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Think about how many times I have fallen

Spirits are using me, larger voices calling

What heaven brought you and me

Cannot be forgotten

I have been around the world

Looking for that woman-girl

Who knows love can endure

And you know it will

When you see the Southern Cross for the first time

You understand now why you came this way

‘Cause the truth you might be running from is so small

But it’s as big as the promise

The promise of a coming day

So I’m sailing for tomorrow, my dreams are a-dying

And my love is an anchor tied to you

Tied with a silver chain
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Chapter 1

Lewis was running late. Late, but still in the pocket. Traffic was light, and so far, not too many vendor carts clogged the dusty streets so he was confident he would still be approximately on time for his meeting with the senior minister for development for Imira. The particular export the senior minister was attempting to develop was oil, though he was realistic enough to start with a pipeline to carry the liquid wealth of more oil-rich nations across the sovereign wasteland of Imira to the gulf. The pipeline would be handy when the struggling nation began pumping its own oil, which it hoped to do in the future.

First however Imira needed to acquire enough capital to build the modern schools and hospitals necessary to reposition the image of the country as less of a primitive wasteland and more of a resource-rich, misunderstood diamond in the rough. A few well-placed feature articles in Western journals and Imira would be positioned to entice a petroleum exploration firm from Nigeria or Oklahoma to lend the necessary expertise to find oil. Producing wells would bring in the heavy hitters. The schools and hospitals would get the country some much-needed credit with the World Bank. Then the floodgates would open and the world’s appetite for energy would bring investment to Imira’s door.

Lewis understood the motivation. It was his business to know. He’d seen how it worked, too many times. He didn’t like or enjoy knowing most of the things he did about the human urge to try to become rich fast. He lived with the images, those old, random flashes that jumped his nights, sometimes his afternoons on a busy street. They made the future look too much like his past. History and memories were his solace and his companions; they kept Suzanna fresh and constant but they were also reminders of years and friends lost. They could seize him from a deep sleep, constrict his breath momentarily with reminders of past mistakes and betrayals, enemies who had impeded him, friends lost in the mix. He could manage them though, the memories, keep the past in the past, especially because, these days he won more than he lost. It was just a matter of focusing on the here and now and gauging the risks alongside the rewards.

He’d had a career of firsthand observation of the harsh realities of life for those at the bottom. He accepted those realities, first because there was little he could do to change things, and second because they fit his understanding of the world as a place where the strong could thrive but the weak were doomed. Accepting those facts made him efficient and successful in the parts of the world where life was cheap and World Bank credit was worth a thousand, ten thousand, or a hundred thousand of those cheap lives. Projects on the fringe could be carried out swiftly, brutally if necessary, without attracting attention or consequences, and the strong men at the top were predictably arrogant, greedy and friendless. The risks were high but so was the payout.

Lewis had delivered a string of successful projects. He liked the work, he liked winning, he liked elegantly outsmarting obstacles that had defeated those directly involved. But over time the projects had created in him a sense of futility in applying skill, expertise and manpower to sort out situations that were always examples of one man’s meat being another man’s poison. One entity wanted to recover something, protect a secret, or develop a new enterprise while an opposing entity was determined to keep a secret, obtain something of value cheaply, or protect a monopoly. When a period of struggle had gone on too long, cost too much, and exhausted the patience and imagination of one side of the conflict, an outside force would be sought to bring a fresh perspective and pragmatism to the situation.

While on a project Lewis had only one master — the project. His power to direct his team was absolute. Political considerations did not hinder the work, and his client was bound by a contract allocating total control of the schedule and results to him. Contract payments were invoiced and collected by milestone. Behind the scenes the work was meticulously planned and discoveries and surprises were promptly examined, understood and contained. Team members spoke with Lewis and Christine every day, with open communication and information flowing both ways. Teams were fully supported with secure, comfortable living quarters and clear direction. There was no allowance for personalities, prejudices or power struggles. Getting across the finish line required commitment, focus, loyalty, and control of all moving parts.

It was the opposite side of the coin at headquarters in Washington. When Lewis was there, which was not often, and never for longer than the minimal time required to take care of the business at hand, he saw politics and alliances as shifting sands, while he chose to bend the resources of the organization to his purpose by carefully selecting high-value contracts and pushing them against all resistance to closure.

The Currency Section made more money than any other. As head of the section, his cut of the profits meant he and his teams worked long days under pressure for as long as it took but then made bank. He favored obscure, big-score jobs that kept him offshore and out of contact. He ran his jobs with small teams, bonding them into cohesive units with a dedication that baffled headquarters staff. The profits he delivered didn’t quite explain his primacy or direct channel to the director and her open-door policy where he was concerned.

BEIGE was an organization of secrets and silence, its existence dependent on its ability to camouflage what it did. Lewis was part of the culture; the myths and rumors about his history related to facts and actual events and therefore could not be dismissed though neither could they be substantiated. He had his supporters, among them the director, most of the section heads and any specialist who had worked a job with him. He did and said nothing to enhance or dispel rumors that were almost certainly exaggerations. Ignoring his detractors, he was generally as much an unknown inside the company as outside. He worked for Beige, or at least for the director, to the extent of accepting the protection and support the company afforded. He took on a steady stream of contracts, understood and followed internal control protocols, and repatriated project income with full accounting.

In the field he assumed a name and role to fit the assignment. Right now, he was in Imira, as a structural engineer with a resume of successful multi-national projects, working for a French engineering firm, building a bridge. He could assume a wide range of temporary occupations and, for the most part, he enjoyed the daylight pretense of whatever role legitimized him. Today he was carrying blueprints, seismic images and subsurface geologic reports in his briefcase. There was a hardhat on the seat of the Toyota Land Cruiser, a Walther PPK in its bracket under the seat.

He parked the Toyota in the reserved parking lot behind the two-story ministry. He had crossed the parking lot and was reaching for the door when it was opened for him. The man who held the door was dressed like a Westerner, in a suit and white shirt, sunglasses pushed up on his head. Dark-skinned and dark-eyed and looking very much like an upper-level Imirian. Lewis paused, his left hand automatically reaching to catch the open frame of the door. But the stranger did not pass him to exit the building. Instead, he stepped back and held the door open so they both ended up inside.

“Lewis,” the man said. “You’re late, huh?”

Lewis froze. His name was not known to anyone in Imira City, or, for that matter to almost anyone outside of the Beige Group. He still wore his sunglasses so the other’s face was indistinct. He dropped his briefcase, grabbed the stranger by his upper arms and shoved him hard against the wall. A glance confirmed the hallway was empty. It would take maybe ten seconds to finish the man and nobody would hear a thing — no conversation, no names, no nothing.

The stranger seemed to follow his thinking and stopped struggling. Lewis switched his right hand to the stranger’s neck. Pressure on the larynx guaranteed no sound and no struggle while Lewis checked for weapons. There was an automatic in a holster on his waistband which Lewis removed and put in his own pocket. The stranger’s eyes bulged and he writhed for air. Satisfied that he carried no more hardware, Lewis pulled off his sunglasses and relaxed his grip slightly. “My name is Bryan Tillson. Who are you?”

“You remember Abe Pasqualle?”

“Should I?”

“You killed him.”

“You the brother? The younger one?” Lewis remembered Abraham Pasqualle as a minor player who had taken an assignment he was ill-equipped to survive. It had been a few years but he never forgot their names.

“So you do remember Abe. I am Samuel.”

“You here for revenge? Your brother killed himself. He just used me to get it done.”

“Abe was my brother, yeah. That’s personal, for another time. This is business. I’m here because I know you by sight. I have a message.”

“Now who the hell would use a Pasqualle to send me a message?” Lewis felt the release of tension now that it appeared exchanging information was the goal.

Samuel felt it, too. “You have my gun. Pick up your case and let’s stop standing here like queers in heat with you choking off my air. I’m not going to give you a reason to kill me. I’m not Abe.”

“Right,” Lewis said. He let go of Pasqualle’s neck and stepped back. “What’s the message?”

“First I gotta show you something.” Sam Pasqualle opened his jacket carefully. He paused so Lewis could watch him slowly remove an envelope from an inside pocket. “These were taken in Phoenix, Arizona. Ever been there?”

Lewis frowned. “Years ago.”

Sam smiled. “I hear you’ve been back. In Phoenix I was Ali. You know Americans, they like the easy names, so that’s who I was. I met your woman. You go ahead and check with her. Ask if she remembers meeting Ali. We talked about horses. They have some fine horses in Arizona.”

Lewis nodded at the envelope. “Pictures of horses?”

The first photograph showed a span of wide steps from a sidewalk to a double set of glass doors with the crest of a hotel chain in gold. A crowd was ascending the steps, their backs to the camera, the women in dresses and strappy sandals, the men in jackets. “Right here,” Ali said, pointing with his pinky finger, “that’s me.” His finger touched legs in jeans and cowboy boots. “And these legs here?” His finger indicated a woman’s bare legs a few yards away from his own. “Nice, huh?”

“They’re okay,” Lewis said.

Sam extended another picture. “Here she is on the courts. Now you got the legs and the rest of the package. This’s me there. We’re playing doubles.”

“So you went to Phoenix, stayed at a hotel and played tennis. Big deal. I’d say it’s a little hot for tennis but whatever. It’s your heart attack. What’s it got to do with me?”

Sam looked up. “Okay, Bryan Tillson,” he said carefully. “You want to pretend you don’t know her. Please step outside with me. Perhaps I can explain better if we can speak freely.”

“I have an appointment. It’s cooler in here. And your friend with the long lens can’t take my picture while we’re inside. Spit it out.”

Sam sighed. He squatted and spread the photographs out on the carpet. Lewis did not join him but he didn’t need to get any closer to recognize Suzanna Oxenburg in the photographs. Suzanna in jacket and helmet guiding her black gelding over a jump in an arena and then Suzanna in jeans riding in the midst of other horsemen on a grassy trail, Suzanna walking away from her Volvo in the parking garage of her office building in downtown Phoenix. Suzanna sitting at an outdoor table covered with wine glasses. Photographs of Suzanna living her life and in every one, there too was Sam Pasqualle — dancing, eating, drinking wine, playing tennis, even on horseback. Maybe not with her, but around her, mixing with her crowd. Nothing subtle here. Somebody wanted him to know how easily she could be taken away.

“She’s nice,” Sam said. He swept the pictures together, stood and slid the envelope back into his pocket. “I never touched her but I could tell she likes me.” He said it casually but his posture was stiff with anticipation. “Maybe next time. This time was just for the pictures.” He looked at Lewis appraisingly. “She’s easy to watch, easy to follow, real nice, friendly. But you get an inch too close, she freezes like you smell bad. She’s cool but I can tell when they’re lonely. Sometimes I do them just for fun, you know? But her, no. I’ll wait for orders on her.”

“Ah come on, Sam. I think you probably tried. You can tell me. Whoever she is, I’d say a woman like that wouldn’t even let you touch her horse.”

Sam raised an eyebrow and shrugged slightly. “Like I said, I didn’t try. But now Mr. Bryan Tillson, I have something important to tell you. The same people who took those pictures have some more pictures. Pictures of you and your people here. They know who you are and what you’re doing. They can even see some problems with your project. Not the bridge. You’re welcome to build all the bridges you want. It’s the pipeline they don’t want you mixing in. They think it would be understandable if your project failed. Predictable even. They know your reputation. They think you can screw up a little bit on this one job. It won’t hurt you too much. You’ve blown it before, and you’re still the ten-ton gorilla in the game. This is a shit country and there’s crap here that can stop anyone, even you. Just let Beige take one in the eye this time and your lady friend’ll stay cool, just the way you like her.”

“If you know so much about me, you know you’re wasting my time.”

“Sometimes we all waste time. Even you. Like when you’re down on that beach of yours in Mexico, huh? With her. But you know, you can’t be everywhere at once. You can’t have it all your way. Maybe you waste a little time, but you can save other things. It’s up to you.”

Sam had relaxed now. He’d delivered the message, gotten the pictures looked at, said the words. He was just the messenger and his task was finished. He didn’t see it coming when Lewis grabbed him by the hair and slammed his head back hard against the cement block of the wall. He was stunned momentarily, long enough for Lewis to open his jacket, remove the envelope of photographs and tuck it into his own pocket.

Sam was quiet and watchful as he regained focus.

Lewis put his shoulder into the man’s chest. “Stand still and be quiet if you want to keep breathing.” He retrieved the gun, checked the chamber and the clip, both of which were empty. Odd, but he’d think about that later. He used Sam’s jacket to wipe the weapon and stuff it back into Sam’s holster. A bundle of bills and an airline ticket were in the pocket on the opposite side. Nothing else, no passport, no hotel key.

He checked the hall and the parking lot. “Now you listen to me. Your life is in danger. Not from me, from the hypervigilant trigger-happy security in this building.”

Sam’s expression was frozen. He made a slight movement with his head, “You planning to have them do the same thing to me you did to Abe?”

“Abe’s long gone,” Lewis said. “Pay attention to what I’m telling you. The previous minister of development, the father of the man waiting for me right now was shot to death by an assassin. Just being armed in this building is enough to finish you. I’ll give you the best advice you’re ever going to hear — leave. Cross the parking lot, turn right down the sidewalk, grab the first cab you see and go straight to the airport. I’ll give you thirty minutes before I report you. Use those minutes well. Fly away Sam, and never come back.”

“What if I don’t?”

“Suit yourself,” Lewis said.

He picked up his briefcase, straightened his jacket and strode down the hall to the minister’s office. He was late for his meeting and unwilling to linger in the danger zone. Sam Pasqualle needed to vanish for both their sakes, considering how the Imirian ministry would react to a gunman right outside the door of a senior minister’s office. The police had special holding cells for men like Sam, caught uninvited in a sensitive area with a weapon and in all likelihood traveling on a minor passport. Once arrested, Sam Pasqualle and his scripted information would be quickly boiled down. It would take his employer at least a week to spring him if they even made the effort. In the meantime, any mention of a pipeline would get the immediate attention of the anti-Western voices on the Imirian Council.

When his meeting with the minister and the Imirian project manager ended, Lewis left the building relieved that there’d been no disturbance in the offices and the hallway was clear. He drove toward the bridge construction site but after a few blocks, he made an abrupt right turn, drove in a circle for a mile then stopped at a market to pick up groceries for later. He drove to his apartment, watching his rearview but detecting nothing suspicious. Once there, he stowed the groceries and summoned Joel, his security resource.

Joel had been with Beige for forty years. Lewis respected the man but didn’t know him well. This was their first project together. Joel was rarely on the roster and even when between projects he was selective, some said obnoxiously, about the projects he joined. Lewis didn’t care about personalities. He’d interviewed Joel with the same attention to work ethic and mental agility that he required in every team member. So far, he’d been satisfied with Joel’s steady competence. In the last hour, Lewis had begun framing a plan of action to contain Sam Pasqualle and uncover the source of his threat but he knew Joel would add insight and objectivity.

When Joel arrived, Lewis was in shorts and T-shirt and the air conditioning was humming. He offered coffee and they seated themselves at the kitchen table where his suit jacket was hanging on the back of a chair. He replayed the encounter and dialogue with Sam Pasqualle, his actions and the backstory of Abraham Pasqualle’s death on Lewis’s South African project.

“Where are these photos now?” Joel asked after listening without interjecting.

Lewis nodded at his jacket. “Top left pocket, in an envelope. I didn’t handle the envelope much and I never touched the pictures.”

Joel opened his tool case, removed a sheet of white paper and unfolded it on the kitchen island under the light fixture. He gloved up, extracted the envelope from Lewis’s jacket and slid the photos out onto the paper. Using forceps, he held the envelope up to the light and examined it. He went back to his tools for a scalpel to cut the seams of the envelope. He flattened and examined it again with a hand light. “You touch the gum under the flap at all?” he asked, looking up at Lewis.

Lewis shook his head. “He put the photos on the floor of the hall, moved them around, then put them back in the envelope and into his pocket with the flap down. I used two fingers to remove it and put it in my pocket.”

Joel nodded. “Looks like a partial in the gum on the flap. Might be useful if we have comps.” He lifted the envelope to one side and began to go through the photos using the forceps to turn and study each under the light. “These are high-res and studio print quality. You say Pasqualle’s no pro but somebody paid top dollar for these.”

Lewis grunted his agreement. “Sam’s an errand boy.”

Joel put down the forceps. “Who is she to you? Personal or business?”

“Personal,” Lewis said. He went to the island to look closely at the photos for the first time. “These look legit to me. Definitely Suzanna Oxenburg, a close friend of mine.”

“You want her extracted?”

“I’ll take care of her. You focus here. Throw up a wall to protect the team, verify Pasqualle’s location and identify his contact.”

“Picture and full name for Pasqualle?”

“Samuel Pasqualle, South African. Looks like a younger version of his brother, Abraham Pasqualle. I’ll give you access to some South African project files where there’ll be photos of Abraham, alive and afterwards.”

“You want to give me access to your fingerprint file on the system? Or I can print you now for exclusion.”

Joel set up his fingerprint machine on the table and rolled Lewis’s index and thumb. After he checked his results, he tucked the machine back in his kit and removed an evidence bag. Then he put the pictures into the bag one at a time with the forceps, concentrating on the task while thinking ahead. “Budget on this? You or Christine my go-to for authorization?”

“I’ll be away as soon as I can get a flight so it’ll be Christine. I’ll talk to her next and set up a meeting for the three of us tonight. I need daily status reports on this. And I don’t want those photos seen by anyone but you, Joel. When you’re done with them, scan the images and mark them private for your and my eyes only. Lock up the originals.”

“Understood,” Joel said. “I’ll tighten things up with our people. I never want to believe someone’s been tagging our team but that could just be smoke. The only photos he had were of your friend stateside.”

“He knew the bridge is cover for the pipeline. We need to know who hired him. If you can nail it down indirectly don’t engage him. Best if he’s home and busy spending his money.”

“I agree. He shouldn’t get the idea he has important information. Could have been hired remotely but I’ll look at hotel and airport CCTV.”

“Right. I read the threat as putting me on notice that someone wants the pipeline dropped but no indication of what they’re tracking to confirm if we stop or continue. At this stage it’d be tough for anyone to know what our engineers are doing by observation. They’ll need data. Better step up the scans on our vehicles and premises.”

“I’ll have specifics for next-level security by the time we meet with Christine tonight.”

“Right,” Lewis said. “I’ll have my travel dates locked down by then. I need to take measures with Suzanna, get her out of reach. Now that I’ve had time to process this it’s bothering me. Sam Pasqualle’s brother, Abe was hired for a hit on me in South Africa a decade ago. He didn’t succeed obviously. Risky for someone to approach me with his brother. It wasn’t a straight up threat, more of a hint. Still we’ve got to address it, vague as it is. Be ready for this to blow up.”

Joel gave him a tight smile. “Always ready.”





Chapter 2

At noon Arizona time the steward noticed Suzanna was awake and asked if she wanted a drink. She declined the drink but asked for the correct time and reset her watch. It was seven p.m. Her window showed no hint of what was below the plane. She stretched and retrieved her carry-on, then locked herself in the first class lavatory. It would be after eight when they landed, early evening by Paris standards and Lewis would be waiting.

She washed her face, brushed her teeth and changed into her blue cashmere sweater from her carry-on. Then her makeup and a quick evaluation in the inadequate mirror. Satisfied, she released her hair and shook it out carefully in the confined space. Arranging it again was awkward, with limited counter space for the combs and clips and only the odd lighting in the tiny bathroom. She checked her reflection again and then returned to her seat. She had instructions from Lewis about what to do if he wasn’t there after she cleared customs. He always sent instructions but so far, he’d always been there to meet her, no matter where they met.

The plane touched down ahead of schedule and had to wait on the runway. From her window, Suzanna watched the plumes of exhaust curling into the cold night sky under the harsh runway lights. She nestled into the folds of her fur coat, closed her eyes and pressed her forehead against the frigid window, breathing deeply while the cold glass numbed the center of her forehead. She shut her eyes and reminded herself that two years of loving a man who, ninety percent of the time, had better things to do was probably unwise.

It had started three years ago. For more than two years now she’d been involved exclusively with Lewis, a man who came and went entirely on his own terms, a man she could not call or write, who did not call or write her for months at a time. It was wonderful when he did of course, such a rush of excitement, joy and relief that it erased any doubt of his significance. He wasn’t a phase. She had no interest in looking for a normal, settled situation with an ordinary man. She wanted more of Lewis, expansion not gradual erosion and also not an ending.

She liked the connection the way it was. When she forced herself to try to visualize a tradition situation it didn’t work. Lewis was unlike anyone else and their connection unlike anything else. She wanted more but she accepted facts. He was busy and she was still married.

Her husband, Richard had regularly traveled for work during their marriage, but a contract in Brazil had captured his attention a year before Lewis entered her life. Richard’s work in Brasilia had initially seemed like any other global contract but he’d gradually withdrawn from her and ceased home visits and communication. Her lawyer’s attempts to serve him with divorce papers had failed. Richard simply evaded Brazilian process servers. Mail sent to him in Brazil was returned with No Such Person scrawled across the unopened envelopes in his handwriting. Digital mail bounced. For a period she’d been frustrated, but now she rarely thought about it. Lewis was the only man on her mind, and he was unconcerned with Richard.

Eventually the doors opened and she was released into the glass-walled tunnel with its view of the Arrivals lounge, crowded now with people waiting to meet the flight. Lewis was there too, looking deceptively benign and conservative in a gray silk sweater and slacks under a black trench coat, open in the heat of the crowd. He had told her once that his priority when he had to be in an airport was to draw no attention. The comment had made her conscious of his preference for a brief, impersonal greeting when they met. But now, in the few minutes before she reached the escalator that would take her down to be processed and block her view, she studied him with covert delight. His expression was aloof and detached from the crowd although his clothing and composure blended with it.

She smiled when he acknowledged her with a raised eyebrow. He was taller than the crowd and brawny, but the clothes disguised his muscular body and softened his severe haircut. From her side of the glass, he was a businessman with a warrior’s face. She was enmeshed and besotted despite the uncertainty and lengthy separations.

She tugged her wheeled suitcase out of customs and through the automated doors after the declarations officer had inquired about the purpose of her visit and studied her passport. Lewis met her a few steps into the crowd. His hand closed warmly over her fingers as he took the handle of her case. “Welcome to Paris,” he said softly.

Suzanna heard in the phrase the irony that was Lewis, and a hint of what he was really saying: Welcome to me. She said “At last,” standing too close to him.

He turned then and shouldered them into the flow. She knew he wanted to escape the terminal and its CCTV cameras as quickly as possible. In just a few more minutes she would have his full attention. It was a small price to pay, to let him control the threats he lived with. She did not see him for months, and when she did, it usually involved an airport where his concern about exposing her to danger, of giving her away to an opportunistic enemy directed him to treat her briskly as he would a professional associate.

Lewis chose a cab and handed off her bag. He held the door for her and then they were inside, with the door closed. Suzanna nestled against his warmth to offset the cold of the leather seat. He spoke with the driver in French, a back and forth discussion that to Suzanna was all business and as brief as they could make it. Then he turned to kiss her lightly. “A little colder than Arizona,” he observed.

She slid her hand under his where it rested on her knee. The headlights of the taxi showed patches of snow beside the road and clouds of exhaust from the cars ahead. “It’s all fabulous and exotic to me. I’ve never lived where it’s cold.”

“Lucky you.” He settled back and put his arm around her shoulders.

When they arrived, he paid the driver and took her bag. They bypassed the doorman as they entered the lobby. The front desk was elegant, busy and staffed with welcoming clerks. One of them nodded to Lewis, retrieved a room key and handed it across the counter. The elevator was waiting and moments later they were inside the room.

Lewis had left all the room lights on. He put her bag down and closed the door, and then his arms were around her. Over her head he scanned the room for anything out of place. Once satisfied, he kissed her. She closed her eyes and kissed him back, overwhelmed by him, by the resurgence of passion. Ten hours of enforced inactivity fell away.

“Have I ever mentioned how much I hate traffic?” His lips brushed her ear. “I thought we’d never get here.”

“I know. And it’s such a long flight,” she murmured, enjoying the sensations. “Once I’m onboard and we take off I just want to be with you. We need faster jets.”

“Yeah. Hungry?”

“I can’t remember. I can only think about you right now.”

“Right.” He released her. “We have about thirty seconds to get out of this room. Let’s go for a walk and find dinner, someplace with music and people having a good time.”

* * * *

Lewis was already up when Suzanna awoke the next morning. She was sleepy and her first inclination was to roll over and curl herself around him. She sat up when she saw him at the table by the window. He was reading standing up. It looked like a map spread open on the table.

“What is that?” she said.

He looked up. “Train schedule.”

She went to the bathroom, escaping to think about the implications of Lewis reading a train schedule early in the morning. She brushed her hair and teeth and slipped into the nightgown she’d hung on the back of the door last night. She got back into bed and arranged the pillows so she was comfortable. “Are you going somewhere?” she asked carefully.

“We’re going somewhere,” he said with emphasis on we as he folded the schedule.

“Oh. Good.”

“Good? You just got here. It is Paris, after all.” He said it lightly but he was paying attention. “Not disappointed?”

“Not as long as you’re not going somewhere without me.”

“We’re taking the noon train to Zurich. We’re not actually going all the way to Switzerland but we’re going that way for a couple hundred clicks.”

“Tell me more. Should I pack, or is it just for the day?”

“Couple of days. There’s a place I’ve seen before, from the train. I want to take a closer look. It’ll be quiet this time of year — pretty dull, compared to Paris.”

Suzanna was relieved but curious. On this trip he had not given her much advance notice, no choice of destination or duration, just the airline ticket and two days to arrange to be away from her job, board her horse, and pack for Paris in December. She’d made all kinds of romantic assumptions, about Paris dinners, long walks through old neighborhoods and Lewis being ready to decompress and be completely with her.

She’d been eager to see him, happy to drop everything to meet him, but she’d noticed he’d skipped his usual advance invitation and follow up phone call. This time his note asked her to join him on short notice. He’d included her flight details without waiting for her response. Last night he’d been restless and distracted but also decisive about where they went and when they moved on. He’d been passionate when they finally returned to the hotel, but he’d delayed bedtime for an hour after dinner in favor of a long walk along the river. Paris was beautiful in its pre-Christmas glory, lit-up and frosty. She’d enjoyed the sights and his company but she’d craved his intimate attention. Now he was restless again.

“Trains run all day in Europe,” she said. “Come back to bed.”

“Let’s get breakfast. It’s just a couple of hours. We can go back to bed before dinner.”

* * * *

The train Lewis wanted was not an express, but a commuter line for suburbs east of the city. The route signs indicated that, ultimately, they could intersect the high-speed express line to Switzerland, but Suzanna doubted anybody would choose this slow, shabby train to start a trip to Zurich. When she said as much to Lewis, he explained.

“I’ve started out on this train headed for Switzerland a couple of times. It’s one way to get out of the city under the radar. It’s not fast but it has other advantages.”

“Is that why we’re taking it?”

“Scenery.” He took her hand to merge their fingers.

“Okay so … Village-de-Chateau-Sur-Dix-Rivieres? Something about a river?”

“Fortress town on ten rivers, more or less. The castle is just a ruin, close to a wetland. The river spreads out into a shallow lake. The town is lower, where the marsh drains back into the main channel, like a bunch of small rivers coming together.”

“You’ve seen all this from the train?”

“You’ll see it, too. First the river and then the ruin, then the lake, and finally this little tiny village. The ruin used to be a fortress. It’s right at the rim of the plain, with the town below. It’s old and massive, maybe Roman originally.” He frowned. “It’s way out in the country, Suzanna and the hotel will be empty this time of year. Very quiet.”

“Is that why you took me out walking last night? So I’d get my Paris experience?”

“It’s a nice city to see at night. I thought you’d want some exercise. You usually do.”

“Oh yes, I did. And it was lovely, though not the same as moonlight walks on your beach in Mexico.”

“Right.”

Suzanna extended her legs and stretched. “How long before I see your castle?”

He leaned closer. “My castle, Suzanna? My beach? Is it me or the real estate?”

She rested her head against his shoulder. “It’s you. And the places you show me. You don’t have to own them. I’m your muse, so basically, I’m only responsible for inspiration.”

“You’re definitely responsible for a couple of things.”

* * * *

When the castle finally appeared in the distance, it was only an outline against a gray sky with snowflakes drifting. For twenty minutes they watched it take shape. Then they were past it and had arrived at the station of Village-de-Chateau-Sur-Dix-Rivieres. Lewis collected their bags and they walked to the end of the small platform and stood together looking up at the looming rock wall of the fortress. In a few minutes the train departed and they were alone on the quiet platform. Suzanna looked down the street in both directions and saw lights in shop windows. Lewis put an arm around her. “Shall we go and throw ourselves on the mercy of the hotel?”

“Do we need mercy?”

“Quite possibly. Given the season is over and they could be closed for Christmas.”

“Is there only one hotel and one train a day?”

“There’s a night train going in the opposite direction, back toward Paris. But there’s only one hotel for us. The big one right over there, facing the wall of the fortress. The one with all the lights and the cars.”

“Doesn’t look closed.”

“This is France, Suzanna. They may be open for locals, but for tourists they’re closed when they say they’re closed, especially if they don’t like your accent.”

“Then I hope they like your accent.”

“Right. If all else fails, I’ll tell them something convincing.”

“Like what?”

“Let’s just see how it goes.”

But he continued to stand with his arm around her, looking up at the massive stones of the castle wall rising above the opposite bank of the river. Its full outline — turrets, towers and tumbled stone gates — had held their attention for several miles as the train approached across the high ground of the plain but when the tracks dropped into the river valley and crossed a trestle to stop at the village station the scope of the fortress was hidden. Now all there was to see was this wall of rock.

Suzanna was cold. It was not like Lewis to admire antiquities. As far as she could tell, the castle wall was just a featureless expanse of cut stone. “What do you like about this particular castle?” she said.

He answered slowly. “It’s nothing but a mildly interesting ruin from the train, but from here it’s so powerful it blocks out everything, even the sky.” He glanced down at her. “Bear with me. It’s a metaphor. I want to go up there tomorrow. We can check it out from inside.”

“Tell me the metaphor.”

He squeezed her waist. “Not yet. Let’s take care of business first.”

Two elderly couples were at the front desk of the hotel, making some sort of arrangements in consultation with the only employee behind the counter. Lewis left their bags on a cart and settled Suzanna in a chair in front of the fireplace. He brought her a glass of wine from the bar and then left her when the couples bundled up and went out into the wintery afternoon.

Suzanna soaked up the warmth from the fire and sipped her wine while she watched the long negotiation that ensued between Lewis and desk clerk. Finally, Lewis beckoned the man outside. Long minutes later they returned with the desk clerk, in shirtsleeves, looking thoroughly chilled but nodding now. In a few moments, Lewis came to ask for her passport. Moments later he was back, trailed by a bellman with their bags. The elevator was an antique, with folding doors in polished brass.

The fifth floor hallway was cold and their room even colder. The clerk set the luggage by the door and proceeded immediately to the fireplace to light the kindling. He watched the flames catch before turning to tell Lewis something that seemed to include Suzanna. He stood briskly rubbing his palms together, clearly indicating his concern about the room temperature. Lewis replied briefly, tipped him and shut the door behind him. He turned to Suzanna. “This floor is closed for the season. They’re only heating the ground floor of the central wing. If you’re too uncomfortable here, we can move downstairs tomorrow but I want to try this for one night.”

Suzanna explored the suite, still wearing boots and coat. The fireplace was in the middle of the sitting room, between curtained and shuttered windows. She peeked at the bedroom and bath to the right of the fireplace, nice but no match for the appeal of the fire. On the left, another bedroom and bath were tucked into a raised alcove. The bed was draped in gold satin, puffy with comforters. She flipped down the satin cover and counted two feather duvets and a woven blanket on the bed. The bathroom was pink and gold with luxurious towels. She ran her hand over the towels but doubted she’d ever want to shower in the sparkling glass enclosure. When she looked up Lewis was watching her from the bedroom.

“Everything is so extremely clean it looks a bit like ice,” she said with a doubtful look. She joined him. “On the plus side, this bed has a lot of goose down.”

“Right. Sounds like a decision.”

“Right,” she repeated. It was positively freezing in the room. She imagined it was possible, maybe even comfortable to sleep in cold places. People did it. She’d read about ice hotels in travel magazines.

“You want this exact suite?” she said.

“This exact one.”

“Okay. Let’s make a huge fire and open some wine.”

“There’s wine downstairs where it’s warm.”

“If we leave the fire, it’ll go out and it’ll never warm up in here. Why do you want this room if you’d rather be downstairs?”

He put his arms around her. “I want to be up here with you tomorrow morning.” He kissed her while he opened the clip holding her hair in place. As his fingers combed the waves loose, she pressed her head back into his hands and returned his kiss. Her hands were cold. She could feel his warmth through his sweater and shirt. She put her hands under his sweater.

“I miss you,” she said when his lips moved to her throat. “I miss this, except for the gun. I know you feel naked without it but I like you naked. I like days and days of no gun.”

“How about I lose the gun and you keep this coat? Reminds me of those old movies where the babe shows up wearing a fur and nothing else.”

“I may be overdressed for the part.”

“We’ll fix that.” He picked her up to put her on the bed. “Didn’t you want to go back to bed before dinner?” He was removing her high zippered boots.

The bed cover was cold, the pillows even colder but his hands were warm around her feet when the boots were gone. “I may sleep in my coat,” she said when he stretched out beside her.

“As long as you’re game to sleep here tonight, you can wear anything you want. Come over here, and we’ll raise the temperature.” He scooped her on top of him and put his arms around her, under her coat. She relaxed into his warmth. He smelled good. She kissed his neck. “I dream about this,” he said. “The X- rated version. Take something off. It might work in reverse. You know what they say: less is more.”

She straddled him, tugged his sweater up and over his head, opened the top buttons of his shirt and leaned down to kiss him. “My turn,” she said and shrugged off her coat. Shirt and camisole followed, lifted over her head and dropped to the floor in a swirl of wild hair. Bare arms were quickly back inside the warm sleeves of her coat and stretched toward the ceiling to bring the coat over her shoulders. He admired her as she swept her hair free of the collar. Then her lips followed her hands, tasting him as she unbuttoned him. When the last button was open, she pulled his shirt loose and caressed him with cold hands, moving forward to support herself on her arms while she kissed him. She wanted to press herself against him again. She wanted his arms around her, slowing it down, making it last.

“Happy now?’ she said.

“Happy and other things.” He reached up to cup her face, keeping her hair back with his hands. “I’m hooked on your tan lines, reminds me of beaches and you on clean white sheets. You’re heating up the room, stealing my power.”

“I’m not stealing it, just borrowing. You can take it back.”

His thumbs touched the points of her jaw then moved down her neck. His hands explored her shoulders under the coat then went lightly down her ribs and around to balance her while he took her weight off her arms. He shifted to position her in the place he’d warmed and arranged her coat before leaning down to kiss her throat. “I want you, but … is it too cold in here?”

“It’s cold and hot at the same time, sweet and sour. I like it, I might even be in love with it. I just need a bit more time to be sure.”

“How long does it take?” His breath was warm on her neck. “I’m about halfway in love with this coat. Make these jeans go away and I guarantee we’ll both be in love with something by dinner.”





Chapter 3

The sitting room was almost warm enough to be comfortable when they untangled themselves from the comforters and each other. Lewis built up the fire while Suzanna wrapped herself in a hotel robe and took a blanket to the sofa to watch the flames. She heard the shower and thought about joining him but the idea of leaving the fire and getting wet was not appealing. She was still considering it when the shower stopped and the choice was, thankfully, no longer an option. She knew he’d be dressed and ready for dinner in a few minutes, so she left the blanket on the sofa, retrieved her case and took it to the opposite bedroom.

She’d unpacked and shaken out her dress and was running water into the sink in the pink and gold bathroom when Lewis brought her a glass of wine. He handed her the wine then tested the water with a finger. He was dressed for dinner and she knew he probably had not waited for hot water. She tried the wine. She could feel his warmth behind her, his hand that had held the wine rested on the vanity on one side of her while the other circled her to test the water.

She liked to observe him as others saw him, the way she had seen him when she’d first met him and been afraid of him. He could be hard, impatient, unforgiving, and she had no doubt he preferred to show only that to the world. But since she’d broken through the mask, whenever he looked at her, the effect was always the same. She felt it now when he looked up to catch her watching him.

His face didn’t change, his gaze was cool and level but what she felt was intensity, hunger and an almost desperate urge to resolve the question of how they could be so in tune when they were together, as though he did not register the months between when they had no contact and were far apart. She said, I love you, silently and broke the spell by running her fingers down the back of his hand, where he was testing the trickle of tepid water.

“Did you use all the hot water?” she teased.

“It’s possible there is no hot water. All I can vouch for is warm water.”

“Warmer than this?”

“Nope, sorry. And it’s likely to get colder if you let it run much longer.”

“I was just thinking the same thing. Go away and I’ll be ready in a few minutes.”

She washed her face, did her makeup, and smoothed her hair into glossy waves reflecting mahogany and auburn in the overhead lights. Almost ready but instead of getting dressed she retied the robe and went out to join him on the sofa in front of the fire. She nestled against him and stared into the fire.

Lewis closed his newspaper. “Everything okay?”

“Mum-hmm, I’ll be ready in a minute. It’s just so nice here with the fire.”

“We don’t have to go downstairs. They’ll send dinner up if you’d rather eat up here.”

“What? Miss out on the dining room, central heating, you being charming in a foreign language, the wonders of a French kitchen? I’d rather jump off the balcony.”

He gave a snort of laughter and re-opened the paper enclosing her against him.

She freed herself and went to dress. She evaluated herself in the bathroom mirror. The dress fit perfectly, exactly as it had two days ago in her bedroom in Arizona. She’d turned her closet inside out looking for the right dress and chosen this fitted sheath in deep garnet red. After inserting her diamond and ruby earrings, she stood back to assess the results. Satisfied, she returned to the vanity for the wine and a critical last look at her mascara. In any lighting other than sunlight, any color other than blue, her eyes hid their deep blue shimmer. Tonight they were just dark. She backed away for a full view, closed her eyes and took a swallow of wine. After a deep breath she opened her eyes and Lewis was in the doorway behind her. He touched her back.

“Is something keeping you in here in the cold?”

“The mirror, I guess. It’s France. There are French women everywhere and then there’s you.” She put the wine down and looked at herself critically. “I only brought one dress.”

“You only need one dress. You look great. I imagine you know that. What’s up?”	

“I want to eat dinner with you more. I want to wake up with you more and I want you to want it, too.”

“Right,” He put his arms around her from behind, careful of the dress. “I do.” In the mirror he was serious. “You’re cold. Can we clear this up before we go downstairs?” He moved closer. “I’m all yours for dinner right now.”

“But do you ever feel there won’t be a next time? This could just stop.”

He finished her wine and put the glass down. “We’re apart more than we’re together and you have a city full of options. Those thoughts appear when I’m alone on a jet at thirty thousand feet. But not tonight. Tonight feels just right.” He kissed her neck. “And you look just right. Let’s eat. Tomorrow we’ll wake up together, go for a walk, take a closer look at the fortress and talk.”

“You’re not thinking of buying that relic, are you?”

He smiled. “It’s some kind of historic site. Probably unaffordable, almost certainly unavailable, and definitely too far from an ocean. We’ll just look at it.”

* * * *

The dining room was delightfully over-heated and humming with activity. Suzanne was surprised by the number of diners in what had seemed to be an almost closed hotel. As soon as they were seated a waiter appeared with a bottle of champagne and at a nod from Lewis, filled the crystal flutes on the table. Lewis ignored the champagne and drank a single glass of the Burgundy he ordered with dinner. Suzanna drank her champagne and several glasses of the red wine.

At some point a woman sat down at the piano and began to play softly, moving from tune to tune with no breaks. When their meal was over, they danced. Everybody in the dining room seemed to be taking advantage of the music to dance comfortably between courses. They were all couples, middle-aged, well-dressed and to Suzanna’s eye, elegant. She was glad she’d brought the understated dress. It suited the ambiance of the room and the rectitude of their fellow diners. She surveyed the room from the comfort of Lewis’s arms and realized they were being noticed, too.

She remembered dancing with Lewis at a noisy beach hotel in Mexico, surrounded by exuberant vacationers. Nothing like this but she remembered that then, too Lewis had put them in the midst of the crowd, and when they’d tired of the noise and jostling bodies, they’d escaped outside to the beach. She’d felt very much part of the scene, as though it was the most natural thing in the world for them to be there — a global director for an American firm, with every one of his forty plus years showing in his face, and a database specialist from Arizona who ran half marathons, rode in horse shows and had once, on a spring afternoon three years ago, found a stranger lying in the rain more dead than alive. The two of them together, afloat in a crowd of oblivious people. And now, in this room too, they had been weighed and accepted.

“Do you think anybody in this room would be able to identify our pictures a month from now?” she asked him.

“You maybe,” he murmured. “Not me. One reason to dance is so they can look at your legs. And your hair. That’s what they’ll remember. I’m just a blank.”

“I think I’d remember you.”

“Well that’s just one of the things that make you unique, Suzanna. I don’t make much of an impression on most people unless I make an effort.”

“You make an impression on me every time. So you must be making an effort even though you never seem to be. Am I just easy to impress, do you think?”

“Nope, I’d say it’s more like you have a thing for me. I’m never going to question it. I’m just trying to keep it this way.”

“Ah, hence the train trip, this hotel, the mysterious top floor room, metaphors, castles?”

“And I haven’t even gotten to the good stuff yet.”

“I wouldn’t say that exactly. But then we’ve already established how easy I am.”

“Right. Ready for dessert? The best thing about France is the food so let’s not skip any courses.”

* * * *

The fire was out and the suite had cooled. Suzanna undressed with controlled haste and braced herself for the sheets. She was ready for sleep. She was full of dinner and wine and sated with Lewis. In bed, she bravely left one foot uncovered to cool it, a trick to hasten sleep. For good measure she eased the comforter away from a shoulder.

Lewis was asleep in the slow-breathing slumber he seemed able to conjure at will, a talent he claimed to have acquired from grabbing sleep wherever he could — in cars and on floors and once while trapped on a rooftop waiting for darkness. The combination of his warmth and the room temperature made the bed feel like a nest, a feeling to remember. She’d soon be in her own bed at home, recalling this day, the train and this hotel. She wondered what Lewis would remember before he fell asleep in Imira. She drew her foot back into the warmth and eased the bedding over her shoulders. Lewis moved toward her as if on cue, surrounding her with warmth.

He brought her a cup of coffee in bed the next morning. It was early and the room was so cold he also brought the blanket warmed by the fire in the sitting room to wrap around her shoulders. When she was settled, coffee in hand, he pulled back the heavy drapes covering the window facing the bed to reveal wooden shutters. He tested them, but they were solidly fastened to the window frames. He swore softly and left the room. In a minute he was back with a small tool and soon both shutters were loose. He tilted one away from the frame far enough to check the view. He settled it back into position and put down the tool. “Ready?” he said.

She nodded and he removed the shutters and set them aside. The window glass was patterned with frost but light flooded the room. The pink and gray granite of the fortress wall completely filled the view. Through the frosted glass, exaggerated by the sun, the rock glittered with bright flecks. The brilliance enhanced the illusion of proximity. The wall seemed to be just beyond the glass, close enough to touch though it was the width of the river away.

“My God,” she breathed. “Did you know it would look like this? How?”

“The night train to Zurich goes through here in the early hours. Those rock walls are quite a sight when the sun comes up, even from a moving train. For years I’ve had a half-baked plan to come back when I had time to really see it. I always thought this floor of this hotel would be the right place.”

She put her coffee on the nightstand and took the blanket with her to the window.

“Tell me the metaphor.”

He put his arms around her, rested his chin on the top of her head and stared at the wall silently. “Your feet will freeze. Let’s get you covered up.”

She dove back between the sheets and arranged the comforters. They watched in silence as the joints between the blocks emerged and sunlight bleached the stone to chalk.

“It’s a metaphor about perspective,” he said finally. “Remember what the fortress looked like from the train? From a distance it’s completely recognizable. You know what it is, how big it is, how it was built, even how to approach it. You can see its weak spots and where it’s solid. You can map a route up out of the river bottom, figure out how far it is, how long it will take to get up there and back. But from right here, looking out the window at that wall, you don’t get any of that. From here it’s impossible. No way to get over that wall, can’t guess its size, you’re not even sure which side of it you’re looking at. Even though we saw the whole thing yesterday.”

“Yes, that’s what it’s like,” Suzanna said. “What does it mean to you?”

“It’s the inverse of how I feel about us.” He paused. “When we’re close the scope is wide, boundaries are low, the territory is open. I can sense when to step back, when I’m on solid ground. No blind spots. But when we’re apart I lose the lay of the land. I have details, like the shiny bits in that wall, but no infrastructure.”

He gave her a half smile. “It entertains me, cures insomnia. I don’t want to label it any more than I want to take a geologist’s hammer to that wall. Pulling it apart would turn it into a ruin. It exists, that’s all it has to do. But I’m curious if you know what I mean.”

“I think so. When I'm home and you're far away I remember dancing but not the music. It surprises me how easy it is when we're together.”

“You surprise me.”

She smiled. “That’s good.” Silently she added, Stay curious.	

He turned to the window. “I think so too when I’m not trying to analyze it. Let’s eat and get inside those walls. We can talk up there, see if it’s got anything to add to the metaphor.”

“I want to talk about this too. But how are we going to get up there?”

“Hike it. It’s not more than a mile or two even if we have to hunt for a way to climb up to that level. There must be bridges crossing the river. Then we can go cross country.”

“There’s snow on the ground and I didn’t pack the right boots, not even running shoes.”

“Right. I’ll ask at breakfast where we can shop for boots. There’s bound to be someplace open, even here, even at Christmas.”





Chapter 4

There was a shop in the tiny town, open for business according to the waiter, and likely to be able to supply ladies’ footwear. After breakfast, Suzanna and Lewis set off in the indicated direction, Lewis in thick-soled leather shoes and a lined leather jacket. Suzanna was amazed as always by the stuff Lewis managed to pack into a compact overnight bag. He always had the right clothes and never seemed to spend any time thinking about what to wear. She wore her perfect-for-Paris fitted jeans and a black high-necked sweater under her fur coat. She hoped they’d find a source for some kind of rugged footwear because she wasn’t looking forward to walking anywhere off the pavement in her high-heeled boots.

The shop was dim and cramped and stocked with dusty cosmetics, writing paper and household items. At first it seemed unlikely it sold apparel of any kind. But the elderly woman behind the counter responded to Lewis’s questions with questions of her own until finally she lifted the flap in her counter and picked up her cane. She shuffled into the back room and returned with a stack of boxes balanced under her chin. She pointed at Suzanna’s feet.

There were no chairs in the shop. After an exchange between Lewis and the prim, upright proprietor who stood helplessly with her pile of boot boxes, Lewis cleared a spot, picked Suzanna up and seated her on the counter. “This’ll have to do
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