for Davina. A quick flight could take her anywhere in the U.S. or to any point in Europe. She was at the top of her game and gave concerts around the world. But she hadn’t performed in months, save for a quick television appearance on the Tonight Show, Ellen DeGeneres, Televisión Española or France’s TF1.
 
   Davina was having the same nightmare—the vehicle pulling up to the house, the two men coming to her door, giving her the news about Max. But wait, she wasn’t sleeping, or dreaming, she was very much awake standing behind the sheer curtain of the living room window. Her knees started buckle, her legs losing their ability to keep her standing. Her hand subconsciously grabbed the back of the chair next to her. It held her up. The nightmare was coming true. The black military vehicle was really stopping in front of her house. She could see the two Marines in the car. She recognized their hair cut. No, no, the voice in her brain screamed, don’t you dare come out! She of course knew they would since the mansion was the only home around. Don’t be in blues, don’t be in your best damn, beautiful uniform! She pleaded with the Gods in the Heavens, to any and all she could think of, of every religion or denomination. They were all One anyway, she concluded, or any One of them could help her. Either way, she prayed.
 
   The Marines emerged from the car—they were not in their blues, and Davina finally exhaled. Max was not dead. She quickly thanked all the Gods. But her little boy was wounded, how bad was now the crucial question.
 
   The Marines gave her the news. Max was at the military hospital in Landstuhl. Davina immediately called Alejandro.
 
   “Alejandro, we’re going to Germany.”
 
   “Dios mio! How bad?” Alejandro asked, immediately understanding what had happened. He ran out of the embassy, the cell phone still to his ear as he listened to what Davina was telling him.
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   BAGHDAD
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 38
 
    
 
   Four soldiers in a Humvee were patrolling the streets in Baghdad’s early morning. Most of the houses and stores had been blown up. People were walking. Mothers held children’s hands, men were talking to each other and smoking cigarettes. Once in a while a dilapidated car drove by. They had heard an explosion and were headed for the area of the noise. They arrived in just a few minutes. Smoke billowed up into the atmosphere. Dark, ugly clouds of ash and dirt rising from the grotesquely deformed wreck of what once was a jeep. A crowd looked on. People were screaming, frightened. Some had cuts and the blood trickled down their faces and arms, others helped the wounded. 
 
   The soldiers looked around. The danger seemed to have subsided, the only remnants were the wounded, the jeep and craters where the walls of the house once stood. They also noticed a military jacket. It was torn to shreds and there were pieces of a dead body strewn all around. The war hardened soldiers still had a difficult time with deaths like these. They could comprehend bullets and their devastation to a body, but when all is left are little pieces of what once used to be a complete living person this still, and always, would leave them stunned. One of the soldiers saw a name on the torn jacket: Baxter. They also noticed that it was small—it had to be a woman’s. Another of the soldiers noticed a pin that was once attached to the jacket.
 
   “Mother-fuckers!” He screamed. “This is supposedly a safe zone, and this was a nurse bringing supplies and checking out patients. She wasn’t even a combatant! This is what she gets for all the years of studying, caring and risking her life. Well she sure accomplished that last one! And she sure got a big thank you! Didn’t she?” The soldier ranted on, screaming at the top of his lungs to the blank walls of the houses, to all who were supposedly listening around him. His eyes were huge and round, red and crazed. His trigger finger on his M16 itched, trembled with the anticipation of pulling back the little lever, to get even for this nurse he hadn’t even known, to give her justice for the life that was cut short.
 
   “Take it easy, Man,” another of the soldiers said.
 
   “Let me just kill the mother-fuckers!”
 
   “Hey, I said take it easy. These people didn’t kill the nurse. Get it together, Man.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, alright.”
 
   “I just phoned it in. Apparently her name was Samantha Baxter. She was from the CSH.
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   LANDSTUHL, GERMANY
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 39
 
    
 
   The Marine Corps provided transportation to Germany, but Davina and Alejandro graciously declined. They were, however, granted permission to land their private jet at Ramstein Air Force Base. Landstuhl Regional Medical Center, the largest American Military hospital in Europe was only a few miles away. They were greeted by the military delegates and driven to the to the medical facility. 
 
   A young officer escorted the elegant couple to Max’s room, but it was empty.
 
   “Are you sure this is the right room?” Alejandro asked the Lieutenant escorting them.
 
   “Yes, sir, that’s what they told me, but let me get more information. I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Alejandro said.
 
   The soldier left Max’s parents standing in the hallway.
 
   “What does this mean?” Davina asked, worried.
 
   “Now don’t worry, I’m sure they just moved him to another room.”
 
   “Why would they do that?”
 
   “Davina, mi amor, let’s just wait for a few minutes. I’m sure there is an explanation.
 
   The Lieutenant came back. “Mr. Ambassador, Mrs. del Valle, your son is on another floor. I’ll take you to him.”
 
   “Is everything alright?” Davina asked.
 
   “I don’t know what his medical condition is, Ma’am, but the doctor will be able to give you any further information.”
 
   “Thank you, Lieutenant.”
 
   “You’re very welcome, Ma’am.”
 
   They met the doctor outside of Max’s room.
 
   “I’m Doctor Levinson, Max’s physician.”
 
   “Very pleased to meet you Doctor,” Alejandro said, “please, how is our son?”
 
   “It’s an honor to meet you as well,” the doctor said. As you may know Max sustained an injury to his leg from an IED but the CSH in Iraq was able to…”
 
   “Cash?” Davina asked.
 
   “CSH, Combat Support Hospital.”
 
   “Oh, I understand. Sorry, please continue.”
 
   “They were able to save his leg. They operated, and did a great job. He had another operation when he arrived here and everything looks promising. He will have full use of it, although I don’t think he’ll be doing anything marathons any time soon.”
 
   “That’s very good news, Doctor, thank you,” Alejandro said.
 
   “It also means that he won’t be able to go back and serve.”
 
   Davina was secretly thrilled at the news. Her little boy was safe and would stay out of harm’s way. “Can we see him, Doctor?”
 
   “Yes, however, during the last operation there was a complication.”
 
   “Complication?” Alejandro asked.
 
   “I won’t get into all the medical details, but during the operation his heart stopped.”
 
   Davina’s own heart stopped. “Oh, my God! What does that mean?”
 
   “We were able to bring him back, and everything seems to be fine, but…” Davina braced herself. She knew there was more. “Your son is in a coma.”
 
   Davina’s mind flashed back to her best friend Monique. She, too, had been in a coma, and it had lasted almost a year.
 
   Alejandro looked at Davina. He knew exactly what she was thinking. He inwardly cringed at the memory at what they had been through, and for what he knew was ahead of them.
 
   “So, as I said, physically he’s as well as possible, young and healthy.”
 
   “You’re saying, Doctor, that you really don’t know when he will be out of this coma,” Alejandro said. He could feel Davina’s hand on his arm. He touched it, trying to comfort her in any small way he could.
 
   “That’s correct, Sir.”
 
   “May we see him?” Davina asked.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The doctor led the way into the room. Max was laying peacefully in the bed, seemingly very relaxed and just asleep. Several transparent tubes hung from their posts and the drops flowed into his veins. They were keeping him alive. Davina was strong and stoic. She knew her son would come out of this, and she would do everything in her power to help the outcome. Alejandro was thinking the same thing. Both he and Davina had experience when it came to comas, and as bad as it had been with Monique he was now glad they had some knowledge. 
 
   Davina went up to Max, caressed his hand and kissed him on the cheeks. “Hello, Max. It’s Mom.”
 
   “Basically we are just waiting for him to wake up, Doctor?” Alejandro asked, watching his son and wife.
 
   “That’s correct, Sir. I’ll leave you alone with him. If you need anything the nurse’s station is just down the hall.”
 
   “Thank you for everything, Doctor. I know you’ve all done your best.”
 
   “Yes, Doctor, thank you.” Davina repeated.
 
   The doctor nodded and left the room.
 
   Alejandro went up to his son, and as Davina had, kissed him on the cheeks and held his other hand. “Hijo mio, you will be back with us soon. I promise!”
 
   “I promise too.” Davina said, and looked at Alejandro. “Time to get to work.”
 
   “Yes,” he simply said. He knew what the days ahead would entail.
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   BAGHDAD
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 40
 
    
 
   Sam and Hamid ran hand in hand through the mesh of deserted back alleys and broken houses. Felled trees blocked sidewalks, grotesquely deformed cars lined parts of the streets, while the odor of gun powder and exploded mortars lingered in the fetid air.
 
   “Over here,” Hamid whispered to Sam as he pulled her toward a dark, wooden door. She followed him. The kid had good instincts and was a survivor. Besides, he had lived in this metropolis his whole life.
 
   They entered into what Sam presumed was the back of what once could have been a leather shop. The smell gave it away, but it was empty.
 
   “We can stay here. There is no more store, everyone was killed.” Hamid’s young eyes turned somber again. Sam was sure he was thinking of the members of his own family that had been taken from him far too soon. “When it is dark we can leave, try to find the Americans and go to your hospital.”
 
   “It’s a good plan, Hamid.” Let’s find a place to hide until then.”
 
   “Okay,” he agreed.
 
   Sam and the boy went to what looked like it could have been a storage room and sat in a corner. Hamid leaned up against her. It was the first moment he felt safe, and he promptly fell asleep. She held him close to her, caressed his hair and watched the peacefulness in his face until she too succumbed from exhaustion. A couple of hours later Hamid stirred and then got up.
 
   Sam woke up as well. “Where are you going, Hamid?”
 
   “To the bathroom.” 
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   The bathroom was outside, an outhouse of sorts. He went in and closed the dilapidated door. And then he heard the sounds of deep, frightening voices. He looked between a crack of the decrepit wood and saw them—the men who killed Fatima—and they were still looking for him and Sam. Hamid held his breath when they entered the store. He couldn’t risk warning Sam, there was no time, and they would both be caught. Please don’t find Sam, he begged. But it was not to be. He heard the American woman screaming and ran out of the outhouse. He couldn’t let another person he loved get killed. He rushed into the store and a pair of big, rough hands lifted him in the air. Hamid screamed and kicked and tried to get away. He managed to scratch the murderer‘s face and the man yelped as he dropped the boy, but he managed to hold on to him. The man punched the child in the face and the boy passed out.
 
   “Stop it!” Sam screamed. “Leave him alone, he’s just a boy!”
 
   Two men held her in place and the man that had hit Hamid punched Sam in the stomach. She hadn’t expected the force or the pain that tore through her entire body. She doubled over and fell on her knees. The men roughly pulled her arms and dragged her out to a waiting car. Sam wiggled and squirmed trying to get loose but a perfectly landed punch to her face stopped her. They threw her in the trunk as if she were a sack of potatoes, slammed it shut, and hurriedly took off.
 
   Sam woke up a little later, probably from being tossed around the back end of the car. From the jostling, the heat and the darkness she understood where she was. Her lips were dry and she tried to moisten them, but as soon as she moved her tongue she felt the searing pain in her face. She gently touched it. Her cheek was twice its normal size and she thought that maybe they had broken her jaw. Suddenly the car stopped. She heard footsteps shuffling toward the trunk and it flew open. She squinted from the transition of total darkness to the intense light of the sun. Rough hands lifted her out and pushed her ahead of them. Sam looked around. They were in a courtyard lined by three levels of cell lockups on all four sides. She could hear women wailing from their cells, a melancholic, hopeless howl that put fear in a new perspective. She understood she was in a woman’s prison. The foul energy made her skin crawl and elevated her blood pressure. One of the men pushed her ahead of him and led her into a room. She looked around. It was dark and she could just make out four walls. She also realized the room was filthy and reeked of sweat and old blood. As a nurse she was used to these smells, but these scents were somehow evil and made her stomach turn. The man slammed the door shut and Sam jumped. A few minutes later three different men showed up. One of them had a black patch over one of his eyes. He turned on the light, a naked light bulb in the middle of the room. Sam let her eyes adjust. The other was the Captain. He had that air about him, that indifferent cold killer look, and Sam was sure he had done just that many times over. He was what she would refer to as a soul-less being. The third man wore a checkered keffiyeh on his head, held in place by an agal, a circlet of rope. 
 
   She looked down at the floor. She knew that the worse thing she could do was look into their eyes. She realized she was right about the floor. There were large, dark brown spots all over the room, especially in the middle, exactly where she was standing, and no one needed medical knowledge to understand that this was old, dry blood. But she didn’t move, she didn’t want them to see how scared she was. Sam watched as the Captain went to sit on a wooden chair behind a steel table. He looked at her, slightly squinting his eyes. She didn’t like the hungry look on his face, the one that said: I’m going to enjoy our evening together. She also had this sinking feeling that these men were going to torture her.
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   CHAPTER 41
 
    
 
   Davina paced back and forth in front of Max’s bed. 
 
   “Davina, Amor, you’re going to make a hole in the floor. Why don’t you take a break, maybe get a cup of coffee, or even better go to the cafeteria and eat something.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Alejandro. You’re right. I’m not hungry, but I know I have to put something in my stomach, keep up my energy.
 
   “Good, you go and I’ll stay with Max.”
 
   Davina nodded, kissed her husband and left.
 
   Alejandro pulled up a chair next to Max’s bed. He looked at his handsome boy, a beautiful young man, he thought, with so much life to live. He has to come back! He has to. He took Max’s hand and brought it up to his heart.
 
   “It’s been a long time since you and I sat down together, Hijo mio. Your teenage years were difficult, at least for your Mother and I. You did some pretty bad things, especially to yourself. I know about the drugs and the alcohol. I knew what you were doing because I always had somebody following you. I know, not cool, and maybe a little creepy, but you have to realize that I am a political figure and your mother is an international celebrity. And most of all I wanted to make sure you were alright and that no one might want to do you any harm, or even kidnap you. As much as a singer is loved there are always people who are jealous, might try to hurt her, or might find an opportunity to make a quick profit. And I as a political figure, well that’s even worse.”
 
   Max wasn’t moving. He was immobile, just ‘sleeping’.
 
   “Work with me, Max. I’m sure you can hear me. Right?”
 
   Max just lay there, his eyes closed.
 
   “Do you have any idea how proud I am of you?” Alejandro waited. “You can answer any time you want.” He paused for a moment, giving Max time to respond, not really thinking that his son would just ‘wake up’ that easily. Alejandro continued. “You mother and I saw you on the television. Isn’t it amazing how mothers can always tell which child is hers? Of course I think I’m pretty good at it too.”
 
   A nurse came in to check on Max. She checked the machines, wrote a few things in the medical notebook and leaned closer to the patient. She turned to Alejandro. “Physically he is doing very well and his leg is healing nicely. All he needs now is to come back to us.”
 
   “I’ve been talking to him.”
 
   “That’s really important, Mr. Ambassador. I personally think that Max can hear us. Maybe he’s just not quite ready to wake up.”
 
   “I understand. Thank you for all you’ve done.”
 
   “It’s my pleasure, Sir. I’ll be here if you need anything,” the nurse said as she walked out.
 
   “Thank you again.”
 
   “You’re very welcome. Just keep talking to Max.”
 
   Alejandro nodded and watched the nurse leave. He turned back to his son. “Did you hear that? I should keep talking to you. Okay, so I will, although it would be great if you answered back, Hijo mio.” Max of course was not responding. “There’s something your mother and I never told you. Should I tell you now?”
 
    “Okay, I will. A few years before you were born, and we were all wonderfully young at the time, not that were still aren’t,” he chuckled, “your Aunt Monique was becoming a famous singer.” Davina and Alejandro did not have any siblings but Monique and Jacques, who were married, were like family. “We went to Cairo where she was due to sing. The concert was to be at the foot of the pyramids in Giza. The day before we took a small plane to go see the Valley of the Kings, but we never made it there. We were hijacked by the pilots. There were six of us—your mother, Monique and Jacques, Adam and Eric, our own pilots, and myself. It was a group of extremists and they took us out deep into the desert. They held us for ransom to further their cause. They sent the note to your grandfather, William, who was the U.S. Ambassador in Paris at the time. You can imagine what the poor man went through! Those days and nights we were hostages were probably the worst of my life, especially for what they did to Jacques and Monique.” Alejandro’s eyes darkened at the hideous memories. “They beat your uncle Jacques very badly, even broke his arm. And what they did to poor Monique was the ultimate horror. They mutilated and raped her, and your mother and poor Jacques were made to watch. And then it was Davina’s turn, but she somehow managed to find a knife and killed her assailant. She is the bravest woman I know. What she did took a lot of guts. We were rescued just in time by an elite commando group. If they hadn’t I know none of us would be alive today.”
 
   Alejandro looked at his son. Had Max been listening? He wondered.
 
   “Jacques recovered physically but never forgave himself for not being able to defend Monique. We kept telling him that there wasn’t anything he could have done, but he got himself into drugs and almost died himself. Monique recovered as well, but she was in a coma for almost a year.”
 
   Alejandro remembered that painful year, the months Davina spent going back and forth to the hospital to visit Monique, and the only time they had fights.
 
   “I’m telling you this, my son, because I want you to know that you come from a long line of amazing individuals. Warriors all, from your great-grandfather Nico, who fought and was wounded in Verdun during WWI, your grandfather William who helped the resistance in Greece during WWII, and even your mother with the hijackers. And you, my Max, you have warrior blood in your veins, from your ancestors and from your heroic heart. What you did was amazing. You saved many lives, and I’m sure not only on that particular day. Oh, Max, if you only knew how much I love you! I know you love me too, but it’s a different kind of love. When you have children you’ll understand.”
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   WOMEN’S DETENTION CENTER, IRAQ
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 42
 
    
 
   Sam was wearing the clothes she put on that morning before leaving the hospital to go see Hamid and his aunt. The t-shirt, combat boots and pants were filthy from that day’s events. She thought of Fatima, that wonderful woman who had fatefully donned Sam’s jacket. Poor Fatima, poor Hamid… Hamid! What happened to the boy? She also figured that since the explosion had destroyed everything around and including the jeep no one would know that Sam was still alive, and that Fatima had been the one killed. No one would be looking for her and would list her as killed in action. 
 
   “What is your name?” The Captain asked in broken, but understandable English.
 
   “Baxter, Samantha, Lieutenant.”
 
   “And what do you do?”
 
   “I’m a nurse.”
 
   “Liar!” He screamed.
 
   “I am not lying. I am an American nurse.”
 
   The Captain called over to the man with one eye. “Go stand in front of her and remove your patch,” he said in Arabic. They didn’t know that Sam understood their language. She also wouldn’t tell them, as she was sure that at some point that knowledge would come in handy.
 
   “Yes, Captain,” Black Patch said. He stood in front of the American woman and pulled the material away from his eye. 
 
   Sam looked at the empty, badly scarred cavity and didn’t flinch whatsoever. “Whoever fixed him up didn’t do a very good job.”
 
   “You joke?”
 
   “Not at all, I’m very serious.
 
   “What were you doing in Baghdad?
 
   “I’m a nurse and I was helping a young boy. I went to change his bandage. His name is Hamid. Could you tell me if he is alright?”
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “That’s what I do.”
 
   “You LIE!”
 
   “I’m not. I’m a nurse and I see patients and assist doctors.”
 
   The Captain turned to his men. “What happened to the boy?” He asked them in Arabic.
 
   “They didn’t catch him,” Black Patch answered.
 
   “Whatever, unimportant,” the Captain replied.
 
   Sam was happy that Hamid managed to escape.
 
   “So, I’ll ask you again, why were you in Baghdad, in that particular neighborhood?”
 
   “I told you, to help the boy. I don’t know anything about a neighborhood.”
 
   The Captain nodded his head and Tablecloth Man hit the back of Sam’s calves with a rubber hose. Sam screamed in pain, never expecting the blow that brought her down on her knees. 
 
   The interrogation continued through the night. Time and time again the rubber hoses smashed into her arms and legs. Ugly red welts formed all over her body. She was trembling violently, the attack on her limbs sending flames of pain all the way to her heart. At some point she blacked out.
 
    
 
   Sam woke up and opened her eyes, and the pain screamed throughout her body. Her arms and legs seemed foreign to her, as if her limbs were tree branches that had lost their flexibility. She could hardly move them, and when she did the agonizing burning continued. She decided not to move at all. She looked around as the filth and stench emanating from her cell assaulted her senses. The room, which she figured measured no more than eight feet square, was empty save for an old, dirty blanket and a bucket in a corner. The heavy wooden door housed a window with bars crossing it and a small ledge that was no larger than a fist. At some point a guard opened the window and put two bowls on the sill. Sam was too sore to get up but she needed the nourishment. She crawled to the door on her stomach, one of the few places that hadn’t been hit too badly with the hoses, and inched herself up to the ledge on the door. The pain was unimaginable and she wanted to scream in agony. Sam managed to take the bowls, one at a time, as she didn’t trust any of the muscles in her arms and hands to hold them, or her legs to keep her standing. She carefully sat back down and looked inside the bowls. One of them housed the foulest liquid she had ever smelled. Even with all the vaccinations they had pumped into her she wasn’t going to drink, what perhaps had at one time been water. She looked at the other bowl—rice. But it wasn’t alone. It housed a family of cockroaches and black insects that were so small she couldn’t tell what they were—just that the dark things were moving. Sam left that one too.
 
   No one came for two days, and for that she was grateful. The sounds, however, were enough to drive anybody mad. All day and all night women from other cells were wailing, screaming or crying. Sam thought about the interrogations and wondered when they would come back for her. She knew they were giving her a couple of days to recuperate somewhat because if they started beating her again they knew her body would give out much too quickly and she would be of no use to them.
 
   By the third day Sam drank the putrid water, and of course it attacked her bowels. She spent most of the day on the bucket. By the fifth day of her captivity she kept the water down. She also ate the rice and brushed off the insects. On the ninth day she ate the protein as well.
 
   The next morning Black Patch and Tablecloth Man took her to see the Captain. He was pleased with her physical progress—her face wasn’t black and blue anymore and her limbs could take another beating if she didn’t cooperate.
 
   “So, Lieutenant, are you ready to tell me what I want to know?”
 
   “Captain, I answered you. I am a nurse and that’s all.”
 
   “Nurses don’t go into the city to help children.”
 
   “Yes, we do, and that’s what I was doing.”
 
   “YOU LIE!”
 
   “I’m not!” Sam insisted.
 
   The Captain nodded to Black Patch and warned him not to hit her face. The one-eyed man followed the orders and smashed the rubber house against Sam’s legs. She understood and this time was more prepared, but the pain was just as intense as the first time.
 
   “Captain!” She screamed. “I have told you the truth and you don’t believe me. Just what do you think I was up to?”
 
   “You are a spy.”
 
   “What would I be spying on?”
 
   “Military secrets.”
 
   “That is ridiculous. I went to see a patient, that’s all.”
 
   The Captain nodded again and the beatings continued until Sam passed out. They carried her back to her cell.
 
    
 
   When Sam woke up she was just as sore as the last time. She started thinking that maybe she should lie, make up some dumb story and hope the Captain would believe it. Throughout the night she continued thinking. What was her worse fear? The ignorance? The cruelty? The torture? Well that was pretty bad. Maybe next time they would rape her. They didn’t rape foreign women in Muslim countries. Yeah, right, Sam. Maybe they would stone her to death, or even behead her on television, channels around the world running it on a continuous loop. Sam also had some positive thoughts. Maybe they would believe her and let her go. Maybe the Americans would discover the prison and free the women. Maybe she would try to escape.
 
    
 
   ♫


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   LANDSTUHL, GERMANY
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 43
 
    
 
   Max had been in coma for ten days and Davina and Alejandro stayed at the hospital the entire time. They were by his side night and day, took turns going to the hotel to get a few hours of sleep and then returned to Max’s room. So far the press hadn’t gotten wind of the predicament they found themselves in, and for that Davina was extremely grateful. It was bad enough that her son was in a coma, having the paparazzi hound her at the same time would have been completely unbearable. They spent hours by his bed talking to him. Davina and Alejandro had been through this before with Monique so they were not new to this condition. They knew that talking to the patients, and in Monique’s case, singing, could very well bring them back. So they tried it all. They told Max stories of when he was young, starting when he was a baby, all through his childhood, and even the turbulent adolescent years. They talked about themselves, their families, their jobs, the friends Max had over the years, his favorites sports and pastimes, his hobbies, cars, girls, drinks, just anything, even little immaterial details—they were desperate to find something that would ‘click’ in his mind, like finding the right key on a computer.
 
   “Well, we’ve talked about everything possible in the last ten days, there’s only one thing we haven’t tried,” Davina announced, exasperated.
 
   “What is that, Amor?” Alejandro asked.
 
   “Music.”
 
   “Ah, yes, that worked with Monique, didn’t it.”
 
   “It did.”
 
   “I need to find a guitar.”
 
   “I’ll find one. They’re less likely to recognize me.”
 
   “Okay, thank you, my love.”
 
   Alejandro kissed his wife and left the room. Davina went back to Max’s bedside. She took his hand and kissed it. “Come on, Max, you can talk to me. Tell me what you want, what you need, I’ll get it for you. Promise.” She watched his eyes, his mouth, his fingers, anything that would tell her that Max was trying to answer her. “Okay, I guess we’ll have another round at it, this time with music. How does that sound?” Davina did not get an answer to her questions. She was slowly starting to give up, something she had never done in her life. But there was always hope, wasn’t there? Physically he was doing well, but he had ‘fallen asleep’. It was time to wake up.
 
   Alejandro returned after half an hour with a guitar. “I found one.”
 
   “I can see that. Where did you find it?”
 
   “One of the staff.”
 
   “That was very kind.”
 
   “I offered to buy it, but the guy insisted I take it. The only thing he wanted was an autograph on it before you give it back, and whenever you didn’t need it anymore.”
 
   “It would be my pleasure.”
 
   “That’s what I told him.”
 
    
 
   Davina sang for her son for the next two days. Nothing was changing. The only difference was that Alejandro had asked her if she didn’t mind leaving the door open.
 
   “Why? Won’t I disturb the other patients? I mean, it’s not too loud, but surely it would bother them.”
 
   “Actually it’s helping them. The staff asked me if you wouldn’t mind if they listened from the door.”
 
   “Ah, the power of music,” Davina said, understanding. “Yes, I don’t mind at all, and everybody has kept quiet about us being here. Pretty amazing really.”
 
   “Yes, I think so too.”
 
   “You know, Alejandro, I just know Max is going to come out of this. We just have to find that whatever it is in his brain that will wake him up.”
 
   “Of course, Amor mio, I have no doubt.” But he did. Alejandro wasn’t as optimistic as his wife, but he so admired her determination.
 
   “Monique called,” Davina said.
 
   “How is she?”
 
   “She said she would come in a couple of days and my mother is coming in too.”
 
   “That’ll help you out a little.”
 
   “Actually Monique’s volunteered to help with the singing.”
 
   “Now, there’s a long overdue performance—the two of you singing together—why I think the last time you did that, professionally at least, was over twenty years ago.”
 
   “You’re absolutely right.”
 
   “Jacques will try to get you two on every show in the world!” Alejandro laughed, knowing what a coup that would be for his best friend the Frenchman.
 
   “You know, Alejandro, I wouldn’t mind if it gets Max out of this goddamn coma.”
 
   “I think you’ll be successful.”
 
   “With what?” 
 
   “With both Max and a show with you and Monique.”
 
    
 
   Davina sat in the chair next to the bed and continued for the next three hours. She tirelessly strummed and sang and the patients and staff crouched along the walls of the hospital ward. They took turns listening to one of the biggest stars in the world play and sing in one of their rooms. It was also a sight they would never forget, especially when Davina sang ‘Blue Eyes’, one of Elton John’s compositions she used to sing to Max when he was a baby. On the last note Davina, Alejandro, and even the people in the hallway heard: “I’ll…always… love… that song… Mom… It’s one of… the first memories… I have.” A collective harmony of voices cheered for the baby and noble Marine with the blue eyes, who decided to come back and join them. 
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   CHAPTER 44
 
    
 
   Sam sat silently in the small cubicle they called a cell. She was cold. It was the middle of the night and she was lost in her thoughts. Every person she had loved was dead—her parents, Robert, Max, even Big, Black, Beautiful Colin. She remembered Chantal chanting it over and over again. Her gorgeous friend had been so in love, as had she, first with Robert and even more so with Max. Handsome Max. How her heart ached for him. How she missed him. Maybe she could jinx the people in the jail too. Maybe they would die too. But, no, she had to love them so they would perish and she didn’t, she hated them. As she thought about her desires for their fate she started forming an idea. At this point she knew she wouldn’t last long, and they were bound to kill her. She had overheard them deciding what they would do to her and she shuddered. She had nothing to lose. Her body was weak, depleted of energy, but her mind was sharp. In the cold, dark cell Sam started devising a plan, one she would carry out, or die trying. 
 
   She heard footsteps in the hall. It was unusual for them to come for prisoners in the middle of the night, but she was ready and braced herself for whatever they had in store for her. She quickly knelt toward Mecca, the direction all Muslims pray. She started reciting verses from the Koran, as if she were of the faith.
 
   Black Patch and Tablecloth Man came into Sam’s cell. “What are you doing?” The one-eyed man said.
 
   She ‘reluctantly’ lifted her head and answered. “Praying.”
 
   “Since when do you speak Arabic?”
 
   “Can I finish praying?” Sam said, not answering his question.
 
   “La! No! You come with us now.”
 
   They squeezed her arms as they roughly lifted her up. They shoved her as they marched her down the dark, dirty hallway. Sam could already feel new bruises forming. She knew what they had in store for her, and she was already dreading another round of painful interrogation. She also worried that this was the end of the line, but not before they took turns raping her. She kept thinking about her plan, rethinking it over and over again now that she had a few more minutes before the interrogation started. When it did she would need her mind there, strong and courageous, as her body wasn’t any more. She revised her plan, her escape. Don’t’ be ridiculous! Her subconscious screamed. She told herself she had nothing to lose, on the contrary, she might win her freedom. She decided to gamble. They didn’t know she spoke Arabic. She purposely kept it secret so she would know what they were saying. She knew their next step was more whipping with rubber hoses, and she’d really had enough of that shit. She could also sense that these men were tired of waiting. They knew she wasn’t a spy and they wanted her body. Tonight they would rape the American woman, and then kill her.
 
   Black Patch and Tablecoth Man pushed her into the dark, damp room where the Captain was waiting.
 
   Okay, Sam, you can do this, she said persuading herself. She took a deep breath and spoke: “Before you do anything to me you had better be careful!” She said in fluent Arabic.
 
   The three men were taken by surprise. “You speak Arabic?” The Captain asked.
 
   “Of course, I’m an al-Jinni.”
 
   The Captain laughed, the other two men stepped back. “Women can’t be Jinns,” he said. 
 
   Sam laughed even more savagely. “If you believe that, just wait and see!” She looked at them wildly, her eyes directly focused into theirs. She knew that was the worst thing she could do, but she was gambling. Her life was in her own hands. 
 
   “What if she really is? What if she curses us?” The corporal with the patch over his eye said.
 
   “You are so stupid!” The officer yelled and slapped him on the head. “You believe this infidel?”
 
   “But maybe it’s because she’s an infidel, or maybe not. She was praying when we walked into her cell.”
 
   “Praying?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   "I will bring it to you before you rise from your place. And verily, I am indeed strong, and trustworthy for such work.” Sam said, reciting a verse from the Muslim Holy Book.
 
   “It’s from the Koran!” Black Patch said.
 
   “Idiot! Do you not see what she is doing? She might have a read a verse or two, maybe even memorized some of it, and now you believe she is a Jinni.”
 
   “And how is it I know Sura Al-Naml, the 27th Sura of the Koran?” Sam asked.
 
   “How could she know that? The one-eyed man said.”
 
   “Because she is smarter than you are, imbecile!” This time the officer punched him hard in the stomach and Black Patch doubled over and fell to his knees. He landed next to Sam and she saw her opportunity. She lunged at the fallen man, grabbed his side arm, took the safety off and fired. The other two men flew back from the impact of the bullets and slumped to the ground. Two red pools of blood spread on their chests. Their perplexed look conveyed that perhaps Sam truly was a Jinni. The man she had taken the weapon from moaned and begged for mercy. Sam pointed the gun at him. She aimed for his eye, the only one he had left. The man was reciting verses as fast as he could. Deep down Sam’s Hippocratic Oath kicked in, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to kill an unarmed man, no matter how big of a shit he was. 
 
   “I am not going to kill you,” she said calmly. The man’s eyebrows rose. Could this infidel, this woman, this al-Jinni, be telling the truth? “I’ll tell you why,” she continued, “we’re going to make a deal.”
 
   “A deal?” He whispered, more scared than he had ever been in life.
 
   Sam could smell the urine in his pants. The man had peed himself. “Yes. I will let you live under one condition.”
 
   “What is that?” What was he going to have to do?
 
   “I don’t care where you go, but wherever you find yourself you will treat people with respect, no matter what nationality, what religion or if they are man, woman, child or animal. You will never hurt, hit or kill anyone. Is that clear?”
 
   “Aiwa, yes,” he mumbled.
 
   “If you don’t, I will know about it and I will come back for you. This is stronger that both us. Do you understand?”
 
   The man, wide-eyed with fear, nodded his head furiously. She was an al-Jinni, he was sure, and it had started with her singing. How could an American speak Arabic so well and know so much about his religion and their culture?
 
   “Now, I’m going to disappear,” Sam said. Before he had time to react she quickly put her right arm over his shoulder and brought it up on the other side of his face. She pressed her other hand tight against her arm and squeezed the sleeper hold until the carotid arteries and jugular veins were compressed enough to be effective. Black Patch passed out after a few seconds. She let him drop and hurried over to the third man, took the keys and his jacket. She also removed the keffiyeh and the agal from Tablecloth Man’s head. She quickly put the jacket on, covered herself with the headdress, pushed it down over her head and kept it in place with the agal. Sam carefully looked through the bars of the window on the door. No one was in sight and the hallway was eerily quiet. She ventured out cautiously, closed the door and locked it. She went to the next door and unlocked it. A woman was sleeping on the cold, filthy floor. She looked up, fear pushing her sockets farther back into her face.
 
   “It’s okay,” Sam whispered. “I escaped from the guards, I’ve come to set you free.”
 
   “You are a woman,” she said as she heard Sam’s voice and saw her face under the keffiyeh. La! La! No! No! They will catch us and kill us, and before that they will torture and rape us.”
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “Aliyah. Why?”
 
   “Listen, Aliyah, my name is Sam…”
 
   “You’re an American!”
 
   “Yes, I’m with the hospital near Baghdad.”
 
   “You’re a nurse?”
 
   “Yes, and I need your help.”
 
   “My help?”
 
   “Yes. You’ve been here a while, haven’t you.”
 
   “Five miserable, long years.”
 
   “Well, not another day, we’re leaving together and right now.”
 
   “They will catch us.”
 
   “Not if you show me how to get out of here.” Aliyah wasn’t sure, she was scared out of her mind. “Listen, when I reach the hospital I will have the soldiers come back here and free all the women prisoners, I promise.”
 
   “The bastards will pay?”
 
   “Yes, Aliyah, I promise, the bastards will pay.”
 
   “Let’s go, and if we don’t make it at least I will have made the effort to bring justice to my sisters.”
 
   Was it the promise of freedom for her and the other women, or that their captors would pay? Sam wasn’t sure, but what she did know was that the older woman’s eyes had changed—there was a ray of light and hope where before there had only been a dull despair.
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   LANDSTUHL, GERMANY
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 45
 
    
 
   Colin Haferty had been confined to a bed pretty much the entire time since he and Max had been flown in from Iraq. Today was the first time he was allowed to go see his friend, and Max told him that just the day before he had still been in a coma.
 
   “Hello, Colossus,” Davina said to the big man, as she walked into Max’s room.
 
   “Oh, I can’t believe this! Twice in a lifetime! Ms. Walters, it is an honor and a privilege seeing you again.” Colin, always the southern gentlemen, tried to stand up to greet the international star.
 
   “No, no, stay where you are. I’ll come to you. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.” 
 
   Max sneered. “Nothing can hurt that guy, not even an explosion.”
 
   “Hello, Music Man.”
 
   “You remembered our names,” Colin said, impressed.
 
   “Of course! How could I not remember such great musicians, and maybe even more impressive Marines?”
 
   “Thank you, Ma’am. Are you here for a concert?” Colin asked. Max laughed. “Dude! What is wrong with you? I know you didn’t get hit in the head. Mind your manners and say hello to Ms. Walters.”
 
   “Hello, Ms. Walters.”
 
   “No, I came to see my son.”
 
   “Is he a doctor here?”
 
   “No, he’s a Marine. He was wounded in Iraq and then transported here.”
 
   “Is he okay?”
 
   “Well, he’s grouchy as hell and he’ll tell you that it’s no more than a scratch, but in truth he’s lucky to have his leg, and eventually he’ll be okay.”
 
   “Oh, I’m really glad, Ms. Walters. I didn’t know you had a son in the Corps.”
 
   “I do, and his father and I are very proud of him.”
 
   “Alright, enough already!” Max blurted out.
 
   “That’s it! You’re getting your head injury!” Colin said. 
 
   “Didn’t I tell you he was a grouch?”
 
   “Ma’am? Music Man?” Colin looked at Davina and then at Max who was grinning like a Cheshire cat.
 
   “Haf, I’d like you to meet my Mom.” The colossus just stared at mother and son, closed his eyes tight and let his head drop. “Mom, you know what that means?”
 
   “Uh, I don’t think so.”
 
   “That means I’m too big to hide under the bed,” Max said, laughing hard.
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “Colossus here is going to make mincemeat out of me.” Max said, still laughing.
 
   “That’s enough, Max, leave the poor guy alone.”
 
   “Aw, and I was just starting to have fun.”
 
   “I am going to make a shish kebab out of you, Music Man,” Colin whispered.
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Hey Mom, can you do us a favor? We’re trying to reach two nurses. Sam, the one I told you about, and Haf’s special lady, Chantal Devereaux. They should both be at the CSH back in Iraq.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom. Oh, and CSH stands for…”
 
   “Combat Support Hospital. Yes, I know. And Devereaux is spelled the French way?”
 
   “Yes, Ms. Walters. Chantal was transferred, but I don’t know where.” 
 
   “Now, Colin, as far as I’m concerned you are family. Anyone who’s as close as you are to Max, and not to mention what you’ve been through together can only be considered a member of our little clan. So, my name is Davina.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   “Colin, not Ma’am either.”
 
   “Yes, M… I mean Ms. Davina.”
 
   “We’ll work on it. So, I hear that you both will be getting discharged from Landstuhl, and then they’re putting you up at Walter Reed for a while.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Well, that’s very convenient since we live in Washington. I know you’ll be getting out a little earlier than Max. Do you have plans, Colin?” 
 
   “I really don’t. They’re letting me go on a medical discharge so I thought I’d go back home to New Orleans. Then maybe try to find a gig.”
 
   “That’s sounds good, however, I’ve been thinking.”
 
   “Oh, oh, look out, Haf,” Max said.
 
   “Hush, boy, your Mama’s talking.”
 
   Both Davina and Max laughed. The big man was endearing.
 
   “What were you thinking, uh, Ms. Davina?”
 
   “When you come back from New Orleans I think we should get you into a recording studio and let those gems flow out of you. What do you say, Colin?”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “My mother is always serious when it comes to music.”
 
   “That would be a dream come true.”
 
   “Excellent. Now let me see what I can do about finding your girls.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.” Davina threw him a dirty look. “I mean, Ms. Davina,” Colin said quickly and smiled.
 
   “And you have a million dollar smile. Always an asset in this business.”
 
   “You should know,” Max said. He really loved his Mom.
 
   “Why thank you, Max,” Davina said and kissed her son on her way out of the room. She turned to Colin and kissed him too.
 
   When Davina had exited the room Colin looked at his best friend, an angry scowl on his face.
 
   “What are you up to Haf?” Max asked, a little worried.
 
   “I forgive you, Music Man,” the big man said grinning with his million dollar smile.
 
   “I love you too, Haf.”
 
   The two men shook hands and laughed for quite a while.
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   COMBAT SUPPORT HOSPITAL
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 46
 
    
 
   Chantal was sitting on the edge of her cot in the tent, her face smeared with tears, tears she was sure would never stop. She thought about her best friend, the one who had been by her side since Harvard, through boot camp and in a war zone. The one she laughed with in Boston, New Orleans and even Iraq. The one she also cried with when the ones they loved had perished. She pondered on Sam’s life. It wasn’t fair, she fretted. First she lost her parents, then she lost Robert and Max, and now she lost her life too. Senseless, totally senseless, she kept repeating angrily. 
 
   Chantal couldn’t imagine a world without Sam in it. She had been brilliant in her medicine, and just as amazing with her music. Why couldn’t they have stayed in Boston? Why didn’t they just finish their studies and become doctors like they had originally planned? But Chantal believed in destiny. Sam’s path had been a short one and now, as they say, she was in a better place. But that wasn’t much help for her own grief. 
 
   Chantal reminisced and suddenly thought of Maureen Nagel. Oh, Ms. Nagel! She’s going to be devastated, Chantal knew. And Ms. Nagel was the only semblance of family Sam had. Chantal picked up a pen and a piece of paper and started composing a letter to the woman she knew would be completely heart broken.
 
   Once she finished the letter she left the room and went to mail it, and then went to see her Commanding Officer.
 
   “Sir, do you have a moment?”
 
   “Of course, Lieutenant Devereaux, please sit down.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   “What can I do for you?”
 
    
 
   After two weeks Chantal’s transfer came through. She didn’t want to be in Iraq without Sam, Colin, Max or even Robert. She had loved them all, and they had all perished. It was time for her to move on. She knew this in the depths of her soul. Was it the pain of the loss? Or did she know that if she stayed she wouldn’t survive and would join the ones she had loved in whatever universe they found themselves in? 
 
   Chantal took the transport, a C130 converted into a patient carrier, to Landstuhl. While she was on the Hercules she cared for  the men on board. She would continue her service at the hospital in Germany. But who would help her heal her broken heart?
 
   Had Chantal left one day earlier she might have found out that the love of her life and his best friend were still alive. 
 
   Less than twenty-four hours earlier Max and Colin were transferred to the United States.
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   MEDICAL CENTER
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 47
 
    
 
   Max was peacefully reading on his bed. He was finished with his physical therapy for the day and was relaxing with a good book. Davina walked into his room.
 
   “Hi Max, how’s your leg?”
 
   “It’s sore, it hurts, but it’s getting better.”
 
   “I’m glad.”
 
   “Any news on Sam.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Great!”
 
   “Max, there’s something I have to tell you.”
 
   “What’s up, Mom?”
 
   “You know how you told me about Sam? How you wanted to contact her.”
 
   “Yeah, so what’s the news?” Max asked, his eyes glowing with anticipation.
 
   Davina knew how much she would now hurt her son, and she didn’t know of any way of delivering the devastating news without pain.
 
   “I’ll be honest with you, Max. The news isn’t good. There’s been a… an incident.”
 
   Max’s hair stood on end at the back of his neck. “What does that mean?”
 
   Davina took a slow, deep breath. “There was an explosion.”
 
   Max’s throat was starting to swell. He knew his mother was trying to alleviate the blow, but this time he was in a straight line of fire. He had been lucky, dodged many bullets, but this one was going to hit its target. “And? He whispered.
 
   “The jeep she was in…” Davina didn’t want to continue. She knew Max had figured it out
 
   “IED?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”
 
   “She’s dead, isn’t she?”
 
   Davina nodded, the tears from her eyes making rivulets down her cheeks. “I’m so very, very sorry,” she sobbed. She was going toward Max when he put his hand up. 
 
   “Could I be alone now, please?”
 
   “Of course.” Davina left the room and sat on a chair in the hallway. The pain in her heart scorching, for Max, for Sam, and for the challenges the young man would have to face in the upcoming months. She would stay right there, waiting patiently in case her son needed her. She knew there wasn’t much she could do, but if Max called her she would be right outside. She took her cell phone out of her pocket and called a number. The extension picked up.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “It’s Davina.”
 
   “What can I do for you?”
 
   “Max is in a bad way. Could you come to his room?”
 
   “I’ll be right there.”
 
   True to his word Colin Haferty materialized in minutes.
 
   “What’s wrong? What happened?”
 
   “It’s really bad news.”
 
   “Max?” Colin said, cringing.
 
   “In a way. It’s Sam.”
 
   “Samantha?”
 
   “She was killed, the jeep… oh, IED, Colin.”
 
   The big man hugged Davina, and that was exactly what she needed. “Poor Max, oh God, not that wonderful girl.”
 
   “I’m sorry I never met her.”
 
   “You would have loved her. She was smart, beautiful, a big heart, and one hell of a musician.”
 
   “Goddamn it!” Davina blurted out.
 
   “Yes, Ma’am, my thoughts exactly.”
 
   Davina squeezed out of the big man’s embrace. “Thank you, Colin.”
 
   “Anything you need, Davina.”
 
   Davina sat down and patted the seat next to her. “Tell me about her.”
 
   Colin did as she asked and sat down beside the grieving woman. He also thought of Chantal who must be going through hell herself. He wished he could reach her.
 
    
 
   Max looked at the ceiling and all he could see was Sam’s beautiful, smiling face. He started crying and let the tears smear his cheeks and wet the pillow. He kept looking up, as if watching a film playing on the paint of the ceiling above him that was projecting the glorious moments they had lived together—Sam playing the guitar for the wounded, the ride out to Fatima to bring back Hamid, the kisses and caresses they shared, and a new picture—Sam exploding in a jeep.
 
   And then the rage set in. He got himself out of bed, picked up a crutch and starting swinging. Whatever happened to be in the way such as vases, lamps, the telephone, or the food on the small moveable table crashed into walls and on the floor. Every time he hit something he accompanied the motion with an outburst. “You killed her! You mother-fuckers killed her!” Max hit a table. “I’m coming, you goddamn sons-of-bitches. I’m getting out of here and I’m going to get you! I’m going to kill each and every one of you bastards!” When his crutch connected to the bars on the bed he lost his footing and fell hard. Colin and Davina heard the screams, the swearing and the raucous, and ran into the room. They saw Max trying to get up, trying to do more damage with the crutch he managed to pick up.
 
   “Max, Dude, stop! This isn’t going to help,” Colin said, picking up his friend with one arm. The other was still in a sling.
 
   “I’m going to kill every mother-fucker in Iraq! You hear me!” Max screamed as he got away from Colin. Since he lost the crutch again he started swinging his arms. He tried to break the bed, hit the walls, anything he could connect with.
 
   “Max, please, stop!” His mother pleaded. She had never seen her son like this, and it scared her, not just for herself, but even more for him.
 
   Max was still shrieking, still trying to break everything in sight when two male nurses rushed in. They subdued Max, lifted him onto the bed and gave him a shot to calm him down. Then they helped Colin who was struggling with his one good arm to get up from the floor. They also cleaned the room of all the shattered pieces. 
 
   Davina and Colin stayed next to Max even after he had fallen asleep.
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   CHAPTER 48
 
    
 
   The night was pitch black with only a few stars and no moon. Aliyah showed Sam where the main gate was.
 
   “There is a guard. How are we going to get out?”
 
   “Stay behind me and don’t make a sound,” Sam said. Aliyah nodded and followed. Sam came up behind the man who was sitting on a chair half asleep and swiftly hit him with the butt of the gun. It knocked him out instantly. She caught him as he was fell. She didn’t want any sounds to warn the others. She silently thanked her trainers and the medical professionals who had shown her the intricacies of the human brain and knew the best place to hit the guard’s skull. Aliyah took her shoe off and smacked him in the face. It wasn’t so much that she wanted to hit him, rather it was the worse insult to a Middle Easterner one could do.
 
   The two women hurried out of the compound and Aliyah took the lead. What little energy she had seemed to miraculously multiply. “Come, this way.”
 
   “Right behind you.”
 
   They walked for about an hour. They were cold and shivering. Sam was having a tough time, as her injuries were tearing a little more with every step she took.
 
   “I will leave you here,” Aliyah said.
 
   “What? You can’t leave now. How much farther is it?” Sam asked.
 
   “My village in on the other side of that hill, and you only have a few kilometers to get to your hospital at the airport. You will make it, my friend, Allah the Merciful will help you.” Aliyah gave Sam good directions and then hugged the American woman. “I will never forget you. I thank you for giving me my life back, and I thank America for giving me my country back.”
 
   “Thank you, Aliyah. I promise I will get the other women out of that hell hole.” They embraced one more time and Aliyah made her way up the hill toward her village.
 
   After a couple of excruciating kilometers in the desert Sam managed to make it to the highway. She could see some of the lights coming from the airport where the CSH was installed and she thought she had never seen a more beautiful sight. I’m going to make it!
 
    
 
   Sam saw the gate of the CSH compound. It was maybe half a mile away. Come on, Sam, you’ve come this far. You have to make it! She coaxed herself on, but she wasn’t sure she would get to that damned fence. Her clothes were no more than rags, including the ones on her feet that were now almost nonexistent. Someone, at some point, had stolen her boots and socks. She had torn the sleeves from her t-shirt and wrapped them around her feet. It was the only protection they had. She was freezing, the desert cold piercing her skin and burrowing deep into her bones. The blood from her wounds was soaking what was left of her shirt and drying it to her skin. She also couldn’t feel her feet or legs anymore. And then her knees buckled and gave out. She fell hard to the ground and groaned in agony. She tried getting up but her body wasn’t cooperating. She looked at the gate. It was closer than the last time she saw it, but to Sam Boston seemed closer. She tried to get up again but collapsed. She couldn’t, her body was refusing her instructions. She started crawling. She covered a few inches, and then a few more. How far could she get doing this? She tried calling the guard in the shack next to the fence, but her voice failed her as well. She couldn’t make a sound. Suddenly there was a light in her face and fear stroked her heart and mind. Had they found her again? Would they kill her this time? She was sure they would, of that she had no doubt. She tried to get the weapon in the back of her pants but failed miserably as her hand could not reach it. She tried again and blacked out. 
 
   The guard from the gate had seen her from his shack. He called out, but the woman in the sand did not respond. He walked up carefully, flashed his light on her face and thought maybe she was American.
 
   “Hey! Can you hear me?” No answer. He looked her over and noticed the welts on her back and legs, the bruising on her body, the crusted blood on her skin and clothes, and the scrapes on her arms. He grimaced, knowing that this woman had suffered unbearable pain. He also spied a small chain around her neck. He carefully pulled it away and the dog tags from under her shirt fell into his hands. He read the information: Baxter, Samantha. “Holy shit!” He exclaimed out loud. He knew exactly who she was. “Lieutenant, Lieutenant, can you hear me?”
 
   “Mm, yes,” Sam whispered.
 
   “You’re going to be okay, Ma’am.”
 
   “Mm.”
 
   “I promise.” 
 
   The soldier called it in, lifted her as gently as a small child, and carried her as fast as he could to the jeep approaching.
 
   In just a few minutes she was in the hospital, a team immediately and efficiently working on her. They cut the rest of her clothes off, cleaned and treated the injuries and gave her intravenous fluids. Sam would stay in bed for a week until all her wounds were pretty much healed up. She told them about her ordeal and the women’s prison and the abominable conditions. The military was sent out. At the first sound of gunfire the guards deserted their posts and ran out into the desert. It didn’t take long to free all the women.
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   VIRGINIA
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 49
 
    
 
   Max was sitting on the sofa in the little guest house off of his parents’ estate. It was quiet, comfortable and he had the place to himself. His feet were on the coffee table and he held a beer in his hand. He watched the moving images on the television. His eyes were on the screen, but his mind was projecting something different. He was seeing his own program, the one with the desert in the background, while a jeep traveled over berms and across the flat horizon of Iraq. Max smiled because people he loved were in the vehicle—Sam and his fellow Marines who had perished. He watched them from above, as if he were a bird, as they drove in the shimmering waves of the burning sand. The jeep made a large loop and gradually the circle became smaller and smaller, very much like a spiraling target. Suddenly Max jumped off the couch and started yelling at the screen. 
 
   “NO! STOP! Don’t go in the middle, go straight!”
 
   The people and the vehicle kept moving, getting closing to the center.   
 
   “NO!” He yelled, still watching them from above. “No, please don’t,” he now whimpered. “Please guys, please… there’s a mine…”
 
   The jeep rolled into the center. Max lifted his arms as if to protect himself, and then it happened. He cringed, screamed and dropped his beer. As the bottle shattered the vehicle exploded. He fell on the floor and watched in horror as the bodies of the people he loved blew up into pieces over the desert.
 
   “No,” he whispered. “Please, no.” 
 
   Max looked at the screen. All he could see was the ludicrous shell of the upside down jeep and smoldering swatches of uniforms strewn in a circle around the wreck.
 
   Max slumped against the sofa and held his knee to his face. His body was racked with spasms as he cried and drank from the bottle of alcohol he had stashed under the coffee table. “Why?” He moaned. “Why did they have to die? Why did I survive? I should have died with them. They were my brothers, I should have protected them. And Sam! Oh, my lovely, beautiful Sam. What kind of man am I? My parents taught me how to treat a woman, to be a gentleman. You were such a lady, you were my lady. I wanted to marry you, live together and forever in a beautiful house, have 2.5 kids, a dog and a cat. I wanted to be the air that you breathe, to make glorious love to you until we melted into one single being. But no, I wasn’t there to protect you, and I killed both of our dreams. Tell me, my love, how am I supposed to live without you? Maybe if I die, we’ll both be together—you and my brothers who spilled their blood in the sand. I should be with all of you.”
 
    
 
   Max’s leg was healing nicely, but his heart was shattered and his soul was empty. Although he had the best professionals for his medical issues, including specialists for his nightmares, mood swings, drinking and suicidal tendencies, his greatest ally was his mother. Davina knew he had PTSD and was always careful before speaking. She knew a wrong word or phrase could spark a tantrum or more drinking, and she was fighting to push him forward, not to let him slump back into the past. She found the best counseling available and helped her son as best she could through his rough times. His nightmares became hers and his agony seemed just as deep and painful to her. How she wished there was a magic wand to waive the misery away and replace it with joy. Max was grateful to his mother, and he knew how much she loved him and how diligently she fought for him. He also knew how much she was suffering because of him, and he wished he was in a position to just yell out that his PTSD was over. 
 
   Max tried to help himself as well. He learned about post-traumatic stress disorder and its history, fascinated by the different names the condition had been given, dating back to ancient times where even Homer mentioned the ‘illness’ in the Iliad. 
 
   Davina knocked on the door. “May I come in?”
 
   “Yeah, Mom, sure.”
 
   Davina tried not to ask the proverbial ‘how are you?’ She noticed a book in Max’s hands. “What are you reading?”
 
   “Would you believe stuff relating to PTSD.”
 
   Davina was thrilled and grateful that Max had acknowledged his problems and was trying to help himself. “That sounds interesting.”
 
   “Do you know they used to call it ‘Nostalgia’ in the seventeenth century during the Napoleonic wars? You think!”
 
   Davina laughed. She could tell Max was in a good mood. She sat in the chair across from her son “One of my favorites is ‘Maladie du Pays’, basically homesick.”
 
   “Yeah, I can see that, but ‘Soldier’s Heart’ has to be my favorite.
 
   “That’s almost pretty. Definitely kind.”
 
   “Yeah, but not detailed enough. ‘Shell Shock’, however, makes perfect sense to me,” Max said. Davina thought about how many times shells had dropped around her son, how much that particular noise would stay carved in his brain, and how often would he hear those sounds in his mind. “And of course ‘Estar Roto’. That’s me. I’m broken,” he said, and his eyes became dark.
 
   “You know, Max, you only think you’re broken. Your leg is healing nicely and…”
 
   “And my heart is broken, my mind is broken, even my soul is broken!” Max interrupted, his voice getting louder by the second, “and I’ll never be able to put the pieces back together again…”
 
   “Stop it!” Davina screamed. She didn’t mean to shout back and now she decided she would gamble, it was time. “What you’ve been through is horrific. No one should have to endure what you and others have, but you’re in a better place than you think you are,” Davina said firmly.
 
   “How the fuck do you figure? I’ve lost the love of my life—something you don’t usually even find in a war; my brothers are dead, and I should be with them. I have nightmares all the time, even when I’m not asleep, and what do you even call those—‘daymares’ or ‘awakemares’? I see Sam’s beautiful green eye and it’s surrounded by camouflage paint, and I don’t see any other part of her face, just the one eye, as if that’s the only thing left of her exploded body. And I see the others too. Their faces pop up in television screens, in windows, in a glass I’m drinking from. And all in slow motion, probably to make sure I get every morbid detail, like when they’re getting shot. I watch as a piece of their body explodes like a big crimson rose bursting out of their chest, and then disintegrates into a pool of red liquid around them. I feel them sitting next to me in the car, laughing, full of life. Then they just vanish, the only thing left a smell of death in the air. Or sometimes Sam stares at me from the other side of my bed, smiling, reaching out to my face, and then doing the same fucking disappearing act! Damn it, Mom, don’t you get it? I just shouldn’t be alive. I should have perished back in the sandbox with them.”
 
   “Oh, I get it. But you’re being a little selfish.” Davina’s blood was started to boil, not from what Max was saying, but because of the pain he was going through, physically and psychologically, and most especially at her impotence at not being able to help more. She was, however, in complete control of the moment and she knew Max would lash back.
 
   “Selfish! How do you figure?” Max asked, indignant.
 
   “Well, wanting to die with your buddies is noble and understandable, but what about your family and your friends?”
 
   “What about them? None of you would understand.”
 
   “You’re absolutely right, but believe me when I say there is a lot we do understand! How much better do you think it is for us? Not knowing where you are, if you’ve been wounded and how badly, whether you’re still alive or not, when and if you’re ever coming home. And will you be the same person? Of course not. But we’re willing to face that because we love you, we fight for you and with you, and none of it is easy. Day after day, night after night, nightmare after nightmare—yes, we have them too—we hang on, we support you, and we believe in you. All the mothers, fathers, spouses, children, siblings, friends—we’ve been through hell too, Max, something we can understand and you maybe can’t! And you drink so you can forget. Well, that is ridiculous. The more you drink the worse you feel.
 
   Max was getting a little of his own medicine. He could sense his mother was close to exploding, although he didn’t know that it was an act she was controlling. “Mom…”
 
   “And how dare you think that you can just give up your life, as if it had no meaning or purpose whatsoever, however noble?”
 
   “Mom…” Max tried to interrupt again, but she was on a roll now.
 
   “You are my only child, Max,” Davina ranted on, “did you ever think of me when you decided it was okay to give up your life? I’m the one who gave it to you in the first place!” 
 
   “Mom!” Max said forcefully.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I get it.”
 
   Davina thought maybe he actually did, and hoped to God that what she had done would help in even a small way “Max, my love,” Davina said calmly now, “you have to understand that it wasn’t your time. You weren’t supposed to die with them. That wasn’t your destiny.”
 
   “Why the fuck not?”
 
   “That’s just the way it is. Your path was different than theirs.”
 
   “And that means what, exactly?”
 
   “That means that you have your whole life ahead of you. You didn’t lose your leg or anything else, your pains will eventually subside and it will surely take a while. It might never completely go away, but I know it will only get better. You have a tremendous support group—your family, first and foremost, and the best specialists in the world. You’ve made the first step by understanding your needs, and these people, these professionals, can actually help. Give them, give all of us a chance, Max. You are meant to do something with your life, something that will be clear at some point. Give yourself a chance as well, my sweet heart. When you ‘see’ the ones who are no longer with us, think of them with the beauty and love they gave.” Davina hugged her son and looked at the eyes she had ‘given’ him. They were blue-gray and sad.
 
   Max nodded and looked at his mother. She was amazing, and the smartest woman he knew. Not only was she beautiful and an incredible musician, she was also the perfect mother and his best friend. He knew she would always be there for him, but even with all her talents and assets the one thing she couldn’t do is bring Sam back from the dead.
 
   “I’m on my way to the recording studio, would you like to come?”
 
   “No, not today, I’ll hang out here.”
 
   “Alright. Call me if you need anything.”
 
   “I will. And Mom…”
 
   “Yes,” she said, turning back to face her son.
 
   “Thank you. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” Davina waived as she left.
 
   Max looked at the baby grand. Of course his mother would have a piano in the guest house. He sat on the stool and looked at the keyboard. Something his mother had said starting him thinking about a tune. He put his hands on the ivory and ebony keys, as so many of his ancestors had done before him, and made the sounds he had in his head. “This one’s for you, Sam,” he said out loud to the love of his life, “it’s called Music of my Heart. I hope you like it.” 
 
   Max stayed at the piano for hours perfecting the song, and late into the night. As the early sun of dawn made a spider web rainbow through the window Max fell asleep, the first time in weeks without being drunk. It was also the first time he had a goal—he would honor the love of his life and the wonderful musician Sam had been, with music.
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   CHAPTER 50
 
    
 
   Sam’s eyes moved under her eyelids. She was awake and she wanted to see where she was, but it was difficult. She tried again and this time she was successful. She saw a nurse in fatigues at the foot of her bed.
 
   “Hey, doll, you’re awake,” the young nurse said joyously.
 
   Sam stared. She looked familiar. “Melissa?”
 
   “That’s me. How are you feeling?”
 
   “A little groggy. What happened?”
 
   “Well first we thought you were dead because of the explosion.” Sam was starting to remember, including poor Fatima. “Then apparently you had a hell of a time in some prison.” Sam nodded. “And then, and only God knows how you did it, you managed to get yourself to the CSH. The guard at the gate found you and brought you to us.”
 
   “Yes, I remember now. How long have I been out?”
 
   “About three days. Needed lots of fluids. You were pretty battered, but you shouldn’t be too uncomfortable. We gave you enough pain killers for that.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re right, I don’t feel too bad. When can I get up and back to work.”
 
   “You just rest and relax for a while, you need it.”
 
    
 
   Sam took Melissa’s advice and stayed in bed for a few more days, but she also gave a report to the Colonel about the prison. He in turn set the wheels of the military in motion and a unit went  in and freed the women who had been held hostage for so long. They also found out which village Aliyah was from and sent groceries and supplies to the inhabitants. Another surprise was Hamid. They found him as well and were keeping him at the CSH. When Sam was well enough they brought the boy in to see her.
 
   “Sam!” He cried when he saw her.
 
   “Hamid, it is so good to see you! I’m so glad you’re safe and your arm looks really good.”
 
   “Yes, it’s all healed up, only a little scar.”
 
   “That is great news.”
 
   A couple days later Sam drove to Aliyah’s village, it was only ten kilometers away. The Iraqi woman was ecstatic when she saw who it was. She screamed and most of the villagers came out to see what was happening. Aliyah told her that they had been liberated and her sisters in the jail were all free and back with their families.
 
   “So what are you doing now?”
 
   “I was a school teacher and I am going to teach again.”
 
   “That’s wonderful,” Sam exclaimed.
 
   “Yes, I only wish I still had my family.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The bastards killed them.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “My husband and my daughter. They killed them in front of me.”
 
   “Oh, my God, Aliyah, I’m so sorry. But why?”
 
   “Who knows? The secret police came in and said that my husband was a traitor, which of course he wasn’t, he was just a baker. But they didn’t believe him so they shot him. My ten year old daughter was standing next to her father when he was killed and she went crazy. She attacked them so they shot her too.”
 
   “I am so sorry, Aliyah.”
 
   “And then they took me away to prison. I would have preferred to die with them, but it was not to be.”
 
   “You are still a young woman, Aliyah.”
 
   “I may be young in years, but I am too old to start a new family, and after what they did to me in that prison no man would want me anyway.”
 
   “I don’t believe that.”
 
   “That is the way it is here.”
 
   Sam looked at her. Aliyah couldn’t have been more than thirty or thirty-five years old, but the circumstances and the punishment she endured made her look more like fifty. “Aliyah, I have an idea.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Sam knew Aliyah would care for Hamid as if he truly were a son of hers. Both the school teacher and the boy who had lost their families would once again find happiness.
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   NEW ORLEANS
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 51
 
    
 
   “Hey, Music Man, I was thinking,” Colin grunted as he pulled on the weights in Walter Reed’s physical therapy room.
 
   “That’s always worrying,” Max answered, gritting his teeth. The two men had been together since boot camp and spent the better part of the last three years together. By smell or by intuition each man knew exactly where the other was, and what he was doing. They had a respect and a love for each other that only two individuals who have been so close for so long possess. One was white, the other black. One was from the north, the other the south. Both were handsome, intelligent and charming. As for their souls they could have passed for twins. “What’s on your mind, Haf?”
 
   “Well, you know how I’ve been having a hard time reaching Chantal.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I haven’t talked to her since we left Iraq.”
 
   “Right,” Max said, his heart missing a beat as he thought of Sam, Chantal’s best friend.
 
   “I still can’t reach her.”
 
   “Is she alright?”
 
   “I think so. She’s working in a VA hospital in New Orleans, but I can’t seem to get in touch with her.”
 
   “Have you tried calling her Aunt?”
 
   “I don’t have the number and it’s unlisted.
 
   “How about Tyrone?”
 
   “He’s even harder to track down. Last I heard he was still out in the sandbox.”
 
   A dark cloud seemed to cover Max eyes as he thought of how many lives had been lost, especially Sam’s, the love of his life. He knew that it would take a long time to get over her, and maybe he never would. Max focused back to what Colin was saying.
 
   “…and I want to propose to her.”
 
   “You what?” Max asked. He hadn’t heard everything Colin said.
 
   “I said, I want to marry her and I want you to be our best man.”
 
   Max stopped his exercises. As the perspiration poured down both men they looked at each other and moved from their stations. One hobbled, the other kept his arm down, the pain excruciating for both of them, and embraced.
 
   “I’d be honored, Haf.”
 
   “Thanks, Music Man, it wouldn’t be right if you weren’t by best man.”
 
   “Chantal’s a lucky girl.”
 
   “No, I’m the lucky one.”
 
   “Boy, is she going to be surprised!”
 
   “I hope in a good way.”
 
   “She’ll be thrilled. And you two are great together.”
 
   “Thanks, man.”
 
   “Now, let me call my Mommy, I think she might just have a little plane lying around.”
 
   “No way!”
 
   “Yeah way.”
 
   “But doesn’t she need it?” Colin asked as if Davina had to take some kids to a football practice.
 
   Max laughed and never answered.
 
    
 
   The Gulfstream G500 jet landed smoothly at Louis Armstrong airport in New Orleans. Their captain, Eric Shannon who had been Davina’s pilot for over twenty years, saluted the two men as they made their way down the steps onto the tarmac where a car waited for them.
 
   Once in the limousine Colin gave the driver the address.
 
   “We’re going to her Aunt Clotilde’s house,” Colin said to Max. “She’s off from the hospital today.”
 
   “That sounds perfect.”
 
   They asked the driver to stop for some flowers. The two men went into the shop and came out with two huge bouquets, one for Chantal and one for Aunt Clotilde.
 
   “Do you have the ring?” Max asked.
 
   “Oh, my God!” Colin said, feeling his pockets. He touched the little velvet box and exhaled. “I do.”
 
   “That’s what Chantal is supposed to say.”
 
   “Funny. Now get that leg moving and let’s go to that house.”
 
   “Ay, ay, my friend. Oh, this boy’s in loooove,” Max said mockingly.
 
   “Don’t make me hurt you, Music Man.”
 
   “I’m moving, I’m moving.”
 
   “Need help?”
 
   Max shook his head. They put the flowers in the trunk and headed toward the Devereaux’s home. 
 
   “Are you sure she’ll be at the house?” Max asked.
 
   “That’s what the hospital said.”
 
   Twenty minutes later they stopped in front of a lovely little house surrounded by the state’s magnificent state flower. The beautiful white magnolias were everywhere. There were still more in beds along the steps leading up to the porch. Colin and Max took the bouquets out of the car and walked up the stairs. Max was slower as he had to use his crutch. 
 
   “Ready?” Colin asked, as a few beads of perspiration started form on his brow.”
 
   “I was born ready.”
 
   “Asshole.”
 
   “Uh, huh. Oh, and what is that on your forehead? A little sweaty, are we?”
 
   “I’m going to hurt you, Music Man.”
 
   “Uh, huh, heard that one before too.” Max quickly pushed the doorbell.
 
   “What are you doing?” Colin said between clenched teeth.
 
   “You gonna make me stand here forever? And with a crutch no less.”
 
   Max and Colin were standing next to each other when Chantal opened the door. When she saw them she opened her mouth but no sound came out.
 
   “Hello, ma chérie,” Colin said.
 
   Chantal screamed at the top of her lungs and fainted. Colin caught her just before she hit the ground. Aunt Clotilde and Tyrone ran out to see what had happened to Chantal. They saw her and a bouquet on the floor, Colin holding Chantal in his arm, Max standing next to them on his crutch with his own bouquet.
 
   “Don’t you hurt her!” Aunt Clotilde hollered all while brandishing a rolling pin at the two men. “Tyrone, call the police!” But the older woman didn’t get an answer from her nephew. “Tyrone? Tyrone!” She turned to look at him. Her nephew was paler than she had ever seen him. “What is wrong with you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”
 
   “I… I have. I mean, I am.”
 
   “Make sense, boy. What are you talking about?”
 
   “They’re dead.”
 
   “Who’s dead?”
 
   “Haf and Music Man.”
 
   “Hey, just because I’m in a sling and Max here is on a crutch doesn’t quite make us dead, Tyrone.”
 
   “Do you know these men?”
 
   Tyrone nodded to his Aunt. “Yes, from Iraq. They were good friends of Chantal and Sam’s.”
 
   At the mention of Sam’s name Max’s eyes darkened.
 
   “Well, if they’re friends don’t just stand there, let them in, boy!” Clotilde lowered her rolling pin.
 
   “But…”
 
   “But nothing. Now help me with Chantal. What got into that girl?”
 
   Chantal was started to stir. “They’re dead,” she murmured.
 
   “See, like I said,” Tyrone said “This is the man Chantal loved... loves.”
 
   “You think we’re dead? But why?” Max asked.
 
   “Because I saw them close you both up in body bags on the flight to Germany. They said you didn’t make it.”
 
   “Well, somebody messed up. Hate to disappoint you, man, but we’re both still here.”
 
   “No wonder they kept asking me my name when we got to the hospital,” Colin said.
 
   Tyrone ran up to Colin and hugged the big man. “Hey, watch the shoulder.”
 
   “Sorry. God it’s good to see you two! Poor Chantal, she really freaked when she saw you. Come on, let’s get her up.” The men lifted her and put her on a couch. “We thought you were dead. Poor Chantal’s been through hell.” Tyrone gently slapped her cheek. “Come on, Sis, wake up. It’s me, Tyrone, and Colin and Max. They’re not dead. Really, they’re not.” He shook her a little more, but Chantal wasn’t waking up. Aunt Clotilde brought them a wet wash cloth.
 
   “Here try this,” she said.
 
   Colin carefully wiped her face. Chantal stirred some more. “It’s me, ma chérie, truly.” She looked up and slowly lifted her hand to the big man’s face. She gently caressed the cheeks she adored and then a few tears streamed down her face. Colin held her to his chest with his one good arm. “Are you alright?”
 
   “I am now,” she said and hugged the man she loved, being careful not to hurt his bad shoulder.
 
   Clotilde watched her niece’s caresses, and immediately knew how much she loved the man she thought had been killed back in the desert.
 
   “Aunt Clo, did we make enough food for another two people?” She asked.
 
   “There’s always enough food in this home, especially for family.” They all looked at her walking into the kitchen.
 
   “So when are you going back to the sandbox, Tyrone?” Max asked.
 
   “Tomorrow.”
 
   “You watch your six, man.”
 
   “I will. And you take care of yourself. Damn, it is so good to see you both!”
 
   “Likewise, Ty, likewise.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Merci, Aunt Clotilde, the meal was exquisite. You should open a restaurant,” Max said.
 
   “It’s crossed my mind once or twice.”
 
   “As soon as I have enough money I’m going to buy her a restaurant,” Chantal said.
 
   “Really?” Max asked.
 
   “Oh, yes. It’s something I want to do and it’s a promise I’ve made to Aunt Clo, and even to myself.”
 
   “Well, I think that’s a great idea! Aunt Clo, I promise to be your first customer on opening night.
 
   “By the way Aunt Clo, do you make wedding cakes?” Colin asked.
 
   All eyes turned to the big man. “Why do you ask?” Aunt Clo said.
 
   Colin stood up and bent down on one knee in front of Chantal. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the little velvet box and opened it. He removed the diamond ring and looked at the beautiful young woman. “Ma chérie, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
 
   Chantal’s eyes were wet, the tears holding under her lower lids. “It would be my colossal pleasure!”
 
   Colin slid the ring onto her finger. Chantal’s tears were not the only ones flowing. 
 
    
 
   Davina and Alejandro were sitting on the couch, Davina cradled inside his arms. 
 
   “How is he?” Alejandro asked.
 
   “Physically he’s healing, emotionally, I’m not sure. I would venture to say not well. I remember his eyes when he talked about Sam. Oh, Alejandro he must be in such pain.”
 
   “I can understand it. I still can’t forget that awful time with the hijackers... I thought I had lost you, Amor mio. Max is quite a man. In his shoes I think I would have gone crazy.” He caressed the woman in his arms—the artist adored by millions, the mother of his child and the love of his life. Alejandro kissed her lovingly on the lips and Davina responded with the ardor and the passion they had always had for each other and always would. They were interrupted by a phone call.
 
   “Leave it, querida,” Alejandro pleaded.
 
   “Okay,” she said, kissing him again. The ringing was incessant. “Maybe it’s important.” She reached for it. He caught her hand and kissed it. The ringing stopped. Then started again.
 
   “It must be important, my love,” Davina said reaching for it. Alejandro threw up his hands in surrender. “Hello? Yes, speaking... Oh, good evening, how are you… What? Where?” Alejandro immediately was alert. “Are you sure? That is magnificent news! Very well, thank you so very, very much.” Davina hung up.
 
   “Is everything alright? What was that about?”
 
   “Everything is wonderful! Let me make a quick phone call, I’ll tell you all about it in a few minutes... And then I’ll be all yours,” Davina said with a really big smile.
 
   “Don’t keep the fox waiting too long,” Alejandro said.
 
    
 
   Davina dialed her son’s number. Max answered right away.
 
   “Max, sweetheart, how are you? How’s your leg?”
 
   “Good, Mom, what’s up? 
 
   “Just wanted to know how Colin did with Chantal. I also have some terrific news for him.”
 
   “I don’t know if you can hear, but there’s a party going on. They did really well. They’re officially engaged.”
 
   “Good, I’m glad. Colin is such a great guy.”
 
   “That he is.”
 
   “So, are you going up to Boston before coming home? Did you decide?” 
 
   “I’ve been thinking about it. And you’re probably right. Now would be a good time.”
 
   “I think it’s the perfect time too. You’ll have Colin with you and why don’t you take Chantal along. I’m sure she could use a little vacation and she’ll want to see more of her man. 
 
   “Yeah, it’s a good idea. I’ll ask them.”
 
   “Good. Now let me speak to Colin for a moment, I want to congratulate him and tell him the good news.”
 
   “About music?”
 
   “Definitely involves music.”
 
   “Okay, bye, Mom.”
 
   “Bye, Max, have a good trip to Boston.”
 
   “Yeah, will do.” Max said. Davina heard the pain in her son’s voice. “Hey, Haf, my Mom’s wants to talk to you,” he said, handing the phone to Colin.
 
   “Yes, Davina.”
 
   “Congratulations, Colin, I know Chantal must be a very special young lady. I can hardly wait to meet her. I wish you both a lifetime of happiness.”
 
   “Thank you, Davina. We’re very happy.”
 
   “Good. Now, there’s something I have to tell you...”
 
    
 
   When Colin hung up he looked around the room. He had a peculiar look on his face, one of amazement and incredulity. He thought this was possibly the best day of his life, no, he was sure it was the best day of his life. Max was sitting in an armchair talking to his fiancée. He liked the sound of that... His fiancée, he repeated to himself, and smiled.
 
   “Chantal, I made her a promise,” Max was saying.
 
   “You made who a promise?”
 
   “I promised Sam.” 
 
   Chantal’s heart skipped a beat. She so missed her friend. It would have been wonderful if Sam had been with them today. She had no doubt that Max and Sam would have married too. Would the pain ever go away? “Oh, Max, I wish she could be here with us, just like before.”
 
   “Yes, I wish that too, and you know I would have asked her to marry me.”
 
   “Yeah, I figured that out, but what’s the promise, Max?”
 
   “I told her that I would visit.”
 
   “Visit what?”
 
   “The ‘Singing Pub’. Besides, I want to see it for myself. Maybe her energy is still lingering in that place.” Colin joined his fiancée on the couch. “Haf, I was just telling Chantal that I want to stop in Boston before going back to Washington, to see where Sam used to work. I’d like you to come with me. Both of you, please come with me, guys... Actually I need you. I don’t think I can do this alone. 
 
   “I guess we could stop over in Boston before heading back to Washington,” Colin said. “I think it’s a great idea. Chantal, are you in?”
 
   “I can’t just leave, I have to work.”
 
   “Actually, I wanted to tell you the second part of my proposal.”
 
   “There’s a second part? I mean first you scare me half to death, then you give me a ring, and now there’s more? Do I really want to know?”
 
   “Uh, huh.”
 
   “Spit it out, Haf.” Max remembered that Davina had good news for Colin.
 
   “My future wife will have everything she’s ever wanted. She won’t even have to work if she doesn’t want to.”
 
   “Did you hit the lottery or something?” Tyrone asked.
 
   “Better. Davina just told me that there is a recording contract waiting for me, with a lot of zeroes.”
 
   “Congratulations, man!” Max exclaimed. “You deserve it!” He thought about the first times he heard Colin sing, way back in the church at Parris Island and on the Kuwaiti border. 
 
   Chantal started screaming again, jumping up and down and kissing Colin.
 
   Aunt Clo walked out of the kitchen. “Hey, what’s all the fuss about? Did Chantal faint again?”
 
   “Aunt Clo,” Colin said, “we’re buying you your own restaurant!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’ll just make a phone call to the hospital. We’re going to Boston,” Chantal said.
 
   “What?” Aunt Clo asked again. 
 
   “You guys are the best,” Max said.”
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   At 30,000 feet Chantal was enjoying the flight. She sipped her champagne and turned to Max. “You tell your Mama she has exquisite taste, especially in little planes.”
 
   “I certainly will. Well, if you two will excuse me I’m going to lie down a bit. The leg is a little sore,” Max said getting up from his chair.”
 
   “Okay, Music Man, we’ll wake you up before landing.”
 
   “Perfect, thanks. You two enjoy.”
 
   “Thanks Max,” Chantal said.
 
   As soon as Max left Colin grabbed Chantal.
 
   “Oh, what did you have in mind, big boy?”
 
   “Well, that’s sounds great, but there’s something I have to tell you.”
 
   “Oh, oh, this sounds serious.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “I need your help.”
 
   “Of course, anything.”
 
   “You know that call from Davina.”
 
   “Uh huh, and I’m really looking forward to meeting her.”
 
   “And she’s looking forward to meeting you… and Sam.”
 
   “Sam? What does that mean?” Chantal asked, not understanding what Colin was talking about.
 
   “Davina got a call. Sam wasn’t killed. She’s alive!”
 
   Chantal gasped. “Sam’s alive! Really?”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “This is the best day of my life.”
 
   “Mine too, and I’ve been thinking that all day.”
 
   “But why didn’t she contact me?”
 
   “She probably had the same problem I was having. It took forever to locate you, and that’s thanks to Davina who pulled some strings in high places.”
 
   “What about Max? Does he know?”
 
   “No. And this is where I need your help.”
 
   “Let’s just tell him,” Chantal said.
 
   “There’s another problem.”
 
   “What problem?”
 
   “Just like you Sam thinks both Max and I are dead.”
 
   “Oh, man. And Max thinks Sam’s dead.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “Is Sam working at the Singing Pub?”
 
   “Yes, Davina gave me her schedule.”
 
   “That lady sure is resourceful.”
 
   “That she is.”
 
   “So when we walk in she’ll probably be on stage.”
 
   “Right. And if she sees us, especially Max and me, she’ll probably faint.”
 
   “I can relate to that.”
 
   “That’s what I mean.”
 
   “Here’s what I suggest. I go in and see Sam on my own, tell her what’s going on, then I join you at whatever table you’re sitting at. Sam goes up on stage and does her thing. And then Max will know.
 
   “Have I told you how special and smart you are?”
 
   “You can tell me as many times in this lifetime as you wish.”
 
   “I intend to.”
 
    
 
   Max, Colin and Chantal stood outside the bar. 
 
   “You alright with this?” Max asked Chantal.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll be fine. You two go on ahead and get a table. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.” Chantal knew the pub well from her days at the university. She quickly went to the back and made her way to find Sam. She knocked on the door.
 
   Max and Colin made their way into the Singing Pub, Max on a crutch, Colin with the sling around his shoulder. They had that air about them that said ‘yes, we are warriors, we are tough and even though we’re really nice guys don’t fuck with us’. 
 
   The only sounds were of people talking, laughing and ordering drinks or food. 
 
   “Hey, Music Man, over here,” Colin said, guiding them to a table.
 
   “Right behind you.”
 
   They sat down, looked at the menu and waited for the waitress to come over to take their orders. 
 
   “This is really some place. Look at all the pictures on the walls. Everybody’s singing in them.”
 
   “Yeah, Sam told me how special…” Max couldn’t continue, his throat had a lump the size of an orange. He knew how difficult it would be to control his emotions.
 
   “Hey, man, I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m okay.”
 
   You certainly will be, Colin thought to himself and remembered his conversation with Davina.
 
   A waitress came to their table. “Gentlemen, good evening, haven’t seen you in here before.”
 
   “Yeah, first time,” Colin said.
 
   “Well, welcome.”
 
   “Say, isn’t there any music playing or someone singing?” Max asked.
 
   “Oh, always. The guitar player’s just taking a quick break.”
 
   “I see, thanks, looking forward to it.”
 
   “How did you hear about the place?” She asked.
 
   “A good friend of mine told us about it and I promised I would come and see it. I brought my buddy along.”
 
   “Well that’s great. We never disappoint,” she said looking at Col.
 
   After the waitress took their orders and left, Max turned to his buddy. “I think she likes you,” he said chuckling.
 
   “Well, she seems very nice, but my heart belongs to Chantal.”
 
   “Good choice, my friend, she’s a great girl,” Max answered, trying very hard not to think about Sam. “You two are probably one of the best looking couples I have ever seen.”
 
   “You and Sam aren’t so bad yourselves.” Colin caught himself just in time. “Aw, shit, I’m sorry, man.”
 
   “That’s okay, don’t sweat it.”
 
   Chantal joined them. “Hi boys.”
 
   “Hi beautiful,” Colin said and kissed her cheek.
 
   Chantal sat in a chair next to Colin but positioned it in such a way that Max’s view of the stage was somewhat obscured. 
 
   The people in the pub started to clap as Sam picked up her guitar from the stand, shook it a couple of times, something she now always did since the scorpion, and started to strum the instrument. She played a Persian song she and Max had discovered back in Iraq and came to call their own.
 
   Max’s heart stopped. Could it be? No, it was impossible. Sam was killed. But it was their song! And only Sam could sing it the way he was hearing it now. He whirled around, looked at her, and turned back again. He thought he was day dreaming again, but the music played on. He looked at the couple, his eyes questioning. Chantal nodded.
 
   “It’s really her, right?” Max asked.
 
   “Yeah, Music Man, it is.”
 
   “How long have you known?”
 
   “We found out today in New Orleans. Your mom’s phone call along with all the other news,” Colin said.
 
   Max immediately remembered the daydream he had in the desert at the CSH, when Sam was playing the guitar and singing to the wounded, where he saw his mother, her hand on the shoulder of the love of his life, singing together.
 
   “My mother is the most amazing woman in the world! She even brings the woman I love back from the dead.”
 
   “That lady sure has some connections,” Chantal said. 
 
   Max slowly turned around and looked at the face of the woman he adored. She was even more beautiful than he remembered. Sam kept singing, using all the self-control she possessed, but her tears were running down her cheeks. Max picked up his crutch and starting walking towards the stage. He climbed the stairs one at a time, and very slowly. Sam kept singing. Everyone in the pub was watching, and holding their breath. They knew something was going on, but they didn’t know what. What they did know was that something special was about to happen.
 
   Sam looked at her audience and spied Colin and Chantal. She smiled when she saw the big man and Colin nodded back and blew her a kiss. He laced his fingers around Chantal’s hand and she squeezed back.
 
   Max climbed the last step and headed toward Sam. She was still strumming the guitar, but she wasn’t singing. When Max stopped directly in front of her she put the guitar on the stand and stood up. And then they embraced, so tight they thought they would break each other’s ribs, and they didn’t care. Max smelled her hair and kept his face next to it. “I composed a song for you,” he whispered, “but I couldn’t figure out the ending.”
 
   “What’s it called?” She whispered back.
 
   “Music of my Heart.”
 
   “I like that. You’ll have to play it for me.”
 
   “I think we could play it together, à quatre mains.”
 
   “That is probably the most sensual thing I have ever heard.” Sam said. They kissed passionately, to the delight of the mesmerized crowd. “Amazing how music always finds a way to bring people together.”
 
   “And back together as well,” Max said, his eyes a lustrous, deep violet.
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