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Listen To Your Heart. It Knows All Things, Because It Came from The Soul of The World, And It Will One Day Return There.

Wherever Your Heart Is, That Is Where You Shall Find Your Treasure.

Paolo Coelho

The Alchemist





Prologue

He realized the book DID have an ending.

And so he sat and wrote the last page, a page Francesca would never read, one he would never want her to know.

He was winded when it was finished, but his heart and mind were at peace.

He placed the pad and pen back into his knapsack and stood, looking ahead at the majestic Eiffel Tower once again.

He flinched for a fleeting moment when his eyes sank back to the water, and he saw a reflection of Maxim Riche standing some feet behind him.

He swung around, and they came face to face at a safe distance. Maxim was glowing in a new silver suit and tie. He was tall and slim and regal as ever, with a brilliant smile on his ageless face.

Mark just stared at him. Then he smiled back at him. And, together, they raised their hands and waved one another goodbye.





1 Mark

1933 Bronx, New York

He had been born into an underprivileged world and an unloved life. Mark Stone, his parents named him on that dreary March day when he came into the world. It had been a long, hard winter, and there was no sign of thawing. It was a black morning, still, at 7:15 when the doctor delivered him, and announced to Glenda Stone that she had a son. She barely heard him after nine hours of relentless labor, but did feel a stir in her heart when the infant was placed into her arms.

She was thirty years old and believed to be long past the age of childbearing. She had been married for ten years, and after three miscarriages, had resigned herself to the life of an empty nested housewife. But then the surprise came nine months earlier. Her husband had come home in a drunken stupor and forced himself upon her despite her vehement protests.

And today, her newborn son was the result of that night she wanted only to forget. Her husband had beaten her in the midst of the bestial thrusts of his organ. And the drunken relief of himself had produced this child. And as she held him, albeit the mounting warmth in her heart, her mind and bones were numbed by thoughts of raising a child with every strike against him.

Her husband was not at the hospital for the birth. But this was not unusual for the time, the days when blue collared fathers were without the privilege of being beside their wives for the birth of their children. He was working, like all others.

Ethan Stone labored as a short order cook in a Bronx diner not too far from the family tenement apartment building. They rented a two-room, shabbily furnished flat which served as an icebox in the winter and a sauna each summer. There was no hot water, and rare occasions of self-made heat piped through the stove when the gas had been turned off for the landlord’s notorious habit of failing to pay bills. But rent had to be paid on time in fear of immediate eviction. And being in the height of the Great Depression, Ethan and Glenda Stone worked around the clock to ensure it was delivered. A decrepit roof over their heads was better than the street, and they knew and feared they were just one missed rent envelope away from that.

Ethan had been born the son of strict Presbyterian parents in Pennsylvania. He was the eldest of nine children, and raised by the whip, which was believed, then, to be an instrument of virtue. There was still a backyard barn to mete out punishment, and his father made it a regular vigil to tug his sons outside and beat them to raw welts while forcing them to count each strike aloud so as not to forget the infraction which had led them there.

But some were small, such as forgetting to place down the toilet lid, or neglecting to turn off a light. Ethan often wondered if his father took sadistic pleasure in the rituals. He and his brothers were also forced to labor on the family farm with him after school, on weekends and every summer day. Sundays were for church and Bible study.

Claiming to be a man of God himself, Ethan’s father made it a nightly vigil to become drunk and that was when his wrath surfaced with a vengeance. His mother, a meek, mousy daughter of a self-righteous preacher, turned a blind eye to it all, believing that other than his drinking, her husband was doing a good thing in whipping their boys into being God-fearing Christians.

Ethan and Glenda met shortly after her arrival into America after the Great War. She had been born in Prague, and lost her father to the army, and her mother to Scarlet Fever three months after that.

Hence, her aunt and uncle had offered her solace here in the States. She worked as a seamstress in a sweatshop for two years before meeting Ethan, who was ten years her senior, and steadily employed as a restaurant dishwasher. He appeared to be an answer to a prayer.

After the glory of rescuing Glenda from poverty had run its course, her aunt and uncle began to resent her presence. And as the days and months of that first year crawled forward, they began to make it known.

And so Ethan and Glenda eloped two weeks after meeting one another. Glenda had stopped into the restaurant to deliver a shirt to the owner, and they collided. She felt very little for him other than the sense of security he could offer as a husband, and he knew he had found a dutiful wife.

Both were of average looks. Ethan was tall and thin. He had hazel eyes and golden hair which was already balding. Both carried a long history of pain and hardship in their eyes.

And so they lived a less than modest life for more than ten years now. Ethan worked double shifts cooking at the restaurant, and would have been a decent husband had it not been for his drinking. He struck Glenda occasionally as had happened on the night of their son’s conception, but was, for the most part, just verbally abusive. He brought home a regular salary which, coupled with her wages earned from cleaning houses on the better side of town, managed to pay the bills.

But now as she, Glenda, held her newborn son in her arms and glanced out the hospital window to behold the early morning blackness, the gusty winds and sharp marbles of hail spattering the glass, she grimly wondered, with sinking misgiving, how they would survive with another mouth to feed, and with herself out of work in newfound motherhood.





2 Maxim

Paris, 1933-1939

I was born in Paris, the only child of distinguished and well-respected parents. My father was a jeweler. His store was in the center of the famous Champs Elysees. My mother was a dress designer and boutique owner a few doors down.

Our townhouse was in the heart of the Right Bank with a grand view of the Eiffel Tower and the River Seine. From as early as I can remember, I was surrounded by love, and spoiled in a special and unselfish way. My parents often told me I was referred to as the Prince of The City by the Parisians among their social circles. They would dress me up on Sundays and take me for a carriage stroll in the local parks where strangers would stop and marvel at the very sight of us. My father would wear a tailor-made suit and fedora, my mother, one of her own designer dresses. I was dressed in satin with a matching white blanket, and a platinum rattle. I was surrounded by platinum, actually, including my high chair and the bowl and utensils to accompany it.

I had a loving nanny, Colette, who adored and smothered me with affection. My maternal grandparents would visit from Geneva, Switzerland each spring, and my paternal grandparents, from Nice, every summer. I still remember each of their scents, a potpourri of fine perfumes and colognes, and nanny Collette always smelled of rich powder.

How appropriate, many have said, my name was: Maxim Riche, a flowing breath of silk. I shall always appreciate it myself. I recall and cherish it all with such grandeur, and make it a point to always be grateful for my bountiful blessings. I remember golden sunny days, orchid sunsets and glorious summer evenings amidst the ray of city lights.

This was all after the Great War from which my family had fortunately survived and emerged still with riches. But it was all before the Nazi occupation and the horror of the next war to follow.

When I was three years old, my parents took me to visit the family chateau in the South of France. It was there where we had spent every summer of my childhood thereafter.

My mother was a very beautiful woman. Half-Swiss, half-French, she had golden hair and brilliant blue eyes. She was tall and stately, perfectly formed, impeccably dressed and very elegant.

My father, an imposing specimen of total prodigy and distinction, a pure Frenchman, was more than six feet of pencil slim prominence. He had short, brown, perfectly groomed hair and green eyes.

I always remember my mother telling him: “A true gentleman needs three things: a good tailor, a good barber and a good watch. You, my darling, have it all.”

And he truly did. I respected and looked up to him with a near sense of worship. He was gentle and kind, and taught me the simplicities of being a gentleman.

“The root of true elegance,” he would often repeat, “is to stand in a lady’s presence, to close a door softly, and to remember there is a gentler way of doing everything.”

And with all this finesse, he also taught me how to be brave and strong, how to stand and walk with knightly dignity, how to swim and play sports. He introduced me to equestrianism at the age of five, and I owned my own pony at six. I named him Troy, after the Trojan home I heard about in a storybook my mother had once read me.

My father’s words still echo in my mind to this day: “Always remain a gentleman. Always stand tall, son, chest out, shoulders back, chin up, head high. Remember to bring your mother flowers every week.”

These were just some of the pearls of wisdom he would offer which remain engraved in my memory forever.

With my parents being masterpieces of nature in their own right, it was no surprise I turned out to be quite handsome myself. I was fair haired, emerald eyed, and already developing a promising frame at the age of six.

I was always happy, always smiling with a bright sunny personality and every reason to possess it.

I had been surrounded by books since infancy.

“Read me another fairytale.” I would ask my mother and nanny Colette daily. And they would always oblige no matter how busy they were at the time. And my father followed suit by reading me adventures about kings and knights and pirates every night.

“Please read me just one more!” I would urge, as he tucked me into bed, after teaching me how to say my prayers. And he would, in spite of his fatigue and drooping eyes, continue to read until I was sound asleep in his arms.

“Our Maxim has taught himself how to read,” my mother would often boast to family and friends. And I actually had! I was reading full storybooks before the start of formal schooling, and was fascinated with the thought of one day writing one of my own.

“Our son is our masterpiece.” I would hear my father say when I visited him in his jewelry shop as patrons smiled and greeted me. “My wife and I thank God for him every day.”

The words had melted my heart, and I controlled the tears of joy swelling in my eyes.

“It is time for you to go to school now, son,” my father announced shortly after my sixth birthday.

It was after a grand party in our home garden with lots of friends, family and presents. There were pony rides, carnival games and a massive three-tiered birthday cake. I can still see the sun illuminating its blinding iridescence.

But the memory of my father’s next words crushed my heart. “You will be going to boarding school as all fine young gentlemen do.”

I felt abandoned, betrayed, orphaned. How could I leave my parents? How could they send me away? It was the first time I had ever cried.

“It will be ok, son,” my father assured me as we rode the train to what I thought would be a dreadful place.

“And we shall visit you every weekend, Maxim, and bring you home for every holiday,” my mother soothed in a pretty pink dress and matching bonnet.

I caught a glimpse of the leaves dancing by the train windows in that moment and felt little comfort.

But it was a temporary sadness. Although I missed my parents every moment. I had never expected boarding school to open the door to so many wonders as it did. It was just in Versailles, not too far from Paris at all, with sprawling fields and colorful gardens. The edifice had once been a castle. It was stately and well furnished. I met many new friends and adored all my teachers. For a first grade student, I was quite fortunate. Everyone adored me in return.

“He is like a prince,” I heard one teacher comment to the headmaster, and my heart warmed when the corner of my eyes stole a glimpse of the headmaster’s approving smile.

I excelled in every subject and in sports, too. I was at the top of my class already, and collected as many storybooks as I could get my hands on.

My parents’ visits were frequent as promised, and always wonderful. Trips home for the holidays were glorious.

I remember shouting over my shoulder on the last day in June when my parents had come to take me to the chateau in Nice for the summer.

“I am going to miss all of you so much!”

And my heart skipped a beat when all of my smiling friends waved back and cheered me off.

Then I went into the safety of my parents’ company in the first class railway car. I had never been happier in my life.

The summer holiday in Nice was magical. My father had surprised us with a new yacht he had purchased. He named it after my mother, Jolie, which means beautiful. We went out sailing every day. But the time which remains most salient in my memory was the last sunset of that summer holiday. It was just the two of us, my father and me. My mother was at a late afternoon fashion show with my grandmother.

My father let me pilot the big boat. It was as if we had owned the turquoise, glassy sea with the sun sparkling diamond crystals over the water everywhere. It was setting in the west, and soon the sky turned from amber to orchid. I felt my father’s strong hands on my shoulders as a profound sense of security that filled me with rapture. And as we sailed toward the sinking sun, he kissed the crown of my head and proclaimed.

“You, son, are the greatest gift in the world.”

This was the next happiest moment of my life.





3 Mark

1933-1939

From the very beginning, Mark Stone had a rough life, and he grew up in one of the hardest ways a boy could.

Glenda managed to immerse herself into motherhood, meeting all his physical needs with little time or inclination to offer anything more than that. He never saw his mother’s heart beyond an occasional kiss or brush of cheeks, usually just on birthdays or holidays. She managed to secure a position cleaning her tenement building, mopping and scrubbing lobby floors and stairwells, putting out trash and shopping for elderly tenants.

The pay was meager, but enough to meet any unpaid bills after her husband’s salary had fallen short, and pocket change for any unexpected surprise expenses. It helped pay the doctor that first year, when, as an infant, Mark had pneumonia, and they almost lost him. She had no choice but to leave him alone in the apartment on many occasions while she went downstairs to work, but assuaged her guilt in knowing he was just floors and rooms from her safely, not far away.

Ethan Stone continued to work double shifts around the clock, and Mark saw very little of him. Unfortunately, almost all brief encounters were negative ones. Violence was something Mark thought to be natural. His father would come home yelling at his mother soon as he walked through the door. There were also occasional beatings and he thought it was customary for fathers to hit mothers, never realizing, until much later, that his own mother, Glenda Stone, had been a battered wife.

His own first beating came at the age of two, when, after leaving a banana peel on the couch, Ethan Stone ripped off his belt and tore it into the toddler’s bare backside. As he grew older, he forced Mark to count the strikes of the instrument of punishment, and struck harder if they were weak or not loud enough. Crying evoked more intense consequences.

“Only little girls cry!” he shrieked in the kitchen as he held Mark over his knees at the age of four and struck harder. “Now lemme give ya something to cry about!”

And the strap whirled as his mother observed from where she was frying dinner at the stove, her eyes wide shut with dismay.

And so Mark Stone learned not to cry, to suffer the pain in silence, to let it smother his mind and heart instead of visibly or audibly demonstrating torment.

And one evening after he had just turned five, Ethan became furious when Mark would not finish a bowl of stew. “But I don’t like fish, Daddy!” he proclaimed more as a plea than a protest.

Ethan Stone shot him a fiery glance, then snarled through flared nostrils.

“Don’t you know there are people out there starvin’ in the world, boy! Now you finish that stew before I shove it down your goddam throat!”

“But, Daddy!” Mark cried.

Glenda Stone sat and waited, shifting nervously in her chair, knowing what was coming.

Just then, Ethan rose quietly and walked behind his son.

The room became still and ominously silent.

Mark sat and waited too.

And then his father grabbed the back of his head, gripping it with both hands and smashed his face into the bowl of hot stew.

Glenda flinched as her eyes filled with terror. Mark said or did nothing. His face was painted with fish stew, the corner of his lip cut, and bleeding.

From that day forward, Mark Stone learned to eat fish.

There was nothing pleasant he could associate with his father at all. His scent of alcohol and nicotine became and remained revolting memories embedded in his mind.

There was also the cold cruelty in his eyes which could transform into a raging inferno at any time. His flaming nostrils and snarling teeth all became eternal, haunting nightmares.

The hell in his tenement apartment extended to the grimy neighborhood streets. Violence and crime were always just feet beyond his front door. There was not a time when he walked beside his mother on the sidewalk without witnessing some form of yelling, fighting, cruelty, or arrests. This was all just a regular way of life.

And then there was the time Glenda was robbed on their way home from the market. It was dusk and the streets were seemingly quiet for a change. Mark walked calmly with her, but his eyes and ears were always alert, always wary of what might come.

And it did. Halfway down a deserted block, three hooded thugs emerged from a dark alley and pounced upon her. Mark stood, terrified, stunned into a choking silence. They tore his mother’s coat, snatched her purse and the bag of groceries. She was screaming out protests. One of them kicked her in the stomach and another slapped the back of Mark’s head before they all ran off laughing with their stolen loot.

Glenda lay there, her face to the concrete, weeping with helpless murmurs of pain. Mark’s eyes welled with tears, and they slid down his face as he crouched to embrace her.

“Are you okay, Mommy?” His words were shaking sobs. It was ok to cry. His father was not here to see or punish him.

There was a long pause as his mother’s whimpers were reduced to a numbing silence. Mark held her on his knees, drying his own tears with his arms.

Moments later, Glenda turned her head and looked up at him. Her eyes were empty, her face, a cold, hard stone.

“Let’s go home,” she bitterly droned and lifted herself to her feet, taking Mark’s hand in her own.

Something told him to say nothing, and he was right. She did not want to talk, did not want to express or show any emotion. And yet there was so much he wanted to say and do to comfort her, but could not. At five, he knew his mother’s heart was locked and sealed.

And when his father came home that night, Mark was not shocked when the wrath had been shifted to him. Glenda would have otherwise chosen to keep the silence, but needed some explanation as to why there were no groceries and no money. At least she was able to rustle up another meager stew.

Ethan Stone’s eyes bulged in their notorious way, and his nostrils flared as he looked down at his son in disgust. “And what did YOU do to protect your mother, sissy boy?”

Mark felt danger approaching and started to back away. His own eyes widened and his jaw dropped.

Glenda defended him. “Oh, Ethan, what could a five-year-old do? These were teenage hoodlums!”

Ethan barked back at her, “He could have at least tried to be a man!”

He was a rabid dog now, and Mark closed his eyes and clenched his teeth as always when bracing for a thrashing. But it never came. He was shocked. And so was Glenda, shocked and relieved.

What his father did next, stunned them further into silence. He went into the closet and snatched a crow bar. Then, with a demonic look on his face, Ethan Stone stormed out the door.

Mark and his mother never knew what came out of that tirade. Ethan returned drunk hours later and passed out on the couch. Mark breathed in relief as he lay awake in bed. They were safe that night, at least. They never saw the crow bar again.

**************************

Mark lived a lonely life with no family and no friends other than his parents. He was interested in the fairytale pictures in the storybooks his mother occasionally bought him, and flipped through the pages with a broad sense of wonder.

But the words were just foreign symbols. No one ever read to him. There was no time, no interest. His parents were always working, and when home, they were too preoccupied with arguing, chores, and sleep to pay him any mind. And so he also learned to stay quiet, to sit back silently and remain unheard.

There was a fire escape off their kitchen window. He would climb out onto it each day and night and stare up at the sky. In spite of the slum beneath him, the sky was always pure and beautiful. The clear blue day was painted by the sunshine.

Even the clouds held something very precious, a promise that there was something in the world so much better than this. And at night, the shimmering stars were glorious. He started to count them in endless wonder.

And so this became Mark Stone’s haven, his freedom from an ugly and cruel world. He began to dream here as he flipped through his storybooks, wondering about the princes, kings, princesses and queens featured so colorfully before his wide, sparkling eyes.

His parents usually left him alone here. Mostly because he was out of their way. But sometimes when Ethan Stone had his horns up, typically after an argument with his wife, he would open the window and snarl out to him. “Are ya still readin’ those fairytales, sissy boy? No surprise! You’re a fairy yaself!”

Then he would turn to his wife mockingly. “There’s somethin’ wrong with this boy! We better turn him into a man before it’s too late.”

And Mark, seated on the fire escape with his legs folded like a pretzel, would cower, wondering just what that meant, and when the next torture would arrive. And then he would become angry to have had the peace and promise of his haven so violently interrupted.

His mother’s only inkling of support was far away, questioning stares Mark could not rightly read. Was it sympathy? Pain? Or a wonder if his father was right?

School became the next burdensome challenge in his life. He felt a sense of misgiving as his mother escorted him to the schoolyard that first day of first grade. Kindergarten was not required back then, and he had just turned six. He wore a white shirt and red bow tie.

Ties were required, even in the slums, so it was not this which had singularized him. Was it his wide, hazel eyes? His tousled dirty blond hair? His extra-long eyelashes? Or even his finely sculpted mouth? Though very skinny as compared to the other boys, he was unquestionably the most handsome. But it was hardly recognized, given his timid, shaking frame. Or was it perhaps this which caused the unrestful attention of both teachers and peers? But other boys were crying. He was not. Why was everyone staring at HIM?

His mother noticed this from a distance, blinked her eyes sadly, and turned to walk home. When they reached the classroom, the teacher sat him in the first seat of the row opposite her desk. Her name was Miss Shepherd. She was a mean old maid in a black suit with a pinched face and tight, wrinkled lips. Her gray hair was twisted into a neat bun.

Already, she had singled him out. She walked up and down the aisles with a ruler in hand and called upon him any time she could. There were snickers and stares as he cowered in his seat. When she asked him to recite the alphabet, everyone laughed, not at his mistakes, but at the sound of his meek, mousy voice.

“I think this boy needs a doll to play with!” Miss Shepherd mocked when he started to cry, and the laughter in the classroom rose to a thunderous cacophony of ridicule.

Mark just sank deeper into his seat as the tears streamed down his cheeks.

At lunch, he sat alone, nibbling on his cream cheese and jelly sandwich. His eyes were already aware of every inch of his surroundings, a preparation for the next jeer or jab. The first had happened in line on their way to the cafeteria. A freckled boy punched him in the stomach when Miss Shepherd was not looking. He doubled over in pain, completely winded. The children around him, girls and boys alike, just giggled mischievously.

Why did this happen? He had done nothing to hurt anyone.

But there was one boy in the second grade who stared at him differently from where he sat with his own friends. He had dark hair and a kind face. When he stood, Mark noticed his strong frame and wished he, himself, had the same. Then the other boys would not poke at him.

The boy approached him in the schoolyard at recess when he was standing alone in a corner.

“What’s your name?” he asked as the other students just stared in shocked wonder.

“Mark,” he answered sheepishly.

“My name’s Russell.”

Mark eyed him carefully and saw the sincerity on his face. “Hi.” He managed with a half-smile.

“Do you know how to play ball?”

Mark shrank, ashamed. “No. But maybe I can learn.” His voice was shaking.

“I can teach you,” Russell enthused.

Mark Stone could not believe his ears. Did he actually have a friend?

And just then, just as his moments on the fire escape had been accosted by his father, this happy interlude was shattered by a crowd of older boys.

“C’mon Russell! We’re ready to play! Don’t waste time on this pansy!”

And as Mark stood alone and abandoned, he heard Russell protest to his friends as he walked away. “He’s no pansy. He’s okay.”

In that empty moment, the words had touched Mark’s heart.

The classroom transformed into a better place when Miss Shepherd gathered everyone on the floor that afternoon and read a fairy tale from where she sat in a rocking chair. She placed Mark close at her feet and read Sleeping Beauty. Mark recognized every picture, and now, for the first time, he was hearing the magical words. He closed his eyes and kept them shut, pretending he was the prince, wondering what it would be like to actually live such a wonderful life.

And when the book was finished, when all the other children returned to their desks, Mark remained seated there, his eyes still pressed shut, his mind still in the colorful kingdom.

Miss Shepherd transformed from a graceful storyteller to a battle ax. “WAKE UP, LAZY BOY!” she shrilled. “And go back to your seat at once before I crown you with the dunce cap!”

Mark stood and labored back to his desk with his head hanging as the other children all jeered.

Miss Shepherd did nothing to stop them.

He did not know what the dunce cap was, but learned an hour later when Miss Shepherd smashed it over his head and made him sit on a stool in the front corner for the whole class to see.

He forced a smile when his mother came to pick him up. But Glenda already read through it.

“How was your first day?” she asked cautiously.

Mark shrugged. “It was okay.”

She saw the scars in his eyes and knew it was anything but.

He spent the rest of the afternoon dreaming on the fire escape. He went inside for supper and cowered as his father stared down the table at him, with a cigarette hanging from the side of his mouth.

“So ain’t ya gonna tell us ’bout your first day at school, boy?”

Mark looked down at his plate. “It was good, Daddy.”

Ethan stiffened in his seat, and his mean face tightened. “Is that all ya got to say, boy? An’ sit up straight when I’m talkin’ to ya!”

Mark slowly raised his head and sheepishly looked his father in the eyes. “My teacher read us a fairytale, Sleeping Beauty.” And he paused and added as his father grinned, “I wanna read it myself when I learn how.”

He should have known this was a mistake. His father burst into laughter as his mother rose to clear the table.

“Shoulda known all ya can talk about is fairytales!” Ethan mocked.

Mark found himself sinking in his chair. The stench of the cigarette smoke was nauseating him.

Ethan looked at his wife. “We better get movin’ on toughenin’ this boy up ’fore he turns into a REAL fairy!”

Mark hated his father in that black moment. And the anger burned in him until he fell asleep that night.

School became a relentless torture. Miss Shepherd took sadistic pleasure in singling him out, and he wore the dunce cap almost every day. His classmates laughed and taunted him regularly. There were fights in the schoolyard and endless bullying throughout the day.

Only Russell spoke with him occasionally. He even sat with him one day at lunch at a tall cost while his own friends laughed from a distance.

“Why do you sit with that fairy?” Mark heard them ask later.

Russell shrugged. “I dunno… guess ’cause I feel sorry for him.”

This made Mark feel worse.

And then there was the day he came home from school with a black eye.

“We better put somethin’ on that before your father sees it.” His mother cautioned with a scowl and handed him a piece of meat. “This was gonna be our only treat this month, so use it good,” Glenda grunted and sat him on a chair where he lamented for hours, with the raw beef over his face. Their only decent meal! And it was spoiled by Billy Hick’s right hook!

The swelling had not gone down much when his father walked through the door. Mark cringed when he came around and looked down at him angrily. He smelled of grease and smoke and alcohol.

“Now what do we got goin’ on here? Why are ya wastin’ our hard earned meat, boy?”

Mark said nothing, sinking into himself.

His mother turned from the stove and made a feeble attempt to defend him.

“Now go easy on him tonight, Ethan. Some bully gave him a shiner at school.”

Ethan’s eyes bulged in mixed cynicism and fury. “Go easy on him? What are ya talkin’ ’bout, woman? This sissy’s gotta learn how to fight once and for all!”

And he tore the steak from his son’s hand and slapped him hard across the bruised cheek. Mark howled in sheer agony.

This enraged Ethan further. “I’ve had enough of this!” he barked and grabbed Mark by the arm, pulling him to his feet. “Where’s one of ya dresses, Glenda?” His face had turned demonic.

“No, Ethan!” his mother vehemently protested.

“Oh shut up!” he snarled and slapped her too. “You’re one of the reasons this boy’s the sissy he is!”

Then he went to the closet and snatched a dress. Mark was still crying when he draped it over him and derided. “Now ya can be the little girl ya really are!”

Mark would never forget the feeling of that dress over his body three times his size, sweeping the floor as he and his mother lamely cried for mercy.

What happened next would scar him forever. His father scooped him up in his arms, carried him down three flights of stairs and made him stand on the front stoop of the tenement building for the whole neighborhood to see.

Mark Stone was planted there in numb silence as people passed, gaping, laughing, calling out names. His internal tears would never be dried.

**************************

The days and weeks and months ahead were ongoing torments for Mark. He learned how to read, but with great labor, and no help from home. He had no friends, just Russell, who occasionally appeared out of the blue to sit with him at lunch, to speak with him briefly in the schoolyard, and even to sometimes walk him home from school. It was a protection from the bullies.

And then there was the day when Russell was right on time. A group of boys waited to rough Mark up after school, the older boys in the third grade. He appeared out of the blue and pounced upon them once they circled Mark.

He had dodged a group beating, escaping with just a bloody nose. It was a strange first moment in Mark’s life when he felt truly cared about.

“I’ll see ya home every day now,” Russell assured afterward, placing a strong arm around his quivering shoulder.

“You don’t have to,” Mark answered weakly.

“I DO have to!” Russell insisted with a loud ring of confidence in his tone.

Then he looked at Mark as his face broke into a kind smile. “And besides… I want to.”

“What happened to your nose?” his mother asked when he arrived at the apartment.

Mark set his schoolbag on the floor and shrugged. “I fell down.”

His mother gazed into him knowingly. “Who hit you?”

Mark pressed his eyes shut. “I don’t wanna talk about it, Mommy.”

Glenda stepped up to her son and raised his chin with her thumb to appraise the damage to his nose. “Not so bad this time,” she sniffed. “But we’re gonna have to do somethin’ to stop this.”

Mark’s heart leaped with thoughts of his new friend. “Oh but it WILL stop now, Mommy!”

Glenda’s face flashed shock. “What are you talkin’ about?”

His hazel eyes brightened. “I got a friend now. Says he’s gonna protect me.”

Glenda made the mistake of sharing the news with her husband over supper that night.

Mark could not understand why. He thought it would be their own secret. And they both knew how violent Ethan Stone could be. He felt his father’s eyes biting down at him from across the table, smelled his mockery, heard the anger kindling within him. Not another word was spoken, and Mark would not dare look back at the beast. The silence was loud as thunder.

His father came to him with a ferocity while he was in bed that night just after he had fallen asleep. He felt the blanket rip off his body and his father’s belt tear into him repeatedly.

He shivered in cold horror afterward, alone and forsaken in the darkness.

And his mother’s protests resounded from the kitchen. “Whydya do it to him, Ethan? The boy can’t help himself! That was pure torture!”

His father shrilled back at her. “Don’t be tellin’ me ‘bout torture, woman! And don’t be tellin’ me how to raise my boy! YOU sure as hell don’t know how to do it! He’s lucky it jus’ happened once to him and not the way it happened to me by my ole’ man when I was a boy, and a REAL goddamn boy at that! My ole man used to strip us bare in our sleep and whip us ’til we bled!”

“You’re crazy!” Glenda spat.

And the next thing Mark heard was hands beating flesh.

In that black moment, he wished his father would go away. Even if it meant he was dead.

He could not make it into school the next day. The welts were too raw. And so he sat on a pillow on the fire escape and dreamed all day. The sun was shining, and his mind was at peace as always when he imagined. He tried to tune out the pain from the beating, and it was successful a few times when his heart and mind rose to the clear blue sky coupling him with the smiling sun.

That was precisely why guilt pierced and gnawed at his heart some weeks later when tragedy had reached their doorstep.

It was already dark and far past supper time on that cold November night. Mark and his mother knew something was wrong. His father was never late. They sat and waited, staring at the clock. Mark could not tell time, but knew each tick was a moment later than his father should be home.

Why would he care anyway? But for some strange reason, he did.

And then there were the feet coming down the hallway, followed by the ominous knocks on the door.

Mark and his mother exchanged grave glances. Already, he felt like a man.

Glenda rose from where they had been sitting at the kitchen table and went to open the door.

There were two uniformed police officers at the threshold, and both removed their caps when they saw her worn and worried picture.

“Are you Mrs. Stone?” One of them asked with pity painted on his face.

Glenda gulped and nodded. Mark felt his heart come to his throat.

“We’re very sorry,” the officer grimly announced. “Your husband’s been found dead… stabbed in an alley.”

It was the first time Mark had ever seen his mother shriek and cry. He, himself, did not know what to feel.

Glenda was reluctant to bring her son to the wake and funeral, but decided it was his duty and right place to be.

And when Mark walked up to the casket to see his father sleeping in a black suit and tie, the first time he had ever seen him dressed in anything but a T-shirt and jeans, guilt raked at every fiber of his young person. His father was dead because of the wish he had made on that dark night in bed after the beating. The wish for him to go away.

And he found himself sinking to his knees in the kneeler in front of his father’s coffin, his face saturated with tears.

Then he felt his mother’s hands reach out to his head, turning it to look up at her own stoic expression.

“Your father taught you not to cry,” she breathed coldly, and he could feel the frost of her breath on his cheeks.

It was yet another dark encounter with time and fate. Mark knew his dead father had successfully infected his mother.

“It’s time for us to leave the Bronx, Mark,” Glenda said to him a week later. And in spite of the slums, the fights, the dirt and the grime, he felt lost.

“Leave? But where are we going? And why, Mommy?”

His mother looked into him with her new impenetrable cold stare. “We gotta find a safer place to live.”

Mark gazed up at her fretfully, and Glenda thawed. “I’ll find us a good place, Mark,” she assured. “We’re gonna be ok. You’ll see.”

And as Mark carried the guilt of his father’s murder with a laden heart, he shared the plans of his move with Russell during their daily walks home from school.

“Are ya really goin’ away?” Russell asked a week later when the truth finally began to sink in.

Mark shrugged in his usual manner. “Looks that way.”

“But where ya goin’?” Russell’s eyes were wide and overcurious. Just like Mark, this was the only world he knew.

Another shrug. “I dunno. Someplace called Brooklyn.”

Russell conceived the notion as he tossed a stone into the street. It sounded like another planet. “Heard of it… I guess.”

Then he paused and looked back at his friend. He had learned to enjoy these walks. It was a special time, a time away from the other boys and the competition of meeting and exceeding expectations. Mark was different. A unique specimen. He could talk to him. They would share thoughts and wishes, and sometimes, dreams. He would miss him.

“But ya gotta jus’ learn one thing first,” he urged.

Mark looked back at him perplexedly. “What’s that?”

Russell placed a strong arm around his shoulder. Mark had learned to enjoy the safety and security of his older friend’s clutch. It was like the hold of a big brother, something he needed and wished he had.

“First I gotta teach ya how to fight.” Russell’s voice was firm as his stare.

Mark shrank back timidly. “But I don’t wanna learn that…” And he panicked. “I’m afraid to learn that.”

Russell tightened his grip. His strength pervaded Mark. It was a power he wished he himself had. “All the more reason ya gotta learn,” he impressed. “And I’m gonna teach ya! Like it or not! You’re gonna need to know. And once everyone else knows YOU know, you’re never gonna have to fight back again!”

Mark was confused and still very scared. But he knew he would enjoy the time and the attention from his one true friend.

They worked together for the next three weeks.

Mark was not sure what he had learned, or where it would take him. There were boxing gloves, and mock fights in courtyards, but Russell never hurt him. There were push-ups, sit-ups, and running matches. Running, Mark actually enjoyed.

And on their last day together, Mark hugged his best friend, and was moved when Russell hugged him back. “I’m gonna miss you,” he breathed, fighting sobs.

And his heart warmed when he saw tears well in Russell’s eyes, tears he quickly blinked away.

“Will miss you too, Mark. Hope we see each other again.”

But they both somehow knew it would never happen. And when he waved Russell off before turning to go into his building, Mark also knew he was sending off a blessing, one he would carry in his heart forever.





4 Maxim

1939-1947 France/Switzerland

My childhood continued like an ongoing fairytale. There was so much love surrounding me, family and friends everywhere, extensive travels, countless parties, and a new gift almost every day of the week.

But my parents taught me early on how to give back to the world, how to remember there are so many people less fortunate than we.

We attended many charity functions together, and I stood beside them as we devoted our time to the purposes of the needy. I even served the hungry in the soup kitchens of downtown Paris with my father. And when I became older, there were times I made anonymous donations to the poor and did without myself. Like the time I gave away a beautiful train set at Christmas, one I had longed for all year. And when my father proposed purchasing me a new one, I shook my head in gentle protest.

“No, Father,” I said. “As you have taught me, it defeats the purpose of giving.”

My father took me into his arms and hugged me tightly. I relished the scent of his fine cologne coupled with my own natural chemistry.

And that night, my mother allowed me to stay up an hour later to watch the fireworks outside our window over the beautiful Seine with the bright, shining Eiffel Tower presiding majestically in the distance.

Paris remained a beautiful and enchanting place, even during the Nazi occupation. I remember that day, June 14, 1940, when the Nazi army, led by Adolf Hitler, marched through the Arc de Triomphe and along the Champs Elysees. It was our greatest insult, and I stood with my parents observing in wide-eyed shock. People around us were crying. Any march through the Arc, dating back to its erection, had been a celebration of honor until this time. Today it was our first effrontery.

I remember looking up at my father and questioning, “What will happen to us now?”

My father rested an assuring hand on my shoulder and replied, “For us, I reckon not much, son. The Nazis like fine jewelry; I understand.” Then he turned to my mother. “And fine clothing for their ladies.”

We were standing outside his jewelry shop, and the words were like an omen. Two days later, Nazi soldiers were in both my parents’ stores. There were orders for jewels and couture. All ‘donations’ to the cause as the soldiers termed it, but it kept my parents in business with the rest of the moneyed city, and sustained us as safe, reputable citizens.

Nazi flags were hung everywhere, and we became accustomed to it. There were curfews, black curtains at night and no more cars for us to drive. But living in the heart of Paris, we were affected very little by this as well, and the Nazis provided us taxi service when needed. We were far from friends. My parents were always cautious and naturally untrusting of those brutal men in jack boots and brown uniforms who had so fiercely invaded and raped our city. But they learned to coexist with them as well. There was, unfortunately, no choice.

It confused me at first, and I asked my father on one occasion while we were enjoying ice cream cones in a colorful park with a spinning musical carousel.

“Why are you nice to them, Father? Aren’t they bad people?”

My father stopped walking and sat me beside him on a bench. It was the first time he had looked at me sternly.

“You must never let anyone hear you speak those words again. Our thoughts must remain silent until all this is over. What your mother and I do is for survival. And it shall be the same for you.”

I understood right away, reading through the chill of my father’s ominous words. I nodded and looked back at him with a gleam of camaraderie in my eyes.

“OK, Father. Now I know.”

He placed an arm around me with a broad smile on his face. “You are a fast learner, son. I am proud of you.”

And we embraced on the park bench, glowing in the brilliant sunshine on that summer Sunday, my father in his tweed suit and tie, I in a set of knickers.

That September, my parents transferred me to a boarding school in Gstaad, Switzerland. It was their silent way of removing me from the Nazi occupation. I knew it then, but said nothing.

My new school was beautiful. It was a restored monastery situated on a charming river.

There were open fields, courtyards and gardens. I made many new friends from distinguished families throughout Europe. My teachers were exceptional, and I, being at the top of the class in every subject, was adored and respected by them all as well.

I had also inherited my parents’ good looks. A true gift. I was tall, blond, agile and emerald eyed. I excelled at every sport, and earned more medals than I could count during those formative years of grade school.

My parents glowed every time they visited me to witness the receipt of another trophy or award. I remember how they cheered me on as I came through the finish line first place in a horse race. It had earned me national honor.

“Your son is a born prodigy, Monsieur Riche,” my coach proclaimed as I held the large trophy in hand. I was ten years old.

And my father smiled back at the man as my mother proudly tousled my hair. “Indeed, he is, Monsieur. We are very fortunate and very blessed.”

“And so are we here, Monsieur Riche. Your son is a distinguished credit to our academy.”

“Thank you, Monsieur!” I promptly replied with a bright smile on my face.

There were many academic awards as well. I wrote my first published fairytale at the age of eleven, and my story was featured in the national Swiss Library where I had a signing reception in the presence of the Swiss President, Enrico Celio.

There was a reception at his mansion afterward, and my mother never looked more beautiful in a beaded gown and shimmering diamonds, her hair stacked in elegant layers on the crown of her head. My father and I both wore a tuxedo and white tie.

“This young man is going places,” the President announced as a finish to his toast. And the whole room applauded after a regal clink of crystal.

I looked at my parents and beamed. They were beaming too. I instinctively dropped to my right knee when the President shook my hand and I said in perfect German, “Haban Sie Vielen Dank, fur Euer Ehren, Herr Prasident!”

I could see by his smile that he was pleased with my translation of Thank you very much for your honor, Mr. President. There were also readings of future stories I had written throughout my years at the boarding school. I had also received medals for science fair projects, mathematical competitions and outstanding citizenship.

In eighth grade, I accurately measured the school soccer field in both inches and centimeters, and received special recognition for this at my graduation ceremony where I also served as class valedictorian. My parents applauded heartily as I received the award for General Excellence, and with greater pomp and circumstance after the delivery of my valedictory address which I had written myself.

“Your speech was remarkable,” the Headmaster commended at the outdoor reception afterward. We were in a bright, colorful garden. The air was fresh and sweetly scented, and the snow-capped mountains presided in the distance far beyond the river.

I was holding my cake plate, standing beside my parents, tall and stately in a blue suit and tie, presenting the fine posture my father had cultivated in me.

I bowed my head and responded, “Danke, mein Herr Schulleiter.”

Then the headmaster turned to my parents, “What field do you presume your son might seek one day?”

I replied promptly before my parents could speak, “I wish to become a writer.”

My father looked a bit surprised. Perhaps they had wished me to express interest in the family business.

The headmaster smiled approvingly. “And a great writer you shall be.”

My mother stepped forward and took my hand, smiling back at the headmaster. “Whatever field our son shall endeavor to pursue, we are convinced he shall be a winner.”

I took my father’s hand in the same moment and the three of us glowed in the brilliant sunshine.

I returned to Paris with my parents the next day. The war was over, and our beautiful city had been spared by our passive acceptance of the Nazi occupation, if not our internal fury. I was proud my parents had known what they were doing all along. And they had taught me well during their practice.

We summered at our home in the South of France before I would resume school in London that upcoming fall. The French Riviera was glorious. Sunshine abounded everywhere, every day, and the ocean flaunted crystals which looked like glistening diamonds.

I was growing up then, an adolescent entering puberty. I was tall, with a golden tan and a lean, muscled frame. I noticed beautiful girls for the first time. And they unmistakably noticed me too. I had my first kiss on the beach at sunset. She was two years my senior, a honey skinned blonde goddess. Nothing more came of it, but I relished the experience just the same.

There were friends all around me, boys and girls alike. We played beach sports, hiked and sailed on our parents’ boats.

But my favorite memory was once again with my father, just the two of us, that last day on his yacht. I was in my red bathing trunks, steering the boat on my own as the glowing sun kissed our bodies.

“It was a great summer, son,” my father warmed. “I am going to miss you while you are away at school.”

I was looking ahead, steering confidently along the choppy waves, and I remembered my protests when my parents first announced I would be going away to boarding school at the age of six.

Now the table had been reversed.

I smiled, with my eyes still fixed on the mystical turquoise water. “You have given me wings, Father,” I said. “You and Mother. I shall miss you too, but it is now time for me to spread them and fly.”

My father kissed the crown of my head as he stood behind me, gripping my shoulders, just as proudly and lovingly as he had done in this same boat, in this same spot, when I was six years old.





5 Mark

1939-1947Brooklyn, New York

Mark Stone was shocked when his mother marched them to the bank the next morning and closed an account.

“Mommy… I never thought we had any money,” he said perplexedly.

Glenda looked down at him pointedly as they left the bank. “I always believed in savin’ for a rainy day. It was MY money. Your father never knew nothin’ about it. It’s not much, but enough to get us outta here.”

Mark just gazed up at his mother in stunned silence.

Then they stopped at the five and dime store to buy two suitcases and brought them back to the dingy apartment.

“We’re only takin’ our clothes with us. I don’t wanna remember nothin’ else about this place,” Glenda asserted. Her voice was bitter, her eyes—stone cold.

“Can I bring my storybooks?” Mark asked, suddenly flustered.

Glenda frowned, reading the alarm on her son’s face. “I suppose. So long as they fit in your suitcase.”

Mark made sure of it. All his fairy tales would go with him, especially now that he could read them. Miss Shepherd, an old witch as he would always remember, did one thing right in teaching him how to read.

Glenda saw him sitting on the fire escape the next day when they were scheduled to leave. He was gazing dreamily up at the blue sky.

“We gotta go! Enough dreamland now!” she snapped.

Mark’s mind grounded when the words had stung him. But it was nothing like his father’s abuse.

And he realized, as they walked out of the tenement building to the train station, suitcases in hand, that he did not, and would not, ever miss his father.

He knew his mother felt the same.

They rode the train into that foreign place called Brooklyn. The neighborhood was cleaner, and the people looked much nicer. There were charming brownstones on the tree-lined sidewalks. They were in a neighborhood called Cobble Hill.

They rented a small apartment on the third floor of one of them. Just three rooms. But they were bright and clean, so very different from the Bronx slum. Glenda took the bedroom for herself. Mark would sleep on a Murphy bed which came down from the living room wall.

There was a window which opened to a tall tree where branches stretched up past the room, and Mark knew it would be painted with bright green leaves in spring and summer, and crimson in the fall. Now, they were bare in winter. He was also happy there was another fire escape off the kitchen window at the rear of the apartment. It had a charming courtyard below with more trees to greet him.

He decided he would make this his dream haven. And it happened right away to his mother’s chagrin. He smiled now as his mind swam and sailed with long, quiet hours surrounded by his fairytales. It was so very nice to see that not only the sky was beautiful, but the earth below, too.

Maybe life would be better there in Brooklyn.

“I got myself a job, Mark,” Glenda announced proudly when she walked through the door two days later. He had been left alone during the hours of her employment search. He would begin school that next Monday, and was feeling a rising sense of misgiving about it.

He looked up at his mother. It was one of the few occasions when he saw a faint smile on her face.

“Really, Mommy? Where?” His eyes were wide and overcurious.

Glenda Stone unhooked her coat and Mark warmed to the sweet presence in the room.

“Just a few blocks away,” she chimed. “I’m gonna be cleanin’ the house of some rich people.”

It sounded very good to Mark. He remembered his mother scrubbing the lobby floor of the decrepit tenement building back in the Bronx, the stairs, the cracked walls. A big house would be so much better.

“That’s great, Mommy!” he exclaimed, his face spreading into a wide smile. “Can I come with you one day to see the big house?”

Glenda stood quietly, considering the notion. And then she chilled. The warmth in the room turned cold. “We’ll see,” she answered and turned to go into the bedroom.

Mark wondered if that meant no.

He walked himself to school on that first day with fear swelling in his gut. The red brick building was smaller than the school in the Bronx. And when he entered the schoolyard, the children seemed less violent. The teacher was tall and pencil slim, much younger than Miss Shepherd. Her name was Miss Penda, and she led him to the back of the line as the students all ogled him. He knew then, it would not be easy. Even here, where the children were tamer, Mark knew he would remain different.

The first scuffle happened at recess. The morning had been long and taxing. A new classroom, a new teacher, new classmates, new rules. He sat in the third row, second seat, and was able to read the passages Miss Penda had called upon him to recite. He was asked to stand. His legs knocked. His voice shook. There were snickers and stares. Tommy Powell in the fourth row became his first challenge.

He came up to him in the schoolyard with three other boys while Mark was wandering the trail of the wrought iron fence alone.

“Hey there, Namby pamby! What brought ya here to THIS school?”

Mark froze like a deer in headlights. He looked up at the tall dark-haired bully with bulging hazel eyes.

Tommy Powell jeered as the other boys laughed. “What’s happened to your sissy tongue? Can’t talk no more?”

Mark took a deep breath and felt his heart shudder. It was starting all over again.

Tommy Powell drew two steps closer. They were inches away from one another now. Mark eyed him timidly, not knowing what to do.

And then the bully raised clenched fists. “Do ya fight like a Namby pamby too? Jus’ the way ya talk?”

Mark swallowed and gulped. He realized there was a whole crowd encircling them now, all waiting for Tommy Powell to pounce upon him, to christen him the new school punching boy.

He tuned out the noise, feeling an angry silence press upon his ears, and a newfound boiling blood raging to his cheeks. He thought of Russell Crow in that dark moment, and all he had taught him back in the Bronx.

Russell’s words reverberated in his screaming mind as Tommy Powell prepared to throw the first punch with the surrounding sea of students egging him on… “But ya gotta jus’ learn one thing first… I gotta teach ya how to fight… You’re gonna need to know… And once everyone else knows YOU know, you’re never gonna have to fight back again.”

And in that moment, Mark Stone transformed into a force he never knew he could be. A supreme strength sparked, rose and overtook him.

He pushed Tommy Powell’s fist away and sent his own into the bully’s face. And then he pounced upon him, fists pummeling everywhere as the crowd stood in stunned silence before cheering HIM on.

Tommy Powell was actually crying when Mark had finished with him. He was panting as he saw the tears spill down Tommy Powell’s face, not believing what he had done.

And he actually felt sorry for him when the other students started laughing and mocking him. Mark Stone knew the feeling well, and, bully or not, Tommy Powell’s spirit was being crushed.

They were both sent to the principal’s office that afternoon, and each received a separate paddling as the other was forced to watch.

But the physical pain hardly mattered to Mark. His father’s whippings had been far worse. And he had achieved a great goal that day and knew it. All thanks to Russell Crow.

No one ever bullied him at school again. He and Tommy Powell even became friends. And it happened twice in the neighborhood as well. Some boys misread his gentle nature for weakness. Their lessons were a rude awakening. Word quickly spread not to fool with Mark Stone.

At the age of seven, he had developed into a gentle force which could turn fierce at any time if the wrong buttons were pressed. And so the boys in the neighborhood learned to leave him alone. They even welcomed him into their club. For the first time in his young life, Mark Stone felt happiness. But he regretted he had to learn how to fight in order to achieve it.

**************************

He would always joyfully remember the first day his mother had brought him to the big house where she worked. It had a view of the New York Harbor and was a massive blue shingled structure with a wraparound porch and countless windows. It was mid-May
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