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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1944

      

      

      Wolfgang Fischer, known affectionately as Ulf by his friends and family, stretched his arms above his head. Then straightened his back as he walked through the cellar of the home he’d been given as a reward for his loyal devotion to the Nazi party. Quite satisfied with his work in the cellar, a smile broke across his young, handsome face. It took some work to clean and prepare the area. And he’d been busy with his official assignment with the nazi party. Still, he’d done the preparations after hours, and now he’d completed all that had been required. It’s finished, and I think it will be perfect. It’s almost ready. All I need is the cage, and I can bring home my special little guest. He climbed the stairs quickly, for he was an agile man. His long muscular legs were sturdy. Once upstairs, he entered the living room and picked up the telephone receiver. He let out a deep breath, then dialed the operator. “Connect me to the Gestapo headquarters, extension 238,” he said.

      “Right away, Herr Fischer,” a young female operator answered. There was a brief silence, followed by a ringing sound. Then a woman’s voice answered the call, “Herr Fischer’s desk.” It was Wolfgang’s secretary.

      “Pipi, it’s me, Ulf,” he said in a casual, friendly tone.

      “Hello, Ulf. What can I do for you?” Pipi said. As soon as she heard his voice, her own voice became warm and welcoming.

      “I was wondering if you could do me a favor.”

      “Of course. What do you need?” She was an excellent secretary, always pleasant, and willing to work. Ulf knew she had always had a secret crush on him. But she just wasn’t his type. He thought about her. It’s a pity for Pipi that I just don’t have any romantic interest in her. She’d make a good Aryan hausfrau. And, of course, she sees me as a good provider. A man with the potential to rise in the party. I suppose I am the kind of fellow the girls were told to look for when they attended their little bund meetings. He smiled at the thought.

      “Ulf? Are you there?” Pipi asked, and he realized he had been so lost in thought he’d been silent for several moments. “Yes, I’m here. Sorry. I think something was wrong with our connection. But I’m here now.” Then he cleared his throat. “Pipi, can you please take a moment and go downstairs to the basement of the building? I need you to check if there are any dog cages available. I would like to borrow one for a little while.” Then he cleared his throat, “And, Pipi, make sure it’s a large cage.”

      “Sure. Can you hold on for a minute, or shall I call you back?”

      “Call me back.”

      “All right, give me a few minutes, and I will telephone you right back.”

      Ulf placed the receiver back in its cradle. Then he went into the kitchen and sat down at the table where he cut himself a nice thick slice of white bread that he’d purchased at the bakery on his way home from work earlier that day. It was fresh and soft, with a light, flaky crust. White bread like this was a luxury that very few German citizens were privileged to enjoy. But he was a high-ranking official in the Nazi party, working for the Gestapo. He didn’t need to eat that terrible brown bread that the regular population of German people was told they must eat if they were loyal to the party. That brown bread is made with sawdust. He thought as he shook his head in disgust. Then he slathered a thick mound of real butter on to his bread. Another luxury denied the general population. Good food was a luxury. And good German hausfraus were taught to prepare meals with inferior ingredients these days so that better-quality food could be given to the soldiers who fought for the fatherland.

      Although, Ulf knew that the better food never made it that far. It usually ended up on the tables of the higher-ranking Nazis. Still, every good German family was told they must make these sacrifices for their country. For a mere second, Ulf felt a slight pang of guilt when he thought about the brown bread and the loyal Germans who served it to their children. But the guilt was soon fleeting, and he grew tired of caring about anything. Once, he’d been devoted to Hitler and the Nazi vision for the Fatherland, but as time passed, he saw the faults in the Nazi party. Hitler did not keep his promises to the German people. He was a liar. And Ulf could see through him. So, now, Ulf was devoted to no other than himself and was not about to give up any luxuries he could acquire.

      He’d just taken a bite of bread when the phone rang. He swallowed quickly. Then, after wiping his hand on a kitchen towel, he picked up the receiver. “Hallo.”

      “Ulf, it’s Pipi. I have good news. We have plenty of dog cages. And I’m sure there will be no problem if you want to borrow one.”

      “That’s good. Very good.”

      “I don’t mean to pry, but I never knew you liked dogs,” she said.

      “Oh yes, I do. I’ve always liked dogs.” He was telling the truth. He loved dogs. But that had nothing to do with his plan. In a cheerful voice, he continued, “I always wanted one, but I never had one as a boy. My stepmother refused to have any animals in the house. She said they were too dirty. She was afraid their fur would get all over her furniture.”

      “I love dogs too,” Pipi said. “I wouldn’t care about fur on my furniture if my husband wanted a dog. I would allow him to have one, and then I would just clean more.”

      Ulf laughed a little, but sometimes she made him uncomfortable. No matter what he said, Pipi always agreed with him. So, her reaction to his getting a dog was no surprise. And she was always trying to entice him to ask her out. He pretended not to be aware of her intentions toward him. It was easier than telling her that he found her boring.

      “Yes, well, I am quite excited about getting the dog,” Ulf said.

      “What kind are you getting?”

      “A German Shepherd, of course.”

      “A puppy?”

      “Yes.” He was getting tired of her questions, but she was talking fast. He knew she didn’t want to hang up the phone. She desperately tried to keep the conversation going, hoping it would result in him asking her to go out for a cup of coffee or a beer.

      “Are you getting the puppy through the party?”

      “No, no. Actually, a friend of mine has a bitch who is having puppies. I am going to take one.”

      “Well, good for you. I would love to visit your house once you have the dog. I’d love to see her.”

      “Yes, of course,” he said. Now he was really ready to get off the phone. The last thing he wanted was to have to think of an excuse for why Pipi must never come to his home. So, before she could say another word, he said, “Well, thanks so much. Someone is at the door. I have to run. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

      “Shall I bring the cage upstairs and put it in your office?”

      “Yes, that would be perfect. I’ll come in early, before work, and put it in my car.”

      “Perhaps if you’re here early, we might have a coffee together? I can prepare some coffee and pick up some pastries if you’d like. I mean, since you are coming in early anyway and might not have time for breakfast.”

      “No, it’s not necessary. Don’t go through the trouble.”

      “It’s really no trouble,” she said. Her voice was shaking. Ulf knew her ego was on the line, and he could hear the hope in her voice. But she was starting to get on his nerves.

      “Like I said, please don’t bother. I am sorry, but I have to go now. Someone is knocking on my door.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow then. Have a nice evening.”

      “Yes, you too,” he said as he hung up the phone.

      What a pain the neck she can be. But this is good news. A dog cage is available, and I am sure I will have no trouble borrowing it. Now that this is taken care of, I can begin to set things into motion. His heart was racing with excitement. All I have to do is call my twin brothers and ask them if they would like to come to my house and spend a little time with me. I will tell them that I would like them to help me with an important mission. They’ll be excited to be included as a part of my life. And, because of my position with the Nazi party, I won’t have trouble taking them out of school for a while. However, I must be very careful to make sure they must never find out the truth about the mission we are going to embark upon together. I don’t think they would turn on me no matter what I did, but it would take too much explanation, and I would rather keep them innocent. For now, at least. They are still young and have yet to be corrupted by the horror of war. And they are still too young to appreciate the exhilaration that comes with absolute power. Well, it shouldn’t be difficult to handle them. They will believe whatever I tell them. I am their big brother, after all, and they adore me. They’ve always wanted to be like me. Everything is falling into place.

      Ulf closed his eyes. He felt a surge of excitement run through him as he imagined the dog cage with Anna locked inside. His penis grew hard, and he ran his hand over it as a smile came over his face. She will never escape from me again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1942, Rome, Italy

      

      

      The woman’s screams seemed to shake the very foundation of the house. And with each loud wail, Mateo Leoni felt as if his heart was about to stop beating. He leaned against the wall and covered his eyes with his forearm. This is all my fault. He thought. The doctor had warned him. The doctor had been adamant when he said that Mateo’s wife, his beautiful precious Aria, was not to attempt childbirth ever again. They had tried once before, and Aria had a terrible, life-threatening miscarriage, after which the doctor warned Mateo. He said that Aria could not carry a child full term, and if she attempted this again, there was a good possibility she would die. Mateo was ready to give up on having children. He had been afraid of losing her, but Aria was young and stubborn. She refused to give up on motherhood. Even after the horrible recovery she’d endured. His wife wanted a baby. Her need for motherhood was so strong that she was willing to risk her life to try again. He assumed it was because she had been orphaned very early. He didn’t know how her parents had died, but he knew she was raised by her grandmother, a cold and practical woman. Aria longed for a family of her own because of this.

      Mateo had spent hours talking to her softly, holding her hands, and trying his best to discourage her, but she was unwilling to listen. And then, despite his efforts to protect her, she’d become pregnant again. He had to admit that even though he was terrified of losing her, her joy as she carried the child had been contagious. He’d indulged her every wish, and he’d even been excited when she called him and said, “Mateo, put your hand here on my belly. Can you feel the baby move? I think that’s his little foot kicking me.” She would laugh, and her laughter rang through the room like church bells. But when he was alone at night, after Aria had fallen asleep, Mateo prayed. He was terrified. His mother had been religious, and she’d made sure that he’d grown up in the Catholic church. Even though he was not religious, he returned to church every Sunday and donated generously. He would try to bargain with God to allow his wife and child to survive.

      Mateo insisted Aria make an appointment to see the doctor. “Let’s just go and make sure everything is alright,” Mateo said.

      “But I feel good,” Aria insisted. “I don’t need a doctor.”

      “Indulge me, please,” Mateo begged.

      She nodded and made the appointment. Mateo accompanied her on her visit. Aria was excited when she entered the doctor’s office. “I feel so good. I never felt this good when I was pregnant before,” she said. But the doctor looked at her with pity in his eyes.

      “You should never have gotten pregnant. Signora Leoni,” the doctor said. “I told you this before.”

      Aria’s joy turned to sorrow, and she began to cry.

      Seeing the tears spill down his beautiful wife’s cheeks, Mateo became angry. He knew it was displaced anger. He was an important man, well known in Rome as one of Mussolini’s top men. This doctor had some nerve. No one should have dared to speak to him as the doctor had. He looked at the kind old man who shook his head. There was pain in his eyes, and Mateo knew that even though he could have had the doctor executed, he wouldn’t. And that was because he knew in his heart that the doctor was right. So, instead of taking his anger out on the old man, Mateo took his wife home and tried his best to put the fear rising in his throat to rest by continuing to pray. Then a few days later, he was at a restaurant in town having a cup of strong coffee and saw an old friend he had known since childhood. The man walked over to him. “Mateo, it’s good to see you, my friend.”

      “Likewise,” Mateo said.

      “How are you? I heard you got married.”

      “Yes, my wife is going to have our first child.”

      “Congratulations are in order. Let me buy you a drink.”

      The man sat down and drank to his wife and the coming child. They spent the afternoon drinking. And by the time the sun was golden before it set in the sky, Mateo had shared his fears with his old friend. He told him what the doctor had said.

      “Don’t worry. I know a good midwife. She delivered my children and my brother’s as well. I have seen this woman in action; she knows more than the doctors. You can trust her.”

      “You think she will be able to save the baby and my wife?” Mateo asked nervously.

      “I know she will.”

      The following day, Mateo went to see the old midwife. He didn’t bring his wife along with him. He wanted to meet her first by himself.

      “A woman like me, who has been helping in childbirths since I was only fourteen, understands more than a medical doctor. I assume he is a man, and men don’t know much about childbirth, even if they are doctors.” The midwife, with a hump in her back and graying hair, assured Mateo, “I will take care of your wife. I promise you that she and your child will be all right. However, this is going to cost you more money than my usual fee, and that is because I may have to perform extra duties. Is that all right with you?”

      Mateo nodded. He hated being forced to pay extra. She said it was because of extra duties, but he knew it was because of who he was. Everyone knew Mateo Leoni was a rich man. “Yes, I’ll pay whatever you ask, so long as my wife and child survive this birth.”

      “You have no need to worry.” The old woman smiled. He noticed she was missing a front tooth.

      “Good. Then you’ll come to my house to examine my wife this week?”

      “Yes, of course, I will.”

      After he left, he went into his office. He’d asked several other husbands who worked with him if they had heard of this woman, this midwife. Several said that their wives had used her. This information gave him some comfort.

      Then, when the midwife came three days later to examine his wife, she made him feel at ease. “Everything looks just fine. Her hips are a little slim. I have to admit. But I have confidence that this will all go very well.”

      After the midwife left, Aria was happy again. And Mateo tried his best to believe what the woman had promised. But as Aria’s due date grew closer, Mateo grew nervous again. And then tonight, when Aria went into labor, her blood-curdling screams struck fear into his heart. He knew that giving birth was a painful process, but her cries were worse than he remembered from the first time when she’d lost the baby. If she dies, I will never forgive myself. He thought as another shriek came from the bedroom.

      When the midwife arrived, she’d insisted that Mateo leave her and his wife alone in the bedroom. “Wait outside. I’ll come and get you as soon as the baby is born,” the old woman said.

      And he had done as she told him to do. But hours had passed, and night turned to morning, with the screams ringing in his ears, and now Mateo couldn’t bear it anymore. He had been as patient as he could be. This was his home, and no midwife was going to tell him he could not go into the bedroom to see his wife.

      He stood up and straightened his back. But he hesitated for a moment. Then he marched up the stairs to the bedroom and opened the door. What he saw sent shock waves through his body. He trembled. The bed was covered in blood, fresh and bright red against the white sheet. His beautiful Aria was so pale that her face was as colorless as the white pillowcase. Tears ran from her eyes and covered her sweat-soaked cheeks. She is going to die. The thought made bile rise in his throat. Then he heard her whisper his name, “Mateo….” And he fell to his knees, covered his eyes, and wept.
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      Mateo knelt at his wife’s bedside and took her hand in his. “Aria, I am sorry. This is all my fault. I should have listened to the doctor. I should have said no when you wanted to try again to have a child. I should have made you see how dangerous this was.”

      “It’s not your fault,” she said, barely above a whisper. “I begged you, remember?”

      He nodded as he gently pushed her lovely blonde hair off her face. It was soaked in sweat. “I can’t lose you,” he said. “I can’t.” Then he bent his head and wept hard.

      The midwife stood frozen with fear. She knew that Mateo Leoni was a member of Mussolini’s elite. If his wife died in childbirth, he would probably blame her, even though it was not her fault. She had known that it was dangerous to take this case. But he paid so well that she had taken the risk. Then she’d done everything possible to bring the baby into the world. But the cord was tight around the child’s neck. And not only that, it was not in the proper position to come through the birth canal. It was feet first. She had reached inside the young woman’s body and tried to turn it. She had been unsuccessful. But that was how she knew that the cord had strangled the child. There was no doubt in her mind that the baby was gone. She said a prayer because Signore Leoni would blame her for the death of the child. He would be very angry. If his wife died, he would be inconsolable, and she knew he had the power to put her to death.

      The old midwife cleared her throat. She wiped the blood from her hands on a towel by the bed. Her lazy eye twitched as she said, “Signore, I think you should hurry and get a doctor. Things went bad. I’m sorry. I’m very sorry. But this birth is too complicated for me.”

      His face turned crimson as he stood up and gathered himself to his full height. Mateo was six feet—tall for an Italian man. Glaring at the old woman, he slapped her across the face. Her nose spurted blood, and she began to shake. “I paid you well. I paid you very well. You promised me that you could do this. You said there would be no problems. You assured me that everything would be all right. And now you say to get a doctor. My wife is fading away. Go, run, bring back a doctor. Your life depends upon it, old witch.”

      The old woman left her medical bag behind and ran. She dashed through the streets, surprising herself that she could run so fast. But she was terrified. She’d seen what Mussolini’s men could do to a person.

      When she arrived at the closest doctor’s office, she opened the door and saw it was full of sick people waiting for the only doctor available. It was the same doctor who had spoken with Aria and Mateo and told them it would be dangerous for her to have a child. He was an old man now and tired, but there were traces of the enthusiastic young man he had been when he was just starting out and was determined to save the world. The midwife brushed past the receptionist, who protested as she ran into the backroom where the doctor was examining a young woman.

      “Please,” she croaked. “Please, you must come with me. I am a midwife. I was trying to aid in a very complicated birth. But now the young woman is dying. She lost a lot of blood in childbirth. The baby is going to be stillborn. I am begging you. Please.” The old woman began to cry.

      The doctor looked at her face sympathetically. Then he glanced at her hands and dress, both stained with blood. He took a deep breath, shook his head, and said, “All right, I’ll come.”
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      When the doctor arrived, the first thing he did was order everyone to leave the room.

      Mateo crouched on the floor right outside the bedroom, wringing his hands. Hot salty sweat stung as it dripped from his brow into his eyes. Several hours passed. But then the doctor came out of the room and looked at Mateo. “I told you not to do this,” he scolded as he shook his head.

      “Is she…” Mateo hesitated, “Is she dead?”

      “She’s lost a lot of blood. And she’s very weak. But she’s alive. The baby didn’t make it. I’m sorry.” He cleared his throat. “The next few hours will tell us a lot. I’m hoping she will pull through due to her age. However, you must know that she will not survive another attempt at childbirth. You must not try again. Do you understand me?”

      Mateo nodded. Then, in a frantic but grateful voice, he said, “Yes, yes, I will never attempt this again. No matter how much she begs for a child. I promise. Please, I beg you. Save her life.”

      “If she makes it through the night, she’ll be all right. There is nothing more I can do for her now. Stay close to her through the night. I’ll be back in the morning.”

      Mateo nodded. Then he went into the room where Aria lay on the bed, took her hand in his, and kissed it. “You will be all right,” he said repeatedly. She didn’t answer.
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      As Aria slept, Mateo closed his eyes and remembered how he and Aria had become husband and wife.

      When Mateo married a woman twenty years his junior, he quickly found out that she longed to have children. He didn’t care. He already had two grown children from his first wife, who had recently passed away, and that was enough for him. But it was Aria that he adored. And he would have done anything to have her. She was his dream girl, his Aria. And she made it clear that she wanted a baby. He remembered thinking she was so beautiful that whenever he looked into her crystal blue eyes, he couldn’t say no. Not ever. He should have been stronger. He should have refused after the first attempt.

      Now, she lay on blood-stained sheets, fighting for her life. He knew he must refuse her when she asked to try again. If he didn’t, it would kill her. But what could he do to make this right? He repeatedly asked himself all night as he put his hand close to her nose to check on her and assure himself that she was breathing. At four in the morning, she awakened. He was so glad to hear her speak. “I’m thirsty,” she said.

      He ran to the kitchen, tripping down two stairs as he did. Mateo hurt his knee, but he ignored it. Quickly, he brought her water and some food. She drank but refused to eat. Then she turned and fell back to sleep. He sat beside her quietly. When the sun rose, Aria was still alive. And Mateo, who had been agonizing over it all night, finally had a solution to their problem. He would wait to discuss it with Aria until she was stronger. Even so, he was glad to have come up with a resolution. And now he went about looking into how to carry out his plan.
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      Each day, Aria grew a little stronger. The doctor came and said she was recovering miraculously. Mateo picked flowers from their garden and put them in a vase in her room. She smiled at him and thanked him for the beautiful flowers. But he could see the sadness in her eyes. Patiently he brought her soup each day, and to make him happy, she ate a few spoonfuls, but not enough. She slept for hours at a time. It seemed she was hardly ever awake. One week later, he went into town and bought her a box of chocolates he had purchased on the black market, hoping they would cheer her. But when he looked at the box a few days later, he noticed she hadn’t touched them.

      “She’s depressed,” the doctor admitted.

      “What can I do?” Mateo asked.

      “Maybe take her to the sea?” the doctor suggested.

      Mateo nodded. But he knew that a trip to the ocean would solve nothing.

      Finally, he decided he must try to present her with his solution. He hoped she would accept it, or at least be willing to try. All night he thought about how he might present his idea to her.

      Early the following morning, Mateo entered the room where Aria slept. Before he turned on the light, he checked to see if she was still asleep. She wasn’t. She lay quietly in her bed with her eyes open. This frightened him even more than her continuous sleeping. “Would you like to go outside and get some fresh air? The doctor said it would be all right. The sun is just rising, and the sky is lovely.”

      “No, darling. I’m too tired,” she answered.

      He opened the drapes, allowing the pale light to filter in. Aria covered her eyes with her hand. She’s been lying here in darkness for too long. He thought as he looked at her pale skin. “A little sunlight will do you good,” he smiled.

      She squinted as she tried to smile back. Then she said, “I suppose we can’t try again. I suppose we will remain childless.”

      He took her cold hand in both hands and said, “We can’t try again. This is true. The doctor has forbidden it.”

      She let out a sharp cry of pain. Then she put her hands on her chest as if she were feeling an arrow go through her heart.

      “Shhh, my love. I know how much you want this. I’ve been agonizing over it. And I think I have an idea. Now please hear me out. I know this isn’t exactly what you want. But it might just suffice. Please, will you listen?”

      She nodded and dropped her eyes.

      Gently, in a soft tone of voice, he began. “I went to the church where I spoke with Father Mariano about what we need. He told me that there is an orphanage located way up in the mountains filled with children who are desperately in need of loving families. Some are very young; they would never remember their birth parents. We would be everything to a child like that, just as if you had given birth to him or her. What do you think, darling? Perhaps as soon as you’re feeling up to it, we could take a trip up there in the mountains, and maybe, just maybe, you might find a child you could love.”

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “It’s not the same. The child won’t be ours, Mateo.”

      “Of course, it will. It will be ours because we will love it and raise it to be ours. We have everything we could need, plenty of money, and a nice home. We are privileged, and we could give a child a beautiful life. I know you will be a wonderful mother,” he said, pleading with her to accept his proposal.

      She sat up in bed for the first time since the stillbirth. “All right.” She nodded. “All right. Let’s go up there and see how we feel. I can’t promise that I will find a child that I can bring home with me. But I’ll try.”

      “That’s all I ask. Please, just try,” he said, then added, “I’ll have the doctor come by and check on you today to make sure you can travel. And if he says it’s all right, we’ll leave tomorrow. A few days up in the mountains might do you good. The air is fresh up there.”

      She smiled, and Mateo’s heart swelled with love for her. Then he kissed her gently and left her room. Mateo dressed quickly, then walked out to his automobile. He didn’t use his driver that day. Instead, he drove himself. Sometimes, he preferred to drive. It was relaxing for him. It gave him time to think. Besides, he had some personal business to attend to before he returned, and his driver need not know his every move.

      On his way to the doctor’s office, Mateo stopped by the midwife’s house. She had failed him and his wife so badly. She had not kept her promise, and he was still angry with her. He knocked on the door, and she didn’t answer. But hers was a poorly built apartment with a weak wooden door. He kicked it in. When he entered, the old woman was sitting on the sofa, holding her rosary beads and trembling. Two young children sat on the floor, playing with blocks. “Go to your room,” the old woman told the children in a firm voice. They did not speak. The look on the old woman’s face left no room for argument.

      After the children left the room, Mateo shook his head. He was slender, and for his age, he was handsome. Some might have called him distinguished. “You idiot,” he said to the old woman as he stormed through the woman’s living room. When he got close to her, he grabbed the collar of her dress and pulled her towards him. She was so close that her hair moved with the force of his breath. “You greedy old woman, do you realize what could have happened? I almost lost my wife because of you.”

      “Yes, I know. And I’m sorry. I am truly sorry. But I promise you, I did everything possible. I tried everything.” She was clearly nervous. Her body was trembling, and she was wringing her hands on the dirty apron she wore. “Please, I’m sorry. I am begging you. Take pity on me. My son and daughter-in-law died in an accident last year. I am the only living relative that my grandchildren have left. Please, if you kill me, what will become of them?”

      He snorted. Mateo was disgusted by her. She is old and ugly; how dare she lie to me? She made me promises she knew she could not keep. She wanted my money, so she told my wife what she wanted to hear. My dearest Aria almost died because of this woman’s greed. His face was the color of blood as he studied the old woman. She’s terrified of me. She knows she did something wrong, and she knows how powerful a man I am. This act of selfishness on her part will not go unpunished. He pulled out his gun.

      As soon as she saw the gun, she began to plead desperately. The two children must have heard her because they stood in the doorway. But Mateo was too angry to care. “Please, please have mercy on me,” the old woman cried, and she fell to her knees.

      “You deserve this. You old witch. I’ll see to it that you never lie to anyone again,” he said. Then he pulled the trigger, and her face exploded. The children began to scream. Mateo heard them wailing in high-pitched voices as he walked out the door and got into his car. He drove away and headed for the doctor’s office.
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      As always, the doctor’s office was overflowing with needy patients as Mateo opened the door. He walked inside but didn’t go to the receptionist like the other patients. Instead, he ignored the receptionist and walked back to where the doctor was listening to the breathing of a young woman sitting at an examining table.

      “You should not be in here, signore. Can’t you see that I am with a patient?” the doctor said.

      Mateo shrugged. He knew the doctor was no fool, and because of Mateo’s position under Mussolini, the doctor would not dare to throw him out. But he also knew that the doctor was not afraid of him and that he knew Mateo needed him right now. So, carefully, Mateo apologized. “I am sorry to interrupt, doctor. But I need you to come and check on my wife again.”

      “Has anything changed with her?”

      “It seems she’s doing better. But, just to be sure, I want you to come again today and check to see if she’s healthy enough to travel. Of course, I will pay you.”

      “I must finish with these other patients first. I will come right after I am done. I hope this will be acceptable.”

      “Of course,” Mateo smiled. “Just make sure you come.”

      Everyone in town knew Mateo. The women found him handsome, even if he was known to be a little dangerous. That had always been part of his charm. And in contrast to his cruel side, he was also well known for being kind and generous to the poor. He often gave food or money to needy families and even awarded a small home to a poor man and his wife, who had done him a favor. However, everyone also knew Mateo’s mood could change instantly, and Mateo was not to be crossed. Even the doctor knew this. So, no matter what time the doctor finished with his patients that day, no matter how tired he was, he would keep his promise and go to the home of Mateo Leoni to check on Mateo’s pride and joy, his pretty, young wife.

      Mateo left the doctor’s office without closing the door to the examining room behind him. Then he walked outside. But before he got back into his shiny black automobile, he walked over to the florist, where he purchased a large bouquet for his wife.

      As Mateo drove home, he thought about Aria. He remembered how they’d first met, how she had somehow enchanted him. It was at a dinner party he’d attended. A party to honor their leader, Mussolini. Aria was there. When he first saw her, he knew she was much younger than himself by at least twenty years; at the time, he had been fifty. He had been standing at the bar drinking with a man he worked with when she entered the room. His head turned as if he were attached to her by a magnetic pull. She wore her long blonde hair twisted into a knot on top of her head, with little tendrils of curls escaping on both sides to show off her long slender neck. Her bright blue eyes sparkled like gemstones as she laughed at something her escort said. Her legs and arms were long, willowy, and slim. And although she looked subtly sexy, she was elegant in her dark blue form-fitting dress with a matching bag and shoes. Mateo watched her as she floated into the room. His heart pounded because he found her exceedingly beautiful. At that moment, he decided she would be his sexual conquest that night. He always found a woman at these things who he brought back to his home to entertain his desires for a night. However, Aria had far different plans.

      Mateo was well known to be a playboy. Behind his back, everyone in his crowd of friends said that he’d dated and bedded so many women that he must have lost count. But Mateo never lost count. He enjoyed each and every one of them, and they were not just any women, but beautiful women, some of them movie actresses and models, and then there were the daughters of important men. Whenever he heard the rumors about his reputation, they never bothered him. Although he liked these ladies well enough, Mateo disappeared from their lives as soon as they hinted at wanting more or even mentioned the word ‘marriage.’ He stopped calling on them and was cool whenever he happened to see them in public. Women, he believed, were not to be taken seriously. In his opinion, they were put on earth strictly to please men. Little more than toys. And when one stopped pleasing him, he found another. Most of the women he’d known had gone to his bed within a week of their first meeting. Some even on the first date. But not Aria.

      In fact, when he found a reason to speak to her that night at the party, she gave him the impression that she was not interested in him at all. He was so surprised. This sort of thing never happened to Mateo. He was as charming as he could be as he tried to talk to her, but she was disinterested. Her eyes were busy glancing around the room at the other men, the younger men, at the party. Mateo was hurt and angry to have been snubbed like this. And so, he left the party early and furious. Over the next two weeks, he slept with at least one and often two women each day, trying to convince himself that he was still desirable. But the more he did this, the more frustrated he became because he couldn’t get over the fact that Aria didn’t seem to think much of him. His promiscuous behavior only made him want Aria even more. And soon, he lost interest in dating altogether. He stayed at home and brooded.

      Then finally, almost a month after the party, he went back to the home of the host. He asked the man for contact information for Aria which, because he was a powerful man, he was given without question. Then Mateo set out on a plan to win Aria. He sent flowers to her home, the prettiest, most expensive red roses he could find. He sent candy. None of this worked. She still did not come to the phone when he called, so he sent a pair of large blue and white diamond earrings. Despite that, she did not answer the phone when he called her. Mateo was desperate. He went to her home, and with as much respect as he could muster, he asked her grandmother if he could speak with her. Aria’s grandmother, afraid of Mateo because of his position in the government, forced her to come out of her room and talk with Mateo. Aria floated down the long hallway and walked into the living room where Mateo waited. When he saw her, his eyes lit up. She smiled serenely and told him it was good to see him again. But she looked puzzled why he’d come.

      “I suppose you’re wondering why I am here,” he said, trying to sound as confident as possible.

      “Yes, actually I am.”

      “Well, I was wondering if you would like to have dinner with me.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, that’s a lovely offer. But I’m sorry. I have other plans,” Aria said.

      “How about next week?” He was losing confidence.

      “I really can’t. I’m just very busy these days, Signore Leoni,” she said with a smile. “Perhaps sometime next month.”

      He left the house angry, telling himself she was nothing, just a worthless young girl. And he would forget about her. In fact, he told himself that he would never speak to her again. But on the first day of the following month, he found himself on the doorstep of her home. Mateo was not a man who was accustomed to hearing the word ‘no.’

      But once again, she told him she was just too busy to go out with him. And once again, he left angry and frustrated. The more she turned him down, the more obsessed with her he became. His friends brought women by his house to meet him, but he was not interested. He was depressed, and he’d lost interest in any other women. Instead, Mateo spent his days pining away for Aria.

      And then a miracle happened. It wouldn’t have been considered a miracle by anyone else’s standards except Mateo’s. Aria certainly would not have called it a miracle. She would have called it a nightmare because tragedy struck Aria’s uncle. Her mother’s brother, a small-time employee of Mussolini’s fascist party, was killed. He had been in the marketplace shopping when he was shot dead in the street by someone who opposed Mussolini. The culprit was caught and punished, but that didn’t make things better for Aria. She was distraught. Her mother and father had died when she was only five years old, and her uncle had helped her grandmother raise her. He was the only person in her family she felt close to. When she was a child, he’d taken her on outings. And when his work permitted, he spent as much time as he could with her. They were inseparable. And it was because Aria was alone and weak with grief she allowed Mateo to come into her life. When he heard about what happened to Aria’s uncle, Mateo rushed to Aria’s home. Then he made all the arrangements for the funeral. He brought her plenty of food and left money on her kitchen table. But most of all, he laid his heart on the line and pledged his undying love for her.

      Aria had never married, refusing to leave her uncle, who had never married and had been like a father to her. He had been the backbone of her life, and now she was alone in the world. Mateo was her uncle’s age, and so he, too, was like a father figure to her. He came each day and stayed until late at night, never trying to touch or do anything that might offend her. They had dinner together each evening and then played chess or cards. Mateo filled the loneliness, and Aria began to enjoy his company. He filled the gap losing her uncle had left in her life. So, after several months had passed, he asked her to be his wife, and she agreed.

      Mateo and Aria were married on a sunny summer morning, when the sky was the same color as Aria’s eyes. Bluebirds tweeted a wedding song outside the courthouse where the couple said their vows.

      Although he never told anyone, Mateo had been afraid that his obsession with her might die once he slept with Aria. But he decided that if that happened, he would divorce her. However, he had been wrong. In fact, his desire for her had grown stronger. And he realized he was not just obsessed with her. He was truly in love. And this was why he had his secretary spend endless hours searching orphanages for a child with blonde hair and blue eyes like his wife’s. A child she could adopt and make believe was her own. Once he’d found a little blonde boy at an orphanage up in the mountains, he’d made plans to take Aria there to see the child.
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      It had been two years since Viola had any word from Bernie. She had sent several letters, but they’d gone unanswered. With the state of the world, Viola feared Bernie might be dead. And the little boy, who she’d left in Viola’s keeping, was growing up fast. He would turn four years old in a few months, and he was beginning to lose his baby fat. Older children were rarely adopted from the orphanage, and soon Theo would lose his desirability. Viola hid behind the door and watched the couple enter the room where the children were playing. She had been informed by the Mother Superior the night before that a very wealthy and important man and his wife were coming to see Theo. “If they adopt the child, they will provide him with a good life. It’s better than having him grow up in an orphanage. We don’t know if his mother will ever return. This is a good opportunity for him.”

      Viola nodded obediently, but she was worried. Perhaps they won’t take him. She thought. Then the couple arrived. The woman was tall, blonde, and willowy. The man was distinguished and very handsome, although he was much older. And he seemed to be very in love with his wife. The Mother Superior was speaking to the couple, but Viola could not hear what was said. She was standing too far away. The man seemed to be paying attention to what the Mother Superior was telling them, but the woman’s eyes were on the children. Viola saw her walk away from her husband and go to where Theo was playing quietly. She smiled as she knelt beside him, but her eyes seemed glassy with tears. Aria and Theo played with something on the table for a few moments. Then Theo put his arms around her neck and embraced her. She closed her eyes, and at that moment, Viola knew this couple would adopt Bernie’s friend’s son. Viola was anxious. She’d promised Bernie that the boy would be safe at the orphanage. She had vowed that the child would be there waiting when his mother came to claim him. Now she knew she was going to be unable to keep that promise. All she could do was try to find out who these people were and as much information about them as possible, including what they planned to name the little boy. Viola planned to save all this information for Bernie and her friend, Elica Frey, the little boy’s mother. She would give them the information if they ever came to pick Theo up from the orphanage. This was all she could do.

      Viola bit her lower lip as she watched the couple fill out papers. Then she watched as they walked out the door with the little boy snuggled warmly in the woman’s arms. He must think that the woman is his mother. She looks so much like him. I wonder if that’s what his mother looks like. Viola thought as the smiling couple got into the back seat of a large black automobile. They had a driver who wore a lovely, well-made uniform. At least these people who are adopting Theo have money. He won’t want for anything while he is waiting for his birth mother to return. The Mother Superior is right. He will be better off than he would be here in this orphanage, where we have to make do with very little because there are so many children who need our help.

      That night, Viola trembled as she sneaked into the Mother Superior’s office. She could be sent away from the nunnery for this. It was deceitful, and Viola knew it. Theo’s files were right there on the top of a pile of papers on the desk. Viola opened the file. She felt a pang of guilt because the mother superior trusted her, and she knew she was breaking that trust. But she couldn’t let Bernie down. She had to have this information. Quickly, she grabbed a pencil and paper and wrote down the names of Mateo and Aria Leoni. Then she read aloud from the paper. “They are going to call Theo ‘Enzo.’”

      Quickly, she scribbled the name on the bottom of the paper, folded it up, and put it into the pocket of her old robe. Then quickly, with her heart racing, she closed the file and hurried out of the office. When she returned to her room, she hid the paper in a drawer, lay on her bed, and tried to sleep. But she couldn’t rest. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the face of the child. The little blonde boy with his sweet smile. I vowed to Bernie that the child would be here when his mother returned. But he won’t. And I know nothing about the people who adopted him, only that the man works for Mussolini, a dark and terrible man. Where will that little boy end up? And most importantly, will Bernie forgive me for being unable to stop this?
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