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Prologue

A bright sun shone over the gathered crowd at Rabin Square, the very spot where Israel’s Prime Minister, Yitzhak Rabin, was assassinated on November 4, 1995, after a rally supporting the Oslo Accords. 

Yet today, rising from the ashes of previous attempts to find a lasting peace in the Middle East, a new agreement was to be consummated.  The ancient mistrust between the two sides is illustrated by the story of Abraham, considered the father of both Judaism and Islam. God demanded Abraham sacrifice his beloved son in deference to his divine will, but the boy was spared by an angel when Abraham showed his willingness to obey God, even if it meant the loss of his precious son.   Both religions agree on the basic facts, but which son Abraham bound and laid on the altar of sacrifice before the Almighty was still a matter of debate.   Jewish and Christian scriptures held it was Isaac, son of Abraham’s wife, Sarah, his legitimate son, who was destined to be the sacrificial lamb.  Islam held it was his first son, Ishmael, by the slave woman, Hagar, who was offered to Allah.


​This day, though, was not an hour to rehash old grievances and disagreements.  Today was a celebration, a long-awaited day, the progress leading up to it watched with bated breaths around the world, as the often fitful, stumbling, one-step forward, two-steps back process towards a meaningful peace was negotiated, arm-twisted, backtracked, sidestepped until finally an agreement was reached both sides could live with and their respective governments reluctantly assented to.



​The man most insiders credited with the culmination of the nearly three-year process stood slightly apart from the main diplomatic representatives. Those representatives were all smiles, anxious to take credit for the near miraculous signing of the treaty between the Jewish state, created from the ashes of war and holocaust, and its Arab neighbors.


American Senator, Mac McMillan, stood shoulder to shoulder with two men he now counted among his closest friends, Imam Mohammad Shareef, and Rabbi Jacob Cohen. The bond between the three men was formed during late nights in well appointed, even luxurious accommodations, across the globe, seeking the tiniest scrap of common ground, refusing to give up, even after heated shouting matches.  They retreated more than once to their separate countries, to their own hardcore, line-in-the-sand positions.  It took every scrap of diplomatic skill the Senator honed over his long years of public service to bring the two parties back to the negotiating table. Each man faced opposition from his own government, threats from his fellow citizens, the condemnation of the world when the talks fell apart, but each man shouldered his burdens, stared down his detractors and returned to once again hammer out the gritty, emotion-charged details of a peace in the Middle East no one truly believed was achievable in their lifetime.


​“Well, my friends, before we say our final farewells, I wanted to give you each a gift, not from the United States of America, because those will no doubt be exchanged by the smiling career diplomats for the benefit of the world press. I wanted to give you these from my family, and from my heart. So, when you return to your homes you have something to remember me by, and to remind you of those late nights around the fire ensconced in the cabin in the Swiss Alps. Surrounded by a dozen feet of freshly fallen snow, we debated the tenets of Islam, Judaism and Christianity.  It was in these moments I believe we came to recognize and truly accept all men are brothers, children of a loving God.  More importantly, we acknowledged, as equals in His eyes, he would be disappointed if we abandoned His important work out of misplaced pride, fear, and millennia old grievances.”



​He withdrew from his jacket pocket a well-worn book and turning to the Imam, presented it.  “To you, my friend, Mohammad, I give this Bible.  It was my father’s, and his father’s before his, who carried it across the battlefields of Europe in World War I and in Europe and the Middle East during World War II.  It was in this bible, I took refuge when we seemed most divided, and our goal seemed to be slipping away.”



​The Imam accepted the Christian Bible from the Senator’s outstretched hands.  Bowing, he said, “Thank you, my friend.  This Bible shall become a treasured heirloom of my family, a reminder of the work we did in Allah’s holy name and of my very good friend, the very tall American Senator, who shares my love for Him.”  The two men exchanged a heart-felt embrace and then separating, the Senator turned to their companion.



​“Rabbi, knowing your fondness for prayer beads,” he began with a smile, he pulled from his pocket a rosary, made of mother-of-pearl beads set in fine, heavy silver.  “This was my mother’s and her mother’s before hers, and her mother’s before hers.  I carry it with me always since she placed it in my hands with her dying breath.  I admit I called upon the intercession of the virgin during our most difficult moments together. I believe those prayers were instrumental in helping us achieve, what I know we all hope, will be a lasting peace in this part of the world that has known so much hatred and bloodshed.”



​“You honor me, Senator, my beloved friend, Mac.  This rosary will also become a cherished heirloom of my family, a reminder when challenges arise, as they inevitably will, to reach out to the virgin, and ask for her kindly intercession once more in the history of mankind.”  When the two men embraced, the tall American Senator reached out to include the Imam, one captured in an iconic photo, of a brief shining moment when men put aside religious and political differences and embraced each other as brothers.



​The moment ended all too swiftly, when the three were called to be witnesses to the historic signing of the    


treaty they were instrumental in negotiating.  The presidents of Jordan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Israel stood side by side, waiting their turn to affix their signatures to the historic document.  Security was understandably intense. Protests raged in other parts of the Middle East, in both Israel and the Arab countries surrounding her. The protestors, who for the most part represented a small minority of their fellow citizens, resisted the new understanding between their countries. 


All sides claimed they were betrayed by their leaders who sacrificed too much of the security of their own citizens in bowing to the American Senator’s demands. In typical American arrogance the superpower’s diplomat believed he could impose his country’s view of the world on peoples with far longer and far greater histories than the upstart Americans.


​The three men took their places among the other witnesses, but rather than separate and join their countrymen, they remained standing side by side, unwilling, it seemed, to bring a visible end to the unity they forged. Mac looked out over the gathered crowds, only half listening to the speeches proclaiming the historic occasion and thanking the three men responsible for bringing it about.  Mac located his wife, daughter, and son-in-law across the courtyard. He nodded and exchanged an amused glance with his wife who watched him with proud, tear-glazed eyes.  


Then his focus paused to dwell on his only grandchild, a young girl of not-quite-four with waist-length, white-blonde curls shining in the sun.  Her eyes, he couldn’t see from the distance separating them, he knew to be bluer than the cloudless sky above them.  Seeing she gained his attention, Lea began waving wildly in his direction, only grinning at her parents’ efforts to get her to act with a little more decorum given the gravity of the moment.  Mac raised a hand to wave back, gaining the muffled laughter of his companions.


​“She’s beautiful,” the Imam offered.  “You are blessed, my friend.  I cannot wait until my children bestow upon me the gift of grandchildren.  A gift they seem in no hurry to deliver, despite my gentle urgings in their direction.”



​The Rabbi laughed.  “My efforts with my own children have proven equally fruitless.”



​The three men shared amused glances and for a moment were distracted from the little girl, who was even now wriggling away from her mother’s restraining hand.  Laughing with triumph, she broke free and squirmed beneath the velvet rope to race across the brick courtyard in her grandfather’s direction. The Rabbi’s sudden laughter and nudge in his direction, urged Mac to turn back to where his daughter, Rachel, was now watching with a horrified expression, her daughter’s gleeful flight in his direction.  Grinning at his two companions and waving aside his daughter’s embarrassment and the security forces who seemed uncertain as to the appropriate response to the girl’s interruption, Mac stepped forward to sweep his unrepentant granddaughter into his strong arms.



​“Grand Dad, Grand Dad,” she cried smiling, and wrapped her small arms around his neck, and clung.



​“Lea, my angel…” Mac began in response, trying to make his voice chiding but failing miserably.  It was a grandfather’s prerogative, after all, not to be called upon to instill discipline and appropriate behavior in his granddaughter.  Grinning down at the child in his arms, he laughed when she gave him a kiss on the lips and hugged him again, as if she would never let him go, and then pulled back to wave at the two men standing next to him.  He stepped forward, intending to return young Lea to her mother’s always loving, but currently mortified arms. Exchanging amused glances with the largely indulgent high-ranking officials whose show Lea interrupted, he thought to himself it was right the world was reminded of the beauty and promise of its youth in such a moment.  For weren’t the children of the world and their futures the reason they were all gathered in the first place?



​The blast of a single, unsilenced shot rang out, shattering that hope in a bloody, calculated instant.  Chaos erupted as diplomats and officials ran for cover, ushered away by the men and women trained to protect them.  The cameras kept rolling, ensuring the chaotic scene already being watched by millions of viewers across the world, was recorded for prosperity. There were no additional blasts of gunfire.  No automatic weapons strafed the scene to cut through the stumbling crowds. 


The cameras, with an unerring sense for tragedy, quickly captured and focused on the first victim of the attack.  Her tiny body lay still on her grandfather’s chest.  Her white-blonde hair was stained with and provided a perfect foil for the dark-red blood spreading through it.  The tall Senator’s arms no longer hugged her slight form close.  They were splayed, as was his tall, lean, six-foot four-inch frame across the courtyard, in the place where the blood of another peace-seeker was shed years earlier in a similar violent encounter.


​Mac never learned the potential of the day he considered his greatest political accomplishment ended in such a dramatic and bloody fashion.  A single bullet struck his young granddaughter, passed through her soft flesh and tissue, before entering his strong heart, killing him instantly.



Prologue


​She was deathly still when Maxwell Cole lifted the young girl away from her grandfather’s chest.  He’d seen enough death in three tours of duty to recognize the Senator was dead, but for the moment at least, the girl lived.  For how long, it wasn’t for him to say. He was no medic.  It was his job to give her the best possible chance at life even with the loss of the bright promise of peace the events of the day were built on. 


Not his job, he reminded himself, to dwell on the ancient hatreds of mankind.  He scooped the dying child in his arms and raced in the direction of the helicopter even now landing steps away in the courtyard. He could hear her mother’s anguished screams for her daughter and fallen father.  He spared a glance in the direction of her cries to see his fellow American soldiers ushering the parents to safety.  At the same time their daughter was loaded into the waiting arms of the medical personnel reaching down to lift their small charge into the helicopter with tears in their eyes.

Max jumped into the medevac chopper.  He wasn’t leaving her.  It was a deliberate act on the shooter's part. He could have killed the Senator at any time.  Instead, he recognized the opportunity the girl’s impromptu appearance on the scene offered and didn’t hesitate to pull the trigger.  Mission accomplished.  The world was no doubt justifiably horrified at the sight of the little girl crumbling against her grandfather’s chest, the crimson of her own blood staining her hair, her earlier innocent delight in the day stolen by just one more madman with a gun.


Chapter One

The muted buzzing of his cell phone slowly brought Gabriel Lazio back to awareness.  It continued insistently even as he ignored its persistent and extremely annoying interruption.  His left hand disentangled itself from the soft strands of Aria’s long tangled hair.  She was spread over him like a quilt, her steady breath of sleep whispering along his bare skin.  Her soft flesh and memories from the night before sent his mind dancing along the promise of similar morning enjoyments. 

If only the person on the other end of the phone would stop pressing send again every time his previous attempt to reach him dropped into voicemail.  After a few additional moments of determinedly ignoring the hum of his silenced phone, and growing increasingly irritated with both himself, for insisting on leaving the phone by his bed at night, and the idiot on the other end of the line, he gave up the unequal struggle and answered the phone.

“Ciao.  Who the hell is this?  And what time is it?”

“Ciao, Gabriel.  Please forgive the interruption.  It is not quite six am.  I recall you are not fond of early mornings, particularly on the weekends, but I believe you would rather hear this news from me.”

Gabriel disentangled himself from the lovely Aria and walked naked to the window where the eternal city in all its grandeur was beginning to stir beneath dawn’s soft light.  He was gripping the phone so tightly; he was surprised it didn’t snap in half.  “Uncle Antonio, what has he done now?” Gabriel asked on an audible, elongated sigh born of the frustration of an adulthood spent cleaning up his father’s costly and often embarrassing affairs, after a childhood spent paying the price for them.

“I’m sorry, Gabriel, for breaking the news to you in such a fashion, but rather me than you should learn of it from the ever-present media.”

“Just get it said, Uncle, so we can begin cleaning up the mess,” Gabriel insisted, thrusting a hand through his thick, unruly hair.

“Your father is dead, Gabriel.  I’m so sorry for your loss.  For both our losses.”

Gabriel heard the words and immediately understood their import, but it took him several silent moments to take them in.  His father was dead?  How was it possible the larger-than-life Conte di Lazio was gone?  Gabriel often wondered if his father was destined for immortality, but apparently not.  Did a jealous lover or husband finally take his revenge then?  Against the man who publicly humiliated him by parading his lover, or wife, or even daughter, around on his arm for all the world to see?

“How?”  The single word was all he could manage.  He was still reeling from the new world order descending on him with the news of his father’s death.

“There’s no definitive answer on the cause of death yet.  Presumably a heart attack, but given the circumstances, the police are requesting the family’s permission for an autopsy just to assure themselves there was no foul play involved.”

“The circumstances?” Gabriel echoed bitterly.

“He was with a young woman, barely twenty, when he died.”

Gabriel could tell his uncle did not relish the role his older brother placed him in, of being the one to deliver such news to his only son and heir. So, Gabriel swallowed the stream of curses leaping to his tongue at his uncle’s disclosure.  Of course, he was not particularly surprised by the news.  Why should the manner of his father’s death, be any less spectacularly humiliating to his wife of twenty-seven years, than their marriage was?

“Does she know?” Gabriel asked of his mother, hoping he would not be the one forced to deliver the news to her.

“Not yet.  The police called me first and the captain thought it prudent not to send a detective to your residence, for fear of alerting the press.”

“I appreciate the captain’s insight and restraint.  Please express the family’s gratitude if you haven’t already done so.  I need to get dressed and go see my mother.  It’s not a duty I’m looking forward to.  God knows how, but I believe she still loves him.”

“Would you like me to meet you there?” His uncle offered.

As much as he would appreciate the company, Gabriel concluded his uncle had already done enough in dealing with the authorities.  Besides, there was no escaping the fact they would both be dealing with the media circus surrounding his father’s death for months.  “Thank you, Uncle Antonio, but I believe I should inform my mother of her husband’s death in as private a manner as possible.”

“I understand, Gabriel, and I agree it would be easier on your mother if you delivered this distressing news privately.  It is your burden I seek to alleviate with my offer of company.”

“I know, and I appreciate it more than words can express.”

“May God be with you, Gabriel.  Now and in the coming, difficult months.”

A few days later, Gabriel escorted his mother down the center aisle of the family chapel of the family’s large estate near Florence.  Their pace was slow and deliberate as they followed the trail of his father’s coffin.  His pre-teen he supposed, half-sister, was not an inappropriate word for the bastard daughter his father sired with his young, stunning administrative assistant a few decades into his marriage with Gabriel’s mother, trailed silently behind them. He was grateful, for the sake of the dignity of the questionably solemn occasion, he was able to convince his half-sister’s mother to refrain from supporting her young daughter as they walked behind his father’s casket.

As it was, his mother was still seething at the final insult her late husband tossed in her face.  Gabriel played the role of peacekeeper between his parents throughout his life.  He held no illusions his mother would exempt him from her rage once it escaped her tenuous leash on it. It took every ounce of patience he could summon since his father’s death keeping it at a slow, bubbling simmer. His half-sister’s unavoidable presence at her father’s funeral was only one of the complaints his mother railed against.  How dare he allow the conniving bitch’s daughter to make a public appearance at his father’s funeral?


​Gabriel stopped bothering to defend himself, or explaining there were hardly any etiquette manuals for such occasions as to the guest list, particularly when the deceased left this mortal world in the arms of his latest, not quite twenty-year old mistress.  The same mistress who spent the days since her lover's departure playing up her grief to the myriad tabloids who seemingly relied on the former Conte’s outrageous exploits for their very existence.  The owners of such publications were no doubt the deepest mourners of his father’s demise.  Though his mother’s inexplicably genuine devastation at her husband’s loss, was certainly giving them a run for their money.             



​Their marriage not quite three decades earlier was the social event of the season.  The Italian equivalent to a European royal wedding.  The entire country was swept up in the spectacle of it all.  His father was a man who enjoyed a good show, especially when he was the main attraction.  From all accounts, he was generous enough to cede some of the attention to his stunning, young bride.  They were the “it couple” of their time.  Wealthy, titled and seemingly desperately in love. 


Too bad, like almost everything else in the dead Conte’s life, it was all a lie…though not the wealth and title part of the fairy tale the couple presented to the world. The Lazios were one of the wealthiest families in Italy and had been since the Middle Ages.  No, it was the most essential part of any fairy tale where the lie hid, at least on his father’s part.

Gabriel doubted Raphael Lazio was capable of the kind of love an enduring commitment like marriage demanded.  As far as Gabriel could tell, his father’s love centered around a single subject – himself.  If rumors were to be believed, the former Conte violated the sanctity of his marriage vows on the very night he exchanged them with Gabriel’s mother. The recipient of his attentions was alleged to be one of the pretty, young servers from the catering staff at the celebration of his nuptials.


​Gabriel offered a silent prayer of gratitude when their small procession reached the end of the aisle where the ornate casket containing his father’s mortal remains would rest for the length of the funeral mass.  He guided his mother, firmly, to her place in the family box, and out of the corner of his eye, saw his young half-sister take her place in the front row, next to her visibly grieving mother.  Gabriel couldn’t help but wonder how many of the young, and not so young women, who along with his father’s business associates, retainers, and many friends filled the pews of the chapel, were former or current lovers of his deceased father.



​He was almost grateful for the distraction from his unpleasant musings his mother’s sneering voice provided.  “I cannot believe, Gabriel, you allowed that by-blow of that little whore to be present today, let alone walk down the aisle behind your father’s casket.”



​“As your husband acknowledged his daughter a decade ago, and a paternity test provided the necessary proof he was indeed her father, it would have been inappropriate to exclude her from her father’s funeral.” Gabriel took pains to remind her.



​“Inappropriate?  You dare speak to me of the proprieties at such an occasion?  Just tell me he didn’t arrange for any more than the law demands in terms of her inheritance from the estate.”



​“I hate to belabor the point, Mother, but I don’t believe this is an appropriate time or venue for such a discussion.”



​She barely softened the string of vivid curses spewing forth from between her too-red lips.  Fortunately, the family box was separated from the center pews, so he was fairly certain no one else was subjected to his mother’s casual blasphemy in a house of God.  A stunning woman in her prime, her bitterness over her husband’s many and storied infidelities, along with her deluded attempts to cling to the beauty of her now long-passed youth, left her a caricature of her former self.






​“Eternal rest, grant unto him O LORD. And let perpetual light shine upon him. May the soul of the faithful departed through the mercy of God rest in peace. Amen.”



​As the mass ended, and his Uncle Antonio, Cardinal Lazio, gave the final blessing, Gabriel sensed his mother’s festering rage remained undiminished by the sacred and solemn nature of the occasion.  He also recognized said fury was about to explode in what he predicted would be a scathing assault on the current, greatest source of her embarrassment.  He might be wrong in his presumption, at least as to the matter of the target.  His young half-sister and her mother were far from the only potential scapegoats present in the church. 


Seeing his mother gathering herself to jump up from her chair as soon as his uncle gave the final blessing, Gabriel debated the merits of attempting to persuade her  unleashing her complaints at her late husband’s former lover in a house of God would only make her appear pitiful to their interested audience. He refrained from doing so because he assumed, rightly, his caution would fall on deaf ears.  So much to the surprise of those in the gathering who knew him well, and who along with the other mourners, now stood to allow the casket carrying the deceased’s remains, and his long-suffering family to pass by before exiting their respective pews, Gabriel made no effort to restrain his mother.


​He barely paid attention to the obscenities she unleashed as soon as they drew even with his father’s other progeny, and her mother.  Gabriel wasn’t certain which his mother considered the greater insult, the dark Lazio eyes staring back at her from her husband’s illegitimate daughter, or the fact his half-sister’s mother was still on the right side of thirty and retained the stunning beauty that first attracted his father to her. 



​The only thing Gabriel regretted about the scene was his Uncle Antonio, still in his priestly robes, felt compelled to insert himself between the two screaming women before actual blows were exchanged.  The pall bearers looked to Gabriel for guidance as to their place in the very loud and blasphemous proceedings playing out before the holy altar of Christ, but he merely motioned for them to exit the church and leave his father’s former lovers to resolve things between them. 


Gabriel followed the casket alone at a sedate pace, thanking those he recognized at the center aisle side of the pews for coming to pay their respects to his not so dearly departed father.  He exchanged amused glances with his close friends Raphael Lucien and Luc Bordeaux, who travelled from France to pay their respects, and thought he also caught a hint of surprised admiration in both of their glances he finally, for once, let go of his desperate need to preserve the family’s dignity at all costs.  Since neither his late father, nor very much alive mother, seemed the least bit concerned with preserving the family’s reputation, it was a burden Gabriel spent the entirety of his adult life carrying and defending alone.


​Much later, after the elaborate reception, from which his mother banned her deceased husband’s illegitimate daughter, her mother, and as many of his father’s former lovers as she knew about and recognized, Gabriel sat in his father’s office opposite his uncle abusing a very fine brandy from an even finer crystal snifter discussing the events of the day.



​“Gabriel what were you thinking to allow that ugly scene to play out in the sanctuary of all places?” His uncle challenged.



​“Allow?" Gabriel challenged. "Please, we both know I would have had to gag my mother and carry her out of the church to prevent her from launching an attack on the little bitch and her whore of a mother, as she likes to refer to them as.  I stand by my decision the scene we were all witness to, as unpleasant as it played out, was the lesser evil than the one we would have been subject to if I attempted to restrain the grieving widow.  Either, I believe, would have proven equally entertaining to our honored guests, so at least the grieving mourners were not denied the entertainment they were no doubt expecting when they made the effort to attend the service.”



​Gabriel watched his uncle struggle between his amusement at the ridiculousness of the situation they were called to play their own parts in, and his priestly conscience urging him to continue rebuking his nephew.  Laughter won out.  “I thought my loyalty belonged to your mother, her being the grieving widow, and I am reluctant to say the words out loud even for just your benefit, the elder of the two combatants, but my instincts misled me.  Your mother was in such a rage I genuinely feared for both the girl’s and her mother’s safety.”



​“Hell, hath no fury…” Gabriel began.



​“Like a woman scorned.” His uncle filled in the rest.  “Yes, I’m aware of the cliché, Gabriel.” Sighing heavily, he took a healthy swallow of brandy.  “Well thank God that’s over with.  I loved my brother, even though his behavior was a disgrace, but I will not be sorry to not be on the receiving end of any more discrete calls from the local chiefs of police in the various jurisdictions across Italy your father frequented. I can only assume, amidst your own grief, is a similar feeling of relief.”



​Gabriel nodded, wondering if there was actual grief hiding under the disgust he felt at the circumstances surrounding his father’s death.  He released his own audible sigh before responding.  “Yes, well unfortunately, I have a few more unpleasant scenes to anticipate with my mother.”



​“What do you mean?”



​“My father’s will.”


       “Oh, good God.  What has he done now?”



​“Well as you know, the majority of the family wealth is not held personally.”



​“Yes, I am aware of the structure of the ownership of the large majority of the family assets.”



​“And do you think my mother, and my half-sister and her mother are aware of this structure?”



​“Unlikely, but surely your father’s personal wealth would provide more than a comfortable life for your mother and your father’s illegitimate child.”



​“Yes, you would think your assumption would be a safe one, considering the considerable amount of his personal assets.”



​“I don’t like where this is leading, Gabriel.  Are you telling me my brother somehow managed to burn through the exorbitant inheritance he received from our father and grandfathers?”



​“It would appear so and left me the trustee of his minor child’s inheritance. An inheritance I might add, significantly less than her mother is no doubt expecting.  As to my mother, she will no doubt be in for a rude awakening when she realizes the true extent of my father’s betrayal.”



​“Oh, for the love of God!”



​“Yes, it seems my father was not content with expecting me to clean up after him in life. He managed to leave me a decade worth of headaches in the performance of my role as trustee for his minor, illegitimate daughter’s inheritance.”



Chapter Two

The young woman sat perched on the edge of her seat, her spine not quite reaching the back of the polished wooden pew behind her.  Her hands were clasped tightly together in her lap.  Her gaze focused unswervingly on the crucifix hanging over the altar. The pale skin of the crucified Christ gleamed subtly in the light cast by the rows of burning candles in front of the shrine to the virgin.  She was alone in the chapel, seated in the first of maybe twenty or so rows of empty pews lined up behind her.  A closer look revealed the strain on her features.

A hush hung over the sacred space, one barely disturbed by the occasional indrawn breath of the lone occupant of the convent chapel who kept her silent vigil with eyes fixed on the crucifix.  Her lips moved, but not even a whisper emerged from between them. Between her clasped hands were rosary beads seemingly moving of their own accord in communion with the movement of her silent lips. Stained glass windows depicting the stations of the cross marched up the thick stone walls on both sides of the pews. Solid hardwood doors stained a deep mahogany and polished to a sheen were drawn shut at the rear of the chapel enclosing the praying woman in the ritualistic embrace of the devout.

After completing the final decade of Hail Mary’s, Lea continued silently reciting the closing prayers of the rosary and then, still clutching the crystal beads between her hands, leaned back against the unforgiving pew. She drew a deep breath, and then released it in an audible sigh reverberating through the heavy silence of the chapel. She would miss it, she realized, somewhat surprised. 

Five years earlier she arrived at the convent school, a rebellious, troubled teen too much for her recently widowed father to handle. His parenting difficulties, she supposed, he feared would prove an embarrassment to his political ambitions and an impediment to the budding relationship between the woman who barely two years after Lea’s mother’s death became her stepmother. If their father-daughter relationship wasn’t strained enough by her mother’s death, her father forcing her into therapy, and then packing her off to boarding school halfway around the world, pretty much put the final nail in the coffin of any sympathy Lea was able to muster for her father’s grief at losing his wife. 

Lea always believed her mother was the love of her father’s life. She loved him unconditionally until she drew her last, shallow breath, her hand clinging to a disbelieving Lea’s with a desperate strength cutting into Lea’s palm from the rosary beads held between their shared grips.  Her mother’s eyes never left her husband’s face until the light in them simply blinked out as life retreated from her frail, dying body.

Lea thought she could count every word she exchanged with her father since, and the total wouldn’t amount to more than double figures.  He was on his way to see her, or so Reverend Mother informed her earlier in the day.  She couldn’t be certain when her father would arrive.  He was an important man, after all.  The implication being Lea should feel honored by her father’s condescension in making the effort to fly across the Atlantic to see to his daughter’s future in person.  With the benefit of a lifetime of experience, Lea bided her time and kept her own counsel. 

Whatever plans her father arranged for her future after she graduated, Lea already made her own.  She was eighteen and no longer needed her father’s permission, nor his financial support to carry them out.  The first draw of the trust funds left to her under the terms of her grandfather’s and mother’s estates became available to her on her eighteenth birthday.  Upon waking on the pivotal morning, she reached out to the trustees who were appointed to oversee her considerable assets.  After numerous questions, unwanted advice and cautions from said trustees, Lea arranged for the total amount available to her to be drawn down and transferred to an account in her name, in a European institution beyond her father’s control and the reach of the United States courts.  Not because she believed her father harbored designs on her inheritance, but money equaled freedom, and Lea wasn’t taking any chances with hers.


​Even though the thick stone walls of the chapel muffled the noise from outside, the headlights of the approaching limousine filtered through the stained-glass windows and cast colorful shadows on the stark white arched ceiling, signaling her father’s arrival. 


“Go time,” she whispered beneath her breath and mentally rehearsed her arguments in favor of her plans, reminding herself fiercely she no longer needed her father’s permission to chart the course of her adult life, and she long ago abandoned any attempt at earning his approval. 

Lea stood and shook out the tingles in her legs, a result of her long vigil, and turned to face the entrance, unclasping her hands, and forcing them into a more natural position at her sides.  She tried but failed to stop her breath from catching when her father stood in the entrance, impeccably suited, the subtle hint of grey in his hair adding the weight of experience to his powerful, perfectly carved features.  His posture was military straight as was fitting a Naval Academy graduate, who after leaving the Academy, pursued a successful career as a Naval officer. 

From where they stood regarding each other their glances clashed more than met, each probing the other’s for any hint of the thoughts hidden behind them, seeking any discernible advantage in their coming exchange.  Lea didn’t waste time being disappointed at her inability to decipher her father’s intentions.  His experience at hiding his thoughts was honed beneath the Capitol Dome in the hallowed halls of the U.S. Senate.  The smile endearing him to his constituents flashed across his face before he approached down the central aisle to where Lea remained waiting for him.

“Michaela.” She wondered if his use of her now unfamiliar full name was deliberate. Before she could evade them, his strong arms embraced her and drew her close against his chest.

“Hey, Dad.  How was your trip?” Her greeting was as lukewarm as her response to his embrace.

“Uneventful.”  His intense gaze roamed over her, and his smile flashed again, wider this time.  “I swear you grow more beautiful every time I see you.”

“Thanks, Dad.  You might be a little biased.”

“When have I ever given you less than the truth?”

She couldn’t argue with him.  Her father built his life and reputation on the unvarnished truth.  “I was surprised when Reverend Mother said you were coming tonight. I wasn’t expecting you until spring break.”

“Yes, I know, but I have news to share I wanted to come from me and not social media.”

“I see.  Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”

“Karen is pregnant.  You’re going to have a baby brother in another four or five months.”

Lea was so convinced her father planned this surprise visit to reveal his plans for her after graduation, plans she presumed included her returning to the states for college, she never considered other possibilities for his impromptu visit. Her father married his new, younger wife four years ago.  Lea spent the first two years of his new marriage dreading the announcement he just delivered, but the fear eventually dissipated as time passed and no announcement was forthcoming.  She understood what was expected of her…what the good manners her mother always insisted on demanded.  “Congratulations, Dad.  Mom told me you always longed for a son.”

“Your mother and I both longed for more children, but we were more than thrilled with the daughter we made together,” he corrected gently.

Lea nodded.  “I appreciate you making the effort to come all this way to inform me personally.  I hope Karen’s doing well?”

“Michaela…” For the first time she could recall, words seemed to fail him.  Lea didn’t know what to say to help them through the awkwardness of the moment, and she wasn’t sure she would be inclined to make the effort even if she did.  Suddenly, she realized how foolish she was to believe she was still the center of her father’s life.  He had a new wife, a new life and now a new, long-awaited son on the way.  All the angst over her carefully mapped out plans for life after graduation was a wasteful indulgence on her part.  Thinking her father cared enough to plan out her future.  Rather than put up a fight over her proposed plans, he would likely be relieved she wasn’t returning to the states to intrude on his picture-perfect life.

“I’m happy for you, Dad.  You can reassure Karen I have no intention of interfering with your new life and new family.  I won’t be returning to the states for college.  I plan to stay in Europe.  I’ve been admitted to Sainte Marie’s University in Paris.”

It was small of her, but Lea viciously enjoyed the shock on her father’s face at her bald announcement, so different from the somewhat pleading but rational, logical argument she was intent on before his arrival. The shock didn’t last long, but his voice was far from his normal, I know what’s best for you so of course you’ll do as I say, tenor she’d known and bent beneath all her admittedly brief life.

“Surely Michaela you understand such a course of action is impossible.  Of course, you’ll return home when you graduate.  We’ll find a way for you to enjoy as normal a college experience as possible, given the difficult circumstances we’re faced with.”

“Difficult circumstances?” Lea echoed bitterly.  “Please let’s not go there.  It’s late and I’m sure you’re anxious to return home to your pregnant wife.  The fact is I’m of age and I am merely giving you the courtesy of informing you of my plans in person, just as you felt the need to do.”

He switched tactics.  A lifetime of politics kept his mind sharp and his arguments nimble. “Michaela, I know these past few years have been difficult for you, with the loss of your mother just as you were entering your teen years.  Her loss was devastating for me as well.”

“You seem to have recovered.”

He sighed audibly at her sarcasm.  Lea wondered when she became so predictable.  While they stood glaring at each other, in rigid stances, wearing matching expressions, both preparing for battle, Lea realized they were stuck playing the same predictable roles since they lost their mediator.  She thrust her hands through her long hair and wondered when the most important relationship in her life became such a cliché.

“Dad, let’s just skip the coming scene, shall we?  You don’t approve of my remaining in Europe.  I frankly don’t understand your position.  We both know I’m safer here. There’s less chance of me being recognized here.  Any chance I might have had at some semblance of a normal life as Michaela Manning died fifteen years ago in Tel Aviv.  I recognize part of you feels guilty about what happened to me.  You were my father.  I was your three-year-old daughter. You should have protected me.” 

“Surely, Dad, you realize, there were dozens of heavily armed snipers and security personnel on duty to prevent from happening exactly what happened. It wasn’t your fault.  It was the fault of the extremist asshole, no doubt backed by an army of extremist assholes, who was desperate to prevent any measure of peace coming to the Middle East.  Hate needs fertile soil to grow and spread.  The Middle East has provided it since before the time of Christ.”

“Granddad’s death won out against it for what, a few weeks?  A few months? Then let’s be brutally honest here, Dad, at last.  With Granddad dead, hate needed a new target.  I became its target.  A three-year-old girl, with white skin and long blonde hair, born into a family of definitive American wealth and privilege.  A three-year-old girl who against all odds, survived the bullet striking both of us but killing only one of us. Hate couldn’t even claim its full measure of triumph, because I survived, and in doing so, became a symbol of American privilege and arrogance, constantly interfering in worlds beyond its concern.”

Tired from her lengthy tirade and long vigil, Lea fell silent and dropped her glance from the concern, and real pain, she read in her father’s.  When after long moments he made no attempt to protest her blatantly obvious conclusions, she raised her glance to his.  Even it was false.  Since the glance she raised to his was out of deep brown eyes, to go with her hair, the color of dark chocolate now, to cover up the light blonde.  She barely remembered what she looked like beneath the disguise she began wearing when she turned seven and her mother persuaded her father it was time to allow her to begin socializing with children her own age.  It was time Lea went to school.

Her father was adamantly opposed to such a plan, but her mother wore him down.  There were conditions though.  Complete anonymity, a new name, along with her dramatically altered appearance. Lea didn’t care.  She was so excited about the prospect of attending school, of making friends her own age, she nodded fervently at her father’s nonnegotiable conditions for his agreement. 

Some of her most vivid memories from childhood were of watching in the mirror as her mother carefully applied dark dye to her hair.  It took Lea a while to conquer the contacts. The loss of her own eyes no longer staring back at her from the mirror still haunted her, but there was a price for freedom.  Lea accepted the required sacrifices for hers.

Sometimes she couldn’t help but wonder if it was all necessary. What if one day she just dyed her hair back to its natural color?  What if she stopped wearing her dark contacts?  There were millions of blonde-haired blue-eyed women walking around in the world.  How would anyone connect her to the child she once was?  She shook herself out of her memories, consigning the puzzle to work through another day.

Already tired of the contest of wills, she added, “Dad, there’s no place for me in the states that wouldn’t soon become a prison, or the center of a media circus.   We both know it.  My best chance at a ‘normal college experience’ is in Europe.  I’m comfortable here.  I speak the languages.”

“I would prefer you not live in a dormitory.”

Surprised by his apparent capitulation, she decided not to argue, purely on principle, as she wasn’t planning on living in a dormitory.  She spent the past four and a half years doing so, more than enough time to provide her a lifetime of group living experiences.  “I don’t plan to.  I’ll look for an apartment in Paris.”

“A house would be easier to secure.”

“I’m sure Max can find a place to check all the boxes.”

“You’re taking Max with you?” He asked surprised.

“Yes.  I hope he’ll agree to at least come and get me settled.  I know I’m legally an adult now, but I’ve gotten used to having him around.”

His lips curved slightly in appreciation of her attempt at humor.   Max was a bone of contention between them since the beginning of those teenage rebellions.  She wondered when she stopped resenting his overarching presence in her life.


Chapter Three

“Paris, is it?”

Lea shrugged.  “It seems like a place a girl can get lost in…or remain lost, in my case.” The man seated across from her at the small table outside the coffee shop in the quiet village near her convent school didn’t pause in the full breakfast he was enjoying. He simply raised one brow over his grey eyes, indicating she should continue. “She’s pregnant.  Did he tell you? My dad’s going to be a father again.  He’s almost fifty.  What is he thinking?”

“So, Paris was a knee jerk threat when he dropped his bombshell?” Her companion asked, raising his cup to take a sip of the espresso he enjoyed.

“No.  I applied to and was admitted to Sainte Marie’s in the fall.”

“Sainte Marie’s? Congratulations.  That’s a tough admit. I’m proud of you.”

She dropped her suddenly tear-filled gaze swiftly beneath his. Her father never bothered to congratulate her on her admission to one of the most prestigious universities in Europe. “How do you know Sainte Marie’s admission rate?”

Broad shoulders shrugged. “I pay attention.  Planning to live on campus?”

Lea sighed.  “No, I don’t think living in a dorm would work for me. I was hoping you would help me find a place in the city.”

He held her glance. “I can do that.”

“Thank you.  There’s something else.”

“Spill it, girl.”

“I know my dad has been paying you all these years.  I was wondering if you would consider working for me.”

Another raised brow at her awkward offer.  “I don’t work cheap. You think you can afford me?”

“I gained access to a portion of the principal of the trust funds from my mother and grandfather on my eighteenth birthday.” The truth was she didn’t know if she could afford to pay him.  The amount she transferred into her own account seemed like a fortune to her, but she didn’t have any experience paying bills, nor any real idea what it cost to maintain the anonymity she was encased in since she was a young child.

“Well, I imagine that’ll keep us going for a while,” Max assented with a faint smile curving his lips.

“Really?  You’ll help me? You’ll come with me?”  Lea confirmed, in a voice of rising excitement. 

“I have a few conditions…ground rules, if you like,” Max cautioned.

“What conditions?”

“No drugs, no disappearing, you follow my rules when it comes to your safety, and you don’t tell anyone the truth about your identity.”

“Agreed.”

“Just like that?”

“Seriously, Max. I’ve spent the past five years in a school attached to a convent, so drugs aren’t an issue. I’m not an idiot. I have no intention of disappearing or rebelling against rules designed to keep me safe, and I’m not even sure any more about the truth of my identity.”

“The Senator’s okay with all of this?”

“No. Last night was just the opening salvo.  If I won last night’s round it was because my plans came as a shock to him, and he was in a hurry to get back to his pregnant wife.  He’ll fight me every step of the way.  Are you going to let him win?”

“No, but I could probably smooth things over for you.  Are you looking for a fight or is Paris your end game?”

“If I can have Paris, and as close to a normal college experience as possible given my difficult circumstances, I would happily forego the battle of wills.”

“Let me see what I can do.”


The move to Paris was accomplished with Max-like efficiency. He arranged for her to purchase a gorgeous, stone home on a secure private road in the 16th arrondissement in the Trocadero neighborhood. Her new home came with ten rooms, extensive grounds and gardens, and two outbuildings, along with a garage and caretaker. It was far too big for a single woman living alone, but of course she wouldn’t be alone.  The additional space would be necessary to ensure her twenty-four-hour security and the private road and extensive grounds would supply the seclusion necessary to ensure her cover story of a young American, of wealthy parents, did not raise too many questions.  No doubt Max’s personnel would find the gym a nice bonus. 



​Lea loved it.  Every inch of the grounds, the gardens, the space.  Good God the space!  Wide hallways, a private bathroom twice the size of her dorm room at her previous school, and her bedroom, her very own private bedroom took up one whole wing of the second floor.  Her room boasted two separate walk-in closets, and a third, smaller closet she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do with.  In fact, she wasn’t sure what she was supposed do with more than a single rack of any of them.  School uniforms, jeans and t-shirts were the norm for her for the past five years. 


After exploring her new home and meeting with her academic advisor at Sainte Marie’s, Lea walked along the tree-lined street to where she arranged to meet Max. Glancing down at her watch, she hastened her steps.  Max was not a fan of tardiness.

They arranged to meet at one of the street café’s not far from the university, nestled along the river.  She waved to Max where he sat enjoying the cappuccino he raised to his lips and the half empty basket of croissants taking up most of the room on the tiny, round glass and iron table he managed to procure among the returning student crowds in the neighborhood.


​He stood at her arrival and held out her chair for her to settle into before he retook his own.  “Well, how’d it go?”



​“Okay, I guess. My advisor suggested I sign up for some of the basic required courses, as I didn’t have an answer for her when she asked about my planned course of study.”



​“No?  Is it a secret?” 



​Lea rolled her eyes at his question and the amusement she could read in his.  “No…maybe.  I don’t know what my planned course of study is.  I was so focused on escaping my father’s intentions for me, I never looked past getting here.”



​“Well, here you are.”



​“Yes, here I am.  What am I supposed to do now?”



​“Bonjour, Mademoiselle.  May I bring you something?”



​Lea smiled up at the waiter, eyed Max’s cappuccino distastefully, and replied, “Tea?” Like it was a question.



​The waiter didn’t seem to find anything amiss in her reply and set off to procure her tea. She reached for one of the remaining chocolate croissants in the basket, and absentmindedly broke off a corner and placed it in her mouth.

“Now you’re on a roll with the tea decision, you can begin thinking about what you want to do with yourself…for the next four years and for the rest of your life.”


​“I haven’t a clue,” Lea admitted with a heavy sigh.



​“Regrets already?” Max asked, his voice light and teasing, but with an undercurrent of curiosity, and beneath it, concern.



​Meeting his serious glance she admitted, “No, not really.  I needed to go somewhere.  For one wild moment I considered becoming a novitiate at Holy Child, but I’m pretty sure Reverend Mother would have instantly seen through my desperate ploy and laughed me out of her office.”



​“Not nun material?” Max teased.



​Lea wrinkled her nose.  “I don’t think so.”



​“Really? I was beginning to wonder, considering you’re apparently nun-like existence for the past few years.”



​“Are you giving me the sex talk again?”



​“Not much to talk about as far as I can tell.”



​She laughed. “I know, I know.  You’re right.  I should have just taken care of the whole losing my virginity thing when I had the chance, with some cute but high or drunk student, or ski instructor in the village.  Now it’s an even bigger thing.  I might be the only eighteen-year-old virgin in Paris, no in Europe…maybe even the western world.”



​It was Max’s turn to laugh. “Doubtful.  I’m fairly certain it wasn’t a lack of opportunities responsible for your continued pure state.”



​“Haha.  No, it was something you said when you first gave me the sex talk.”



​“Really?  I’m all ears.”



​“You said I should take care with my choice of partners.  Considering my identity was likely to be unveiled at some point, it’s likely said partners would not be averse to making a quick buck from selling said sex stories to one of the trashy tabloids.  I needed to consider how I would feel about explaining said trashy tabloid headlines to a current boyfriend or husband.”



​“I said that?”



​“Yes, you did.  It was good advice at the time, and it still is.  But how do I deal with the whole virgin thing?”



​“You’ve waited this long.  Now you’re an adult with some experience of raging teenage male hormones, and  adept at self-defense, I think I can leave the matter safely in your hands.  If there’s ever a potential partner, you’d like me to check out, let me know.”



​Lea dropped her head in her hands.  “God, why does everything have to be so complicated?”



​Max shrugged.  “You are who you are.”



​“Am I? Who is that exactly?  I swear some days I can’t remember my own name.”



​Max was saved from having to answer her dramatic complaint by the arrival of her tea.  She chose her preferred blend from the box and steeped the tea before raising the brew to her lips.



​“While we’re on the subject…” Max started and allowed the rest of his thought to remain unspoken.



​“The subject of my non-existent sex life?” Lea countered confused.



​“No, regrets.”



​Panic seized her.  “Oh no.  Please, Max don’t tell me you regret agreeing to stay on with me.  Was it the move to Paris?  I’m not married to the idea.  We can go anywhere.  You pick.”



​He gripped her shaking hand and helped her lower the cup she held in it to its saucer.  “I wasn’t talking about regrets on my part.  I was wondering if you were having regrets about the house.”



​“What?  I love the house.  I told you.”



​“True, but you haven’t purchased a single piece of furniture, or art, or even dishes and silverware.  I thought women considered nesting, making a place their own, a rite of passage.  Is it the money?  Are we over-budget?  Given your background I never considered money would be an issue, but I should have been clearer about the expenses you would incur once you took over the costs of your security.”



​“No, it’s not the money.” At his skeptical look, she added, curious, “How much did the house cost?”



​“You don’t know?”



​“I just called the trustees and told them to transfer whatever you needed.”



​“Christ, Lea, what if I told them I needed a hundred million euros?”



​“I assume they would have raised their concerns with me if the amount seemed out of the norm.”



​“Out of the norm?”



​“You know for a ritzy house in Paris.”



​“And did your trustees raise any concerns?


“No, on the contrary.  After they conducted their due diligence, they said you made an excellent investment, and they were impressed with your expertise and handling of the matter.”


​“I’m relieved your trustees conducted their own due diligence.  You’re too trusting, Lea.  Would your trustees just transfer money to anyone you told them to send money to?”



​Lea smiled at his obvious outrage and reached over to pat his hand reassuringly.  “I don’t believe so.  They’re fiduciaries and required to act in my best interests.  They can’t overrule my decisions, but I don’t doubt if they were truly concerned by a request I made concerning my various trusts, a discrete call to either my father or grandmother would be forthcoming.”



​He nodded.  “Good.  So, if it’s not the money, why haven’t you gone shopping in Paris?”



​She shrugged.  “The house is fully furnished.  It would be a waste of money.”



​“The house is fully furnished for an eighty-year-old dead aristocrat.  You need to make the place your own.  You’ll be living there for the foreseeable future.  What about your clothes?  Don’t you think it’s time you moved past the Swiss finishing school look?”



​“I know.  I know.  I’m pathetic.  I don’t know where to begin.”



​“Pick a place and begin.  Go buy yourself a new outfit to break the ice.  If you discover you hate it, you can throw it away tomorrow.”



​“I couldn’t throw it away.  The appalling waste of such an act would have my frugal New England mother turning over in her grave.”



​“Fine, you can give it away.”



​“I’m supposed to donate a designer outfit costing a year’s wages to a woman who can’t afford to feed her family?”



​“Let’s not get bogged down in the details.  If you acquire the ice breaker outfit, and later decide you don’t like it, I’ll handle its disposition for you.  Do you want me to retain a designer to help you with the house?”



​Lea shook her head.  She didn’t want a stranger decorating her space.  “No.  You’re right, I need to make the house my own, which means I need to be the one to decorate it.”  She thought about asking her grandmother for suggestions, but the result would most likely resemble her grandmother’s home off the Cape.  She loved it…every inch of it, but it wasn’t hers.



​School didn’t start until September.  It was June.  She wanted to remake herself away from her new home and the sneering, pitying glances of the gorgeous women lining the Parisian streets.  “Can we go to Rome?”



​“What’s in Rome?” Max asked, curious.



​“Lots of design houses and anonymity.”



​“Paris has lots of design houses, and you’re pretty anonymous anywhere.”



​“I know, but I want Paris to only know the new me, not the escapee from the Swiss finishing school me.”



​Max grinned.  “Let’s do it.”



​And they did.  The next day they flew to Rome, where Max somehow managed to procure a villa for them at the last minute near the heart of the shopping district. Over the next few months, they took trips to Milan, Florence, and Venice.  There were weekends and wine tastings in Tuscany.  Hiking along Cinque Terre.  A week of long lazy days along the Amalfi coast, where Lea bought her first painted ceramic pots in a family-owned shop in Ravello and shipped them to her new gardens in Paris.  She found brightly painted patio furniture in the same store.  Max was right.  Once the dam broke, she got into the swing of things.  There were almost daily shipments of her new furniture selections to Paris.  Hopefully when it all came together, her new house would feel like home.



​The nearly three months away helped her make some decisions about her future, or at least the next four years of it.  She decided she would major in languages.  She was already fluent in French and Swiss.  A summer spent roaming Italy made her anxious to add Italian. Since Holy Child gave her more than a taste of Latin, she could read most of the writing on the statues adorning the streets and museums of Rome, Florence and Venice, but she couldn’t understand the words coming out of the mouths of the wildly gesticulating natives of the cities and countryside they visited. 



By the end of the summer she’d fallen in love, not with any number of charming young (and old) Italian men who took an avid interest in her, but under Max’s watchful gaze kept a safe distance, but with a culture, a country, its art, its food, its mixture of the ancient and modern all tossed together along its streets, its Palazzos seemingly growing from the soil between a high rise apartment building and a strip mall.  St. Peter’s Basilica stole her heart at first glance and awed gasp.  Perhaps it was her years in the convent school, but her first sight of Michelangelo’s Pieta at the main entrance to St. Peter’s brought tears to her eyes.
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