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PART I


CAP FERRAT, THE FRENCH RIVIERA





Little did I know that the day my beloved, Albert, was abducted by terrorists in Jordan was also the beginning of my own captivity.


That horrendous day started innocently enough. I was sitting peacefully in the sunny glass-covered terrace connected to Albert’s house on Cap Ferrat, while baby Isabella was taking her afternoon nap in her little crib beside me. Albert was away, in Amman, Jordan, heading a conference with his friend, Prince Abdul of Saudi Arabia. They were presenting their developmental project called “Reconstruction” to top Jordanian officials and members of the influential K Fund.


I had spoken to Albert on the phone a few hours earlier. The week-long conference, which was being held at the Four Seasons Hotel in downtown Amman, had ended. Albert and his team were packing up to return home in a few hours’ time. I was relieved and delighted. Neither Albert nor I had been particularly happy about him going to Jordan to begin with…


That was when Victor Gandler, CEO of Albert’s company, Giovanni International, knocked on the glass door of the terrace. He’d been working down in the annex offices at the lower end of the property.


I got up and opened the door.


“What’s up, Victor?”


“Rachel, there’s something you should know.”


I motioned him to come in. I never particularly liked Victor, but since he was the leading member of Albert’s team, I always did my best to be friendly and polite.


“Turn on the TV.”


“Why? What’s up?”


“A massive car bomb just exploded outside the Four Seasons Hotel in Amman. Apparently just as all the delegates were leaving the hotel for the airport.”


“Oh no!” I cried and ran back into the room.


I turned on the TV.


CNN. BREAKING NEWS flashed across the screen. MASSIVE EXPLOSION OUTSIDE THE FOUR SEASONS HOTEL IN AMMAN. Live pictures from outside the hotel flashed across the screen. It was mayhem… smoke was everywhere… destroyed vehicles, hysterical people in shock, screaming and staggering around… the carnage was…


All the blood seemed to drain from me and I sat down, feeling faint.


“Oh my God!” I cried.


BREAKING NEWS kept flashing across the screen.


People covered in blood were just staggering around – looking dazed and shocked. There was smoking wreckage everywhere…


BREAKING NEWS kept flashing across the screen…
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Just five months before that horrendous day in mid-December, life looked completely different. Albert and I had returned to Cap Ferrat from New York and were blissfully happy. The grueling experience of Howard’s trial for attacking me in the hospital and triggering baby Isabella’s pre-mature birth was over at last. Howard had been sentenced to eighteen months in prison for threatening our baby’s life and causing her to be born five weeks before she was due. But now she was thriving and we were finally able to go to Albert’s house on Cap Ferrat and get our lives back. So we did. We packed up and flew to Nice with three-month old Isabella and my five-year-old son, Daniel.


We were elated, high and overjoyed at our good fortune.


Finally there was time for us.


Albert’s house was perfect in every way, like an enchanted ship. And there we were – Albert and I with our new baby – on a fairy-tale cruise in that big, wonderful house on the hill, overlooking the sea.


Everything was perfect.


Everything delighted us.


I savored every moment and knew Albert did too, because finally we were alone again. Finally we were able to find each other after our time of trial in New York. Isabella was a wonderful baby – easy in every way – and miracle of miracles, Albert, the love of my life, was her father!


Our first project as a family after we arrived was to redo Albert’s house. Though I loved the Zen minimalist way he had decorated the house when I originally saw it the year before, moving in with him and our new baby and my son Daniel meant we had to make a lot of changes. Because it was no longer going to be the house of an eligible bachelor with a hang for open spaces and Zen meditation, but rather it was going to be “our home” – a house for our new family.


So we made changes everywhere and Albert seemed to delight in doing it. Nothing was sacred or off limits when it came to making changes. My favorite space by far in the house was the spacious glass-covered terrace which we made into a lovely living room/playroom for us and the children. It was such a wonderful room because the light was always fantastic, and you could be there all year round, no matter what the weather.


“My mother loved this room too,” Albert told me, “and always wanted to sit here. You know she moved here from Vienna and lived after my father died. I always found her here whenever I came to the house.”


“Well, it makes sense,” I said, “if you’ve spent most of your life in a cold climate!”


“Exactly what she always said,” he replied laughing.


We threw out all the stuff that was in there and redid the space completely, putting in large, comfy white sofas and arms chairs, and adding nice throw rugs on the floor and also on the playing space for Daniel and Isabella.


Albert kept his office on the lower level of the house with its splendid view of the Mediterranean. But the annex further down the property was where his business operations were really based. The annex, which was mostly hidden from view from the house by the trees, had several well-equipped offices, a meeting room, a luxurious lounge, and it was connected to a two-storey guest house for visitors. I was delighted with the set-up because it meant that even if Albert had to work with his team, he wasn’t far away.


But now it was summer and, fortunately for us, it was a slow time of the year for Giovanni International. So we spent our time lounging around the pool; I swam a lot while Albert would sit with baby Isabella. Daniel also loved the pool, but we put him in a local playschool because we wanted him to make friends and learn French as quickly as possible.


It wasn’t long after we arrived that Albert’s best friend and my former lover, Stefan, came to the house with his Dutch wife, Monique, and their two daughters, Sabine and Linda.


It was a big surprise to see them.


It was also the first time I’d seen Stefan since I left him in Nice the previous October when I discovered I was pregnant.


My heart skipped a beat when I saw Stefan approaching on that hot sunny day.


“Look who’s coming!” I cried out in surprise. We weren’t expecting them.


Albert and I were sitting by the pool with Isabella napping beside us when suddenly, Stefan came walking across the lawn towards us with his family.


Seeing Stefan like that, all of a sudden after so long, sent an intense rush of energy through my body.


Albert jumped up to greet them! “What a wonderful surprise!” he cried.


I just sat there, stunned. Stefan!


I hadn’t forgotten him or how gorgeous he was or how much I loved him. I tingled all over as he approached in his white jeans and tight-fitting black t-shirt. He looked so divine. Oh, my blond Adonis, how I loved him!


Albert hugged Stefan and Monique warmly. Then he took Stefan’s two daughters by the hand and led them quietly over to the baby carriage where Isabella was sleeping.


I got up and just stood there, gaping, drinking in Stefan with my eyes as he and his wife turned and came over to me. It was a shock to finally see his wife in real life after all that happened between Stefan and me. She was as blond and gorgeous as he was.


Did Monique know Stefan and I had been lovers? I wondered.


But there was something about her open, friendly manner that told me she didn’t.


He hasn’t told her, I smiled to myself. Wise, very wise.


So I played along and didn’t immediately throw myself into his arms. Instead we just hugged in a friendly way, as friends will do who haven’t seen each other in a long time. Then I shook hands with Monique and we all went over to see baby Isabella. She was awake now and looking at us with her big brown eyes.


Albert picked her up and as he did, I watched Stefan. This was the first time Stefan had actually seen the baby and the relief on his beautiful face was palpable. It was obvious she wasn’t his baby! Yes, Isabella really did have curly, jet-black hair and dark brown eyes like Albert. There wasn’t a trace of blond baby in her! Not a trace! It was obvious she wasn’t his child as we both thought when I first discovered I was pregnant.


“She’s so beautiful, Albert,” Stefan said softly, touching her little cheek. “Beautiful.”


I was positive Albert knew what Stefan was thinking too.


“Isn’t she a little angel?” Stefan smiled, turning to his blond, blue-eyed daughters, who were both wide-eyed with appreciation.


“She looks just like you, Albert!” exclaimed Sabine, the eldest, and everyone laughed.


After that, Stefan’s girls pulled off their shorts and t-shirts and hopped in the pool while we all sat down in the shade and chatted. Albert’s housekeeper, Madam Raffin, came out with refreshments for everyone. It was all very relaxing and homey.


As usual, Stefan didn’t say very much, but Monique chatted away.


“So you lived in Amsterdam?” she cried when I said I knew the city.


I couldn’t help but smile inwardly as I listened to her talk. She was so obviously Dutch, very down-to-earth and outspoken.


“Oh yes, I lived there for seven years.”


“For seven years! Really? What were you doing there?”


“I was married to a Dutchman.”


“You were…?” Monique was incredulous.


“Yes, believe it or not, I was!”


Everyone laughed.


Then Monique and I exchanged a little gossip about Amsterdam, where I’d lived and where she’d lived, and a bit about the shop Jan and I had in the center of town – and also about my son, Daniel, who was at playschool.


“I would have kept Daniel home today,” I said, “if I’d known you and the girls were coming.”


Monique started to reply but then stopped in the middle of her sentence with this quizzical look on her face. First she looked at Albert and then at me. “But if you lived in Amsterdam, Rachel,” she said slowly, looking back and forth from Albert to me, “then how in the world did the two of you meet?”


I could have sworn Stefan turned pale when she asked that question.


Obviously she didn’t know it was Stefan who brought me to the Riviera from Amsterdam and introduced me to Albert.


“Oh, now that’s a very long story,” I exclaimed and jumped up from my chair with the most innocent smile on my face. “Why don’t we all take a swim? It’s so hot today.”


“Good idea,” Stefan chimed in immediately, standing up and pulling off his t-shirt.


Albert just sat there, smiling like a Buddha. “You all go ahead. I’ll look after Isabella.”


That night in bed, Albert asked, “Well, darling, how was it to see Stefan again?”


His question took me by surprise, but I answered truthfully, “Oh it was great, just great. You know how much I loved him, and still do.”


“Yes,” he said slowly, “I do know. And I also know he loves you too – so much – even though he’s probably never told you in so many words.”


“No, he never really did,” I replied. “But I guess I always knew, on some level that he did.”


“He’s not much of a talker and probably never will be.”


“No, definitely not!” I smiled and we both laughed.


“But the truth is we both love him,” I continued. “Isn’t that right?”


“Yes, darling, it is. There’s just something about Stefan – a kind of purity that just gets to you. Once he decides he loves you, well, his loyalty is undying. You know that.”


We were both silent for a moment.


“Fortunately, Monique doesn’t seem to know Stefan was with me.”


“No, she doesn’t, that’s obvious. She wouldn’t have been so relaxed and chatty if she had the slightest suspicion that the two of you were lovers.”


“Well, that’s a relief – it would probably make things really difficult for all of us if she knew.”


“Yeah, undoubtedly,” said Albert, “but you saw for yourself she’s a pretty tough cookie, as you Americans say. The truth is, she hasn’t always been happy with Stefan’s relationship with me. She wants him to be more independent.”


“So I noticed.”


There was silence for a moment until I added, laughing again, “Didn’t Stefan seem relieved when he finally saw with his own eyes that Isabella obviously isn’t his baby.”


“Yes, he did,” smiled Albert. “But I don’t think you realize how difficult your getting pregnant was for him.”


“No… maybe not…”


“To really understand his reaction,” Albert continued, “you have to know a little about his background, which I’m sure he never told you much about.”


“No, not really…”


“Well, he comes from a little village in the mountains of Austria from mountain people and his family is Catholic and very religious. People like that take the matter of having children very, very seriously.”


“You mean like you do!” I added, poking him in the ribs.


“Yes,” he replied laughing, “… like I do. But even more so in Stefan’s case because he already had two daughters when you got pregnant. You’ve got to remember that. And understand that he was always so troubled by the fact that his marriage to Monique was so problematic. Not so much because of his feelings for her, but because of his daughters. He feels being a father is a solemn duty so he really wants to be with his girls and be their father. That’s how important it is to him.”


“He did tell me, right from the beginning, how much he missed his daughters…” I said, thinking back to my short, tempestuous love affair with Stefan.


We were both silent, thinking about Stefan.


“When you think about his background,” Albert continued, “you better understand that all Monique’s liberal Dutch ways and talk of single parenting and mothers taking care of their children without their fathers was something he never really understood or was willing to accept.”


“Hmmm…” I replied, “I guess you’re right. Stefan once told me that if I didn’t have a child, and if he didn’t have two, he would have dropped everything and run away with me. In fact, he told me that more than once.”


“Well, I’m sure he meant it and that’s probably the biggest declaration of love any woman’s ever gotten out of Stefan. So you should be honored, my darling. I can see I was right when I said he really did – and probably still does – love you.”


“Well, maybe he does,” I said teasingly as I pushed Albert down on his back so I could crawl up on top of him.


He was a sight to behold. I just loved looking at him with his slightly tousled, curly, jet-black hair and that mischievous grin on his lips. I started kissing his bare chest on my way up to his sensual mouth. I loved the warmth of his full luscious lips as my mouth bore down on his, and my hands found their way into his dark curly hair. “Hmmm…” I sighed softly as he engulfed me in his arms.


I snuggled into his chest, feeling safe and happy. We lay like that for a while, savoring our good fortune and enjoying the tranquility of being together.


Then I felt his hands slowly moving down my naked back, caressing me gently as his hands sought my buttock and thighs. “How is little pussy doing tonight?” he whispered softly in my ear. “Is she …” He didn’t finish his sentence but I knew, once again, he was going to ask me how my pussy was doing now after the birthing. It wasn’t the first time he’d asked.


“Oh, darling,” I sighed, “I’m really quite okay… really. And she’s quite okay too.”


“Are you sure?”


“But of course I’m sure,” I said, laughing softly into his neck. “Please, I want you to touch me… I promise you, I won’t break.”


Obviously Albert had never been a father before, never been with a woman who had recently given birth. “It’s been more than four months now,” I cried laughingly.


“Come here,” I said firmly as I rolled off him onto my back, pulling him with me. I wanted him on top of me. I wanted to feel all his manhood in me.


“Not so fast,” he said deliciously in my ear as he fondled my nipples which went taunt at his touch. “I want to pleasure you a little first and enjoy you…” With that he moved slowly down to my pussy. First he touched her softly with his fingers and then he began caressing her gently with his tongue.


I moaned with pleasure.


Oh, he was good, oh so good.


He kept on kissing my pussy gently until I was quivering all over. Then he stopped kissing her and massaged her softly with his fingers, putting them up me with that gentle firmness of his. I sighed deeply. He knew me so well. Knew what I liked… knew everything about me…


Then, as his fingers continued to softly caress my pussy, he moved up and kissed me on the mouth.


I was in heaven, opening up under his soft, sensual touch.


“Oh, Albert,” I cried, clutching his hair in my hands. “Please…” His touch was so exquisite, so knowing, so gentle, yet firm. He knew exactly how to lead me on… and on…


Then he went down on me again, teasing the tender lips of my pussy until I was gasping with delight, overtaken once more by the liquid desire he always awakened in me.


I was just about to come.


As my hips swayed, he cried, “Wait, darling, wait!” and came up for air.


Then he climbed back on top of me so I felt his erection moving up and finding my wet, waiting pussy. I was aching, aching for him, aching for him to enter her, enter me.


“Please Albert… I don’t think I can wait much longer…”


And enter me, he did.


When he was deep inside me, I moaned with pleasure, having him there where I wanted him to be – at the very heart of me.


And just when I thought it couldn’t get any more intense, he took my head in his hands and said, “Look at me, darling! Look at me. I want to see you come. Come to me!”


So I did, and opening my eyes, I heard myself moaning with delight as he found my depths and moved in me in that powerful, rhythmic, sensual way of his that always brought me to that ecstatic state of liquid rapture which rolled over me like warm waves from a gentle, loving ocean.


It was pure, unadulterated bliss.


Then the moment came, like a shattering explosion when I imploded around him. Coming because I simply couldn’t wait any longer, couldn’t hold back the intensity of feeling he’d aroused in me, couldn’t. So I surrendered to the shuddering waves and let myself go, looking into his deep, dark eyes, looking at the man I loved and adored, looking… and I came so hard and fast, so powerfully and mightily, that my world thundered down and enfolded round him.


And he joined me there, once again, as was his way. Meeting me with perfect timing! Yes, he was there, holding me, caressing and taking me ever deeper and higher. Drawing out the moment as he found my depths and we delighted in the pleasure of it, the ecstasy and intensity of it, as it brought us together, taking us to our very own place, to our very own, glorious place… where sex and love joined together in life’s most sacred prayer…


So the days passed, blissful days with Albert… and I felt myself reviving and coming alive again, sharing my life with this wonderful man.


And as we frolicked, I realized that good pussy bad pussy was back too! Back! Yes she was! And it was great to feel her alive in me again, alive, reviving and lusting for life! After all we’d been through. She and I. She loved the moment of it, she loved the sex of it, she loved the me of it, she loved the….


One day in early December, when Albert came up from his office on the lower level of the house for lunch, he didn’t look especially happy. Usually our lunch together with Isabella was one of the highlights of our day. Albert simply doted on her. Obviously they had a very special bond.


When he came up, he always did the same thing – he’d tickle her tiny feet until she was giggling with delight. It was their little ritual. But on that day, he didn’t.


I could see she was sitting there, in her high chair, waiting for him to come in and start tickling her, but he just stood in the doorway, looking solemnly at us both.


“Anything wrong, sweetheart?” I asked, wiping Isabella’s mouth. She started kicking her little feet as if she was asking him why he wasn’t tickling her.


“I have to go to Jordan for a conference,” he said tersely, still standing in the doorway.


“Oh,” I felt my stomach drop.


Neither of us spoke for a while. He still didn’t move.


“Why do you have to go?”


When he didn’t answer I said, “When? When do you have to go?”


“Day after tomorrow.”


“Oh no!”


He came in and pulled up a chair and sat down next to Isabella, but he still didn’t tickle her feet even though she kept kicking them as if she was trying to get his attention. She was eight months old and already had quite a mind of her own.


“So why do you have to go?” I asked again, breaking the silence.


“I just spoke to Prince Abdul of Saudi Arabia. He’s an old friend of mine. It seems a project we’ve been working on for the last couple of years is suddenly coming to fruition and is about to be approved by the Jordanian government.”


“Really? What project?”


“It’s called Reconstruction. I don’t think I ever told you about it.”


“No, I don’t think you ever did…Reconstruction… What is it?”


“Well, it’s a complex and ambitious relocation plan the Prince and I developed a couple of years ago. Designed to help poor refugees out of those dismal refugee camps and provide them with the opportunity to build new lives and communities where people can cultivate the land – by using machinery supplied by Giovanni International at a very low cost.”


“Oh, I see…sounds like a great idea.”


“It is, but the plan’s been stalled for ages because it can only work if it’s approved and backed financially by the Jordanian government since they’re one of the major stakeholders in all this and must allocate land for this purpose. To be honest, we’d kind of given up hope of it ever coming to fruition.


“But now the Prince tells me several top-level officials and other highly influential people in the region, including the K Fund are putting pressure on some of the king’s senior advisors. So it suddenly looks like the Jordanian government is ready to move forward on this.”


He was silent for a moment.


“Do you really have to go?” Everything in me was saying No! No! You can’t go away now. Not yet, we just got here. It’s way too soon.


The room was silent.


Isabella stopped kicking her little feet and was watching us with her big brown eyes.


Everything about his body language told me he didn’t want to go.


“It’s my project…” he said slowly.


The night before he was leaving, Albert pulled me to him in our big bed and said, “Rachel, let’s get married.”


I was shocked by the suddenness of his words and just sat there, stunned.


“Married?” I said finally, and let the word slide lowly across my tongue.


The idea of marrying Albert had never occurred to me.


“Yes, darling,” he said, smiling gently at me, “married.”


“But I already am married,” I said, laughing and pulling myself away from him. I sat up cross-legged and looked at him, puzzled.


“Yes, I know,” he said, propping himself up on his elbow, “but soon you’ll be divorced. And then we can get married. I want you to be my wife.”


“Married,” I let the word slide slowly across my lips again, “But why? Why do we need to get married?” It seemed like such a strange idea to me. Then the words just flew out of my mouth, “Oh Albert, you know the love we share has nothing to do with a piece of paper!”


Albert laughed too and sat up. He was naked and lovely to look at. “You really are my little miracle! Do you have any idea how many women have wanted to marry me? And always for the wrong reasons. Either it was for my money or for the prestige of landing someone like me, or just for my good looks and connections.” He laughed again. “And you, the first woman I’ve ever truly loved and wanted to marry – you don’t even care.”


I couldn’t help but laugh with him; he was so sweet in all his earnestness.


“But Albert, it’s true what I’m saying. I’ve already been married so I know very well that love has nothing to do with marriage. And besides, I don’t want to own you. I just want to keep on playing with you, my darling. That’s all I want.”


“Oh we will, we will. I promise you we’ll continue playing,” he replied solemnly. “But what I was actually thinking was that I want to give Isabella my name legally so that if anything happens to us – she will inherit my fortune. And I also want to protect you, my darling, if anything should happen to me.”


I shuddered at the thought.


“Albert, dearest,” I cried, not wanting to think like that. Just the thought of something happening to him made me go cold all over, but then I realized he was deadly serious.


“When I get back from Jordan, I am going to talk to my lawyer about remaking my will, so my estate will go to you and Isabella if anything happens to me – whether or not you agree to marry me.”


He spoke with such conviction that all I could do was listen in silence, not realizing how prophetic his words would turn out to be…


When he saw me looking so serious, he suddenly got this mischievous twinkle in his eye and said, “But there is something I want to give you before I go.” He got up from the bed and began fishing in the big dresser drawer where I kept my papers and our passports. “Now close your eyes and put out your hands.”


“What is it?”


“It’s just a little present. Now just do what I say.”


“Albert,” I cried. “What is it?”


“Just close your eyes…”


I did as he said and felt him drop some keys into my hand.


I opened my eyes. “Why, these are the keys to the loft in Soho. But I already have the keys,” I said, not understanding.


“I know you do, darling, but you didn’t have this before,” he said, pulling an envelope out from behind his back and giving it to me.


“What is it?” I said, opening the envelope and looking at the papers but not understanding what they were.


“It’s the deed to the apartment. I’ve had the documents made over – so now the loft belongs to you. It’s all paid for and now you own it outright. Legally it’s yours.”


“Oh, Albert,” I cried, “You don’t need to do this.”


“I know,” he said softly, “but I want to.”


When I didn’t say anything, he continued, his eyes twinkling, “When you go back to New York next year to go to school, maybe you’ll let me come along and stay with you.”
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Just eight short days later I was sitting in shock in front of the TV staring at the words BREAKING NEWS: MASSIVE EXPLOSION OUTSIDE THE FOUR SEASONS HOTEL IN AMMAN as they flashed across the screen.


The words just kept on flashing, over and over again.


BREAKING NEWS: MASSIVE EXPLOSION OUTSIDE THE FOUR SEASONS HOTEL IN AMMAN


I felt my world reeling.


The pictures of the carnage in front of the hotel were appalling. Blood-covered people were staggering around in the mayhem.


What if Albert’s been seriously injured?


What if…


What if he’s been killed…?


What if he’s… dead…?


I felt faint.


The room seemed to fade in and out of my consciousness.


I felt hot all over.


I was aware of Victor holding my hand. “Rachel, we don’t know anything yet.”


“But… what… do you think?” I gasped, trying to focus. “What if he’s dead?”


“Rachel, we don’t know anything yet. We don’t even know if Albert was there at the time.”


I felt like I couldn’t breathe.


“But what can we do?”


That was when I remembered my phone. I picked it up and frantically pressed Albert’s number.


Answer! Please answer!


The automatic voice recording said there was no connection to his number at the time.


“Oh no,” I cried. “His phone isn’t working. It says there’s no connection…”


Now the tears were flowing.


“I just talked to him a couple of hours ago. He said he was packing up to come home.”


I couldn’t get my head around it.


“What if he’s dead… what if…?” I cried.


“Rachel, please, we don’t know anything yet,” Victor repeated. “Please, you must be calm, my dear.”


“Calm!” I almost screamed, “But I don’t feel calm. How can I feel calm…” My mind was reeling.


“I just didn’t want you to be taken by surprise if someone official or someone from the media calls you. We don’t know anything yet.”


I was shaking all over.


I tried to focus on the TV screen.


It was horrendous to look at. There was blood and carnage everywhere and it certainly looked like a lot of people had been killed or seriously injured. But the blast had literally just happened so nobody seemed to have any idea what was going on. The CNN team had obviously been close by in the hotel covering the conference Albert was hosting with Prince Abdul. Which explained why they were on the scene so fast…


Oh my God! Where is Albert… Albert… where are you?


Maybe I would see him… but I didn’t… All I could see were lots of people staggering around covered with blood – looking dazed and traumatized. The emergency services were starting to arrive and a few bewildered policemen were trying to clear a path for the first responders to come through.


I put my head in my hands and wept. Little Isabella woke up in all the commotion and started crying too.


Victor went and got Amélie, our nanny, and asked her to take Isabella and get someone to pick up Daniel at his playschool. It was three in the afternoon. I hardly noticed what was going on.


Then Victor called Stefan and Monique and asked them to come over right away.


Two hours later, after repeated calls to the Foreign Ministry and the Four Seasons Hotel in Amman, Victor had some news. He put down the phone as Stefan, Monique, and I listened.


“There’s no news about Albert,” he said quietly. “None whatsoever. They simply don’t know anything about his where-abouts yet. He doesn’t seem to be among the dead or injured. And he’s not in the hotel either. No one knows where he is.”


I buried my head in my hands.


There was a long silence.


Victor was pacing the floor.


“But they say Joey has been killed by the blast,” he continued, “and so has Albert’s technical assistant, Gerald Rainer. They are both confirmed dead.”


“Oh no,” I looked up and cried in horror, “poor Joey!” Joey was Albert’s driver, the young fellow from North Africa I met at the very first party at Albert’s house I had attended. The party Stefan took me to almost one and a half years ago when I first came to the Rivera with him.


“But what about Albert?” I cried in despair. “Where can he be? What’s happened to him?”


“They simply don’t know, Rachel,” Victor said. “All we can do right now is wait.”


“Oh God… please … let him be okay…” I cried. “… Please…”


There was nothing more to say.


Monique and Stefan were sitting on either side of me, holding my hands.


And so we sat.


After a while, Monique got up and went to help Amélie with Daniel and Isabella.


Stefan put his arm around me and held me tight. Victor went back to the annex to make more calls. “If I find out anything, I’ll be right back.”


It was six hours later that we got confirmation from the Foreign Ministry that Albert was definitely not among the dead or injured. In fact, he was not there at all and simply couldn’t be accounted for. Everyone else was accounted for, but not Albert. No one had seen him or knew where he was.


At two in the morning, Albert’s close friend, Prince Abdul of Saudi Arabia, called. Victor put the Prince on the speakerphone so we could all hear what he had to say.


“I was still in my suite when the attack took place so I didn’t see anything,” the Prince explained. “But I have been talking to the various officials who are now in involved here and we all agree that in all probability, Albert has been abducted.”


“Abducted!” Stefan, Monique, Victor and I gasped in unison.


I felt the room go out of focus.


Abducted? My mind was screaming. Abducted? What does this mean?


“Well, yes,” said the Prince, “abducted… He was an obvious, easy target, being a wealthy Western business man in the Middle East with no security team around him.”


There was a hushed silence as we all tried to digest this new information.


“The authorities here believe – and I agree with them – that the car bomb was probably just a decoy, adiversion – designed to cause enough chaos to allow the terrorists to grab Albert and whisk him away without being detected.”


There was a grim silence in the room until the Prince continued, “Obviously, since Albert was such a high profile target, it would be difficult to get him out of Amman undetected unless there was a serious diversion to occupy the attention of the authorities.”


Albert abducted! Could it be true?


At three in the morning, an official from the Foreign Ministry in Paris called and asked to speak to Albert’s nearest associates and family members. Again, Victor put the speakerphone on and then proceeded to introduce us to Jacques Durand, the special assistant to the Foreign Minister who had been assigned to handle this case.


“I apologize for not calling back sooner, but I didn’t want to call until we were absolutely certain that Albert is not among the dead or injured. And I can assure you now – he is not.


“So we are now operating on the assumption that Albert has been kidnapped,” Durand continued.


“What does that mean?” I cried, feeling exhausted and hysterical.


“And you are?” Durand asked.


“Rachel… Rachel Somers…”


“Oh yes, I understand you are Albert’s partner… is that correct?”


“Yes. We have an eight-month old daughter…”


“Well, Rachel, when rich businessmen are kidnapped by fanatics in the region, it’s always for one reason and one reason alone – and that’s money. Money to finance their operations. In their minds, kidnapping rich businessmen is a fast and easy way to achieve this end.
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