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        Present Day

      

      

      

      
        
        Giza, Egypt

      

      

      

      How in hell could it be so hot this early in the morning? Sweating in the fierce morning sun, Etienne watched tourists from all parts of the world gaze in marvel at the Great Pyramid. No doubt they, too, had hoped to beat the heat with an early start. He had photographed the pyramids innumerable times, but it was still refreshing to watch the awe in others' eyes and see them try to manage selfies that captured both themselves and one of the world's greatest structures.

      He glanced at his watch. He had arrived ahead of time, as always, but his contact from the ministry should be arriving any minute. The piece GeoMonde had planned was important to the Egyptian government as it tried to maintain international interest in its history despite the ever-present threat of terrorism and violence.

      The glare of the August sun was relentless, and the diesel smell from the tourist buses mingled with the babel of languages and the gritty fine sand that seemed to give everything a just-out-of-focus appearance.

      While he waited, he snapped photos of the more unusual faces around him, but his eyes kept following a young couple who seemed as equally enthralled by each other as they were by their surroundings.

      Etienne's parents had behaved like that, before his father's death. He himself had avoided relationships that presaged any threat of long-term attachments.  He loved his ability to travel wherever he wanted whenever he wanted, his camera and his laptop his chosen companions. Yet his eyes kept returning to the couple. The young man reached out and tenderly pushed some hair aside that was blowing into the young woman's face, and Etienne felt a tightening in his solar plexus.

      He looked away and searched for the figure of the teenaged Egyptian entrepreneur he had photographed earlier. The eager young man was enticing tourists in a variety of languages to pose for pictures with his camel.

      As he lifted his camera, a deafening explosion shattered the scene. Etienne felt himself knocked from his feet. Deafening noise, pain, and a suffocating haze of smoke and dust overwhelmed his senses.

      Etienne realized he was on the ground, his arms over his head. He pushed himself awkwardly to a crouch and scanned the area, trying to get his bearings and ascertain what had happened. His body hurt everywhere from having hit the ground so hard, but he didn’t think anything was broken.

      Thick smoke and sand seemed to hover everywhere, and he struggled to take a breath. Thank God his camera was still on its strap around his neck. He hoped it hadn't been damaged. He moved closer to where he thought the blast had originated, snapping photos rapidly and trying not to think about the carnage he was recording even while tears ran down his face from the acrid fumes and his ears rang from the noise all around him.

      Another burst of horrendous sound amidst the cacophony of cries and sirens, and Etienne was thrown. Pain such as he had never known engulfed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tarrytown, (The Tarry Towns) Colony of New York,

        Fall, 1774

      

      

      

      “More ale, Sir?” she asked politely, trying hard not to stare at the familiar hands while she lifted the empty tankard from the table.

      “No, Miss Rynick, thank you. But please tell your mother that her apple cobbler was particularly fine today.”

      “I will, Sir. Thank you. She’ll be happy to hear it.”

      “Meet me outside, please,” he whispered fiercely as she turned to go.

      She felt his fingers on the folds of her skirt as he whispered again, “Katrina, please. I have to see you.”

      She nodded, glancing around the now almost empty tavern to make sure no one had seen them, and headed behind the bar with the dirty crockery.

      Looking around once more, she pulled her shawl from the hook and stole out the door. Stephen was waiting for her by the hitching post, and he grabbed her hand and pulled her back towards the stable. Once they were out of sight of the door, his mouth descended hungrily on her own.

      “Kat, what are you doing to me?” he groaned, running his hands up and down her back and pulling her hard against him. “You haven’t spoken to me in days. Look at me, My Angel. Have your courses come?”

      “No,” she whispered against his chest.

      “No? No? Do you know what that means? You have to marry me now, my love. You have to.”

      “Stephen, we cannot. My parents won’t allow it. Your parents won’t allow it."

      “My parents will be happy I have found someone so wonderful to love. My mother has long despaired at my reluctance to find a suitable young lady to give her grandchildren.”

      “Stephen, please. Be reasonable!”

      “I am being reasonable. I love you. You love me and are carrying our child. Of course we shall marry.”

      “Stephen, you are an officer in His Majesty’s army. The same His Majesty that my family and I, and most of my world, have come to hate. You live in a castle. I help my mother with the young ones and serve table at our tavern. Oh, Stephen, I do love you, and of course I want to be with you, but our lives are too different. This is all my fault. You were the gentleman and I was the trollop, but I promise you, I will make sure our child is loved. I am so sorry.”

      She turned away, hoping he would not see the tears slipping from her eyes.

      Stephen caught her face between his strong hands and pushed the tears aside with his thumbs before bending again and kissing her gently. His words, though, were fierce.

      “You will not apologize, ever, and you will never again speak of yourself with such words. This is our child, Katrina, ours. I most certainly do not live in a castle, as I have told you before, and I never will. I am free to choose my own path in this world. And Katrina, my dearest heart, you are that path.”

      “Stephen, before you came here, you never even had to lace up your own boots. How can you think of marrying someone such as me? We come from completely different worlds.”

      “I do quite well with my boots now, thank you very much. And I am not thinking of marrying someone such as you. It is you and only you, Katrina. You are more lovely, more generous, and far more intelligent than any ninny prancing around London. You’ve even read more books than I have. The time is past for being afraid of what is between us, my love. Let me go and speak with your father.”

      “He hates you, Stephen. Not you, personally, and God knows my mother has taken a secret fancy to you, but they both hate all the British soldiers who come through town. And my father says that true war will break out soon between us.”

      He pulled her tightly against him again and kissed the top of her cap. She lifted her head and stared into his piercing blue eyes, eyes that looked back at her with fierce determination. She had fallen under the spell of those eyes the first time he had walked into her father’s tavern. He had politely asked how many families lived in the area and which homes might have space to house his men, should the need arise. He had turned then and seen her standing by a table with a cleaning rag in her hand. He had smiled at her, and she had felt riveted by his beautiful, clear gaze.

      A few days later Katrina had gone for an early morning walk near the river on one of the first warm days of spring. She brought the bound paper journal she kept for scribbling her thoughts and short stories and had nearly walked into him, not seeing him seated on a horse blanket, sketching. Curiosity overrode propriety, since the idea of a British officer drawing what looked like a family of beavers seemed incomprehensible to her.

      “Are those beavers?”

      He came swiftly to his feet, reddening slightly as he looked down at his own pad.

      "I suppose they must be, although I assumed I was looking at muskrats. I've been watching this family for several days, and I wanted to capture their sense of community."

      "A community of beavers? My goodness. The weekly gazette is always seeking stories about extended family members. Perhaps I should alert Mr. Hiscock to the presence right here by the river of potential material that he has somehow missed."

      She laughed, her delight in the early spring with its musical harmony of the rushing water and the insistent bird chatter overcoming her instinctive distrust of his uniform. "You are new to the area, Major, are you not?"

      "Yes. Major Stephen Howard at your service, Mistress," he said, bowing slightly. "And your father is the tavern owner, is he not?"

      "Lord Philipse is the true owner, but my family has provided service at the tavern for almost twenty years, and we live in the quarters above."

      "Your mother's cooking is delicious. Or perhaps the praise is due you?"

      She laughed again. "Oh no. I am quite the nuisance in the kitchen. My mother will readily attest to that."

      "Well, Miss  . . .?" he looked at her with eyebrows raised.

      "Rynick."

      "Miss Rynick. Your absence from the kitchen allows you to grace the diners with your lovely presence."

      At his words she grew pink and tried to hide her smile.

      "Sir, I see you are as skilled with words as you are with charcoal."

      "I speak only the truth, Miss Rynick."

      "Oh my. That sounds so old-fashioned. Everyone calls me Katrina."

      "But I assume the everyone you speak of has known you all your life. I am a newcomer and would not want to cause insult or appear impolite."

      She looked up at him. "'Twill not be calling me by my Christian name that will cause distress, Sir. It is your uniform and your continued presence here in our town. Do you mean to be long amongst us?"

      "My dear Miss Rynick, you have already threatened to alert the town paper about the heretofore secret behavior of the Hudson's coastal inhabitants, so I do not think it wise to provide information concerning His Majesty's plans for my presence, continued or otherwise."

      Katrina's eyes narrowed in suspicion, but she smiled in spite of herself when she saw the corners of his own lips moving ever so slightly in an attempt to hide a smile.

      "Well then," she said, arching her brows and giving him a look of mock severity. "You may address me as Katrina for the duration of your stay, however long it may be, although we all hope you will leave soon."

      He reached for her hand and bowed deeply before brushing the back of her hand lightly with his lips.

      "Miss Katrina Rynick, it is a delight to make your acquaintance. I am, as I said, Major Stephen Howard, at your service. And I hope, most sincerely, that I will not be leaving anytime soon."

      He continued to hold her fingers lightly in his own, and Katrina felt a blush spread across her face.

      "A pleasure to meet you, Major Howard." She dropped a perfunctory courtesy.

      "As you've caught me doing something altogether unaffiliated with my military duties, please call me Stephen, at least while in the presence of muskrats."

      "Beavers."

      "Beavers, then. I appear to have interrupted your walk. Will you continue, or would you care to join me here for a bit to enjoy this beautiful morning in company?"

      "It is exquisite, is it not? I thought spring would never arrive, and now it has burst forth so spectacularly. I need to get back soon to prepare for the noon-day meal, but I couldn't resist just a short respite in the open air. Please do not let me interrupt your sketching, Major Howard. Your picture is very life-like."

      "Stephen," he said, still holding her hand. "And the company of a lovely young woman could never be termed an interruption. Sit for a few minutes, and I will finish, and then we can walk back to the tavern together."

      Katrina knew she should refuse, but she felt herself drawn to this man whom she would normally regard with distaste. He looked at her with apparent respect and admiration and hardly seemed an agent of the tyranny spoken about in the tavern of late. And his eyes were so compellingly attractive as they crinkled in continued amusement.

      She sat carefully down on the edge of the blanket, several feet from Major Howard, and gazed out towards the gently moving water. The Hudson was so wide at this point that the early settlers had named it a sea, and the whole area was still sometimes called by its original Dutch name, the "Tappan Zee."

      It truly was a glorious morning, and everywhere she looked she could see green shoots pushing up. The chatter of the birds in the still early morning was insistent and loud, as if the various flocks on the branches were trying to drown out the ever-present whoosh of the river. Should she tell her family about meeting the British major when she returned, or would it be better not to mention him? As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she knew she would not speak of this meeting. In all her twenty-one years, she could not remember a more perfect morning, and she certainly would not want the censure of her family to spoil its memory.

      She glanced over at the major and saw he was returning his charcoal to a pouch and slipping it into his pocket. He loosened the page he had been working on from its binding and stood up gracefully, turning to hold out a hand to help her rise.

      "This is for you, Miss Rynick. A keepsake of a most unforgettable spring morning." He held out the sheet and Katrina gasped. Where a scant few moments earlier there had been only the barest hint of a river with a few animals near the shore, he had managed to enhance the contours of the riverbank and outline the figure of a young woman walking with her face raised towards the sun. The drawing was simple, but even so, Katrina could recognize her own features, however quickly sketched. And the picture was lovely. She looked lovely in it. How had he done something so miraculous so quickly, and was that really how he saw her?

      She looked up at him in astonishment. "It's extraordinary. Thank you. But . . . don't you want to keep it?"

      He looked down at the drawing and then into her eyes. "Verily, Katrina, I would like to keep it. That is most rude of me, is it not? But I would like nothing more than to see your image before my eyes when I wake in the morning."

      Katrina felt a wave of color sweep over her. She scrambled to her feet and bobbed a quick half curtsy before moving swiftly to make her way back towards town, turning as she reached the top of the hill to see him gazing after her.
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      Katrina stole down to the riverbank again early the next day, telling herself she was just seeking some fresh morning air, and blushed with happiness when she came upon him once more. By unspoken agreement they continued to cross paths, seemingly by accident, for several days, whenever the weather was fair.

      Their conversations were friendly and polite, but as time went on they began to banter as political and philosophical matters were touched upon.

      On the fourth morning that they met, she carried a pamphlet that had recently arrived. "Major Howard, I pray you consider the injustices that we here in the colonies have had to endure of late," and she read aloud to him a persuasive call to resist payment of taxes while he sketched the fauna closest to the riverbank.

      "He is our sovereign," Stephen answered her quietly but firmly, "and as such he has the right to impose taxes and regulations where and when he deems it necessary."

      "If we were subjects of a responsible monarch, we would have the right to fair and just representation and to privileges equal to any enjoyed elsewhere in the empire, including your beloved London! Have your parents ever been asked to make room in their castle for soldiers to stay with them?"

      "I shall take you with me on my next visit to London and arrange a private audience for you with His Majesty," Stephen answered with a smile. "You may present the colonists' complaints to him directly. And I most certainly do not live in a castle. Katrina, I truly do not understand your vehemence. Lord Philipse has been extraordinarily welcoming to me, and he has told me that this entire area is peaceful and loyal."

      Katrina blew out her breath in frustration, crossing her arms across her chest and scowling out at the river. She then turned to him and spoke with a steely, level tone that betrayed how hard she was working to maintain control.

      "Lord Frederick Philipse is, indeed, a loyal puppet of His Majesty. His family was granted the land for miles around in every direction to hold and use as they see fit. He does not have to lift a finger to receive his daily bread. We do all the lifting. The lifting, the milling, the tanning, the farming, the fishing, the ferrying, and the tavern running. He and his family reap all the profits, and the small incomes we get to keep are then siphoned away on taxes for necessities like sugar. Then we are told we may have to share our homes with the King's enforcers. My vehemence, as you so sweetly put it, is justified."

      Stephen stared at her, his smile disappearing as he seemed to ponder her words.

      "One might think that the crofters on my uncle's estate would express the same indignant objections as your pamphleteers, but many of them are unschooled and accept their lot in life. There must be something in the air in this wide land of yours that inspires a tendency toward rebellion."

      "But do you not agree, Major Howard, that an individual should be able to enjoy the fruits of his own labor without losing a great share of it to a monarch who cares naught for his subjects?"

      He reached out and brushed back a curl that had slipped from her cap in her agitation.

      "I cannot help but think you are judging King George harshly, Miss Rynick. The expense of maintaining an empire is enormous. The cost of his army alone, spread out as it is here in the New World and in the Orient, is immense."

      She glared at him, her hands coming to her hips. "Then take yourselves home and tell the King he must learn to economize. That way my mother will not have to sacrifice so much of our income just to buy sugar for her pies."

      "Do you wish me gone so soon? I was hoping to see your river valley in the summertime."

      Katrina looked up at him, stricken. The reality of all she had just said to him—to a British officer—washed over her, and she felt a flush run up her neck and her cheeks grow warm. She self-consciously bobbed a curtsy. "I apologize, Major Howard. I spoke out of turn."

      "I've told you my name is Stephen, have I not? At least here by the river where we are friends, not adversaries. In truth, I wish never to be an adversary to anyone here in the colonies. And for better or worse, it seems I will remain here for the foreseeable future. It would be a more agreeable stay if I could think we were able to stay friends despite our differences."

      Katrina knew she did not want him gone. But she realized how foolishly she had allowed her infatuation to get the better of her. She most certainly should not have brought the pamphlet with her and should never have spoken so intemperately. She pulled her cloak more tightly about her and turned to go.

      Stephen reached out his hand and touched her arm. "Katrina? Can we not remain friends despite our differences?" He held out his sketch pad and showed her the picture he had drawn of a girl in an apron and bonnet curtsying to a king.

      She stared at it in wonder. The girl in the picture was indeed curtsying, but her head was held high and the expression on her face was determined. And Katrina saw instantly that the girl's features greatly resembled her own.

      Suddenly an impish grin spread over her features. "Mayhap you will decide to throw your lot in with us after you have tasted our apples at harvest time."

      "Oh, Katrina, once again a beautiful lass seeks to tempt a man with an apple. Have you no shame, woman?"

      They both laughed at his words, and the tension broke. They continued to smile at each other for a moment, happy in their youth, the spring sunshine, and their temporary escape from reality.

      "I do not know when I last laughed thus, Miss Rynick. You have an uncanny knack for putting things in perspective. Perhaps you should indeed put your quill to paper and send your thoughts to the King."
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      "Would you please stop tossing and turning," Katrina's sister, Anna, grumbled sleepily as Katrina tried for the hundredth time that night to settle comfortably on the bed they shared in the loft area where the three girls slept.

      Stop thinking about him, she admonished herself. You know nothing can or should come of this. But when she closed her eyes and tried to quiet her thoughts, Stephen's face was all she could see. The light brown hair that curled just a bit when tendrils escaped the tail he wore neatly tied in back. His strong jaw and firm brow above the bluest eyes she had ever seen. Eyes that always looked so intently into her own.

      He was the first man to have ever paid attention just to her. Of course she spoke daily with her father and her brothers, and she had conversed with scores of tavern patrons over the years. But she had always been Johann and Susanna's daughter.

      To the young men of the Tarry Towns she was a pretty serving maid with whom they flirted and occasionally tried to court, but she had never felt strongly attracted to any of them. Her parents had not tried to push her: her mother reassuring her that she would know when the right man appeared, and her father grousing that until the King left them in peace, there was no sense in starting a family of her own.

      But Stephen spoke directly to her. He listened to her ideas and arguments and seemed to care naught for the differences in their backgrounds. He had most certainly not tried to take liberties with her person, but she knew by the joy in his smile and the way his eyes brightened when he looked at her that he found her comely.

      Do not think of him as Stephen! He is Major Howard, a British officer, and you would be wise to put him from your mind!

      But as she tried yet again to quiet her breathing and settle her mind, she found herself hoping desperately that the morrow would again be fair and that she would be able to slip down to the riverbank.
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      On their seventh or eighth morning together, she ran up breathlessly and told him she could not stay as her mother had enquired about her frequent absences. He reached for her hands just as she turned to leave, determined to finally follow her conscience and end their pointless dalliance.

      "Katrina, stop for just a moment. I have to go to Manhattan for a few days, and I find myself loath to say good-bye for even a short time." He gazed into her eyes, his thumbs caressing her hands as he held them, and she gazed back at him, crestfallen, instantly forgetting her earlier resolution.

      "This fortnight has been the most delightful time I can remember, not only from my stay here in the colonies, but . . . somehow in my entire life. I fear you have become as essential to me as the morning sun itself."

      She looked up at him as he spoke, her heart pulsing with joy at his words but her eyes filling with tears.

      "Oh Stephen, I fear that our time together will lead to misfortune. Aside from my mother wondering what I am about early in the morning, my parents are both aggravated by your continued presence in the area, and many of the townspeople whisper about plans to drive you away. How I wish they could know you for who you are and not just see your uniform."

      He brushed back the bits of hair that had come loose from under her bonnet in the brisk morning breeze. "My little one, do not fret. These troubles between the crown and the colonies will pass, and all will be well. I came to these shores with warnings of wild savages and uncivilized colonists, and I have found you, instead. We will find a way to mend these conflicts. We must. Please tell me you will come to the river again when I return?"

      Their fingers still entwined, she smiled at him through her tears and nodded slowly. He bent his head and brushed her lips lightly with his own. Katrina's eyes closed as her mouth softened under his, and he groaned softly and pulled her close, deepening the kiss. She rose on tiptoe, her arms going up to encircle his neck.
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      Stephen felt the earth shift under him. Her lips were so surprisingly sweet and giving. He was like an explorer in the desert tasting water for the first time in days, unable to turn from the honeyed nectar. Neither his earlier awkward fumbles with society debutantes nor his brother's carefully arranged brothel visits in London had prepared him for the tidal wave of passion and tenderness that swept over him at the touch of Katrina's warm body. He did not want to let her return to the tavern that morning, let alone not see or touch her for several days.

      He pulled her closer and deepened the kiss. Her lips parted and her tongue shyly met his own. Time seemed to stop as he was engulfed by a wave of desire.

      "My Kat," he whispered, lifting his head at last. "I pray the next few days will fly past. I will stop at the tavern when I return and ask your parents for permission to call on you."

      "No! You must not," she cried, putting her fingers to his lips. "They will not look kindly on such an idea, I assure you. Just come in for a meal, and I will know you are back, and I will come the following morning. I promise."

      "But Katrina, I do not want to sneak behind their backs. I want to court you openly with the respect and attention you deserve."

      "Oh, Stephen, I must run now, truly. We will discuss this matter when you return. Please travel safely and promise me you will say nothing." She rose on tiptoe and brushed a last, soft kiss against his lips and then was gone.
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      When Stephen entered the tavern five days later, Katrina was stirring the large pot at the hearth. Before she saw him, she felt the atmosphere in the room change, a tense quiet settling over the crowded room.

      "Please go see what our guest desires," her father said coldly.

      "Good evening, Major Howard. Will you be having a meal or just an ale, Sir?"

      "A meal, please, Miss Rynick." Seemingly by accident, his elbow hit the plumed cap he had set on the table, causing it to fall. They both bent down to pick it up, and he said quietly, "Have you changed your mind? May I speak with your parents?"

      She shook her head quickly but reached out to squeeze his fingers for just a second under the table before standing.

      "We have venison stew this evening, Sir. Will that be acceptable?"

      "Of course. Your mother's stew is always delicious."

      When she brought him his bowl a few minutes later, she whispered, "My parents will be busy this evening. It will probably be pleasant by the river."

      She blushed as his face broke into a joyful smile. "Stop!" she whispered anxiously, and turned away quickly, a feeling of happiness nevertheless sweeping over her.

      The town elders were meeting that night to read aloud the pamphlets that had arrived that afternoon from Philadelphia. Normally she would stay, but she hoped that given the level of interest over each new bit of news, her brief absence would go unnoticed.

      The days were getting longer, and she felt herself almost skipping with joy in the filtered light as she approached the river. She slowed and tried to assume an air of nonchalance when she caught sight of his red coat through the trees, but he saw her at almost the same instant and opened his arms wide.

      Going into them was as natural as breathing, and their lips met hungrily.

      "Oh, how I missed you," he said, brushing kisses over her eyebrows and temple.

      "And I you," she said shyly. But then his lips returned to hers, and her shyness disappeared. She was flooded by a sense of both contentment and wanting. She reached up to fit herself more closely against him, modesty forgotten as his arms tightened and his hands pulled her buttocks firmly against him.

      She gasped in delight at feeling him pressed against her and wound her arms around him. He reached up with one hand to pull his cap off, and her fingers found and loosened the thong binding his hair. She did not know what these sensations overtaking her meant, but she needed more of them, more of him.

      Their kiss went on for what could have been minutes or hours, but at last he lifted his head.

      "Kat. This is not right. I am going to speak to your father and ask his permission for your hand."

      "My hand? What do you mean?"

      "You know very well what I mean. I want you to be my wife. Please, darling Katrina, will you marry me? I never want to be apart from you again without knowing you are mine."

      "Stephen, no. You must listen. We hardly even know each other, and I am only here tonight because my people, my people, Stephen, are discussing what should be done about the continued oppression you are helping to enforce."

      "I am not oppressing anyone! Your people are my people, too, Kat. We are all British subjects, and I have no hostility to anyone here in the Tarry Towns. You know that. We are all better served with order and with measured application for change. The King will not reverse his decisions overnight, but parliament is aware of the colonies' concerns and pays them heed, I am sure."

      She tried to speak again, but he put his fingers over her lips before removing them to kiss her gently one more time.

      "And Katrina, my beautiful, wise, wonderful Katrina. How can you say we hardly know each other? I feel like my life began when you walked down to the river that morning. I want you to be my wife. Today, tomorrow, and forever."
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      Days went by and Katrina continued to demure, insisting that the differences in their backgrounds were too great and that her family would never come to accept a British officer. Seven weeks later she was still fearful of Stephen approaching her parents, but now the prospect was unavoidable.

      She had tried staying away from him, but her days that had once seemed so busy and normal felt both empty and endless without his gentle teasing and their thoughtful discussions. Every moment they spent together strengthened the bond between them. When he was absent fulfilling his duties in other regions, she worried for his safety and listened anxiously for news of his return.

      And Stephen, during those same absences, found his thoughts returning again and again to the beacon of peace and joy she had come to be for him. Her quiet beauty was his last conscious image when he closed his eyes, and he found himself thinking how next to make her laugh. During a trip to Manhattan he had learned of a litter of puppies about to be put down, and he had instantly thought of the smile that would brighten her eyes if he brought one back with him. It had not been an easy trip, but the small bundle of fur had indeed brought forth a cry of delight as soon as Katrina laid eyes on the little devil. They had laughingly agreed to call the dog Hudson since it was near the river that all three enjoyed the rare freedom to experience unrestrained happiness in each other's existence.

      Now, though, it had been more than a month since her courses should have come but hadn't. Worse yet, each day seemed to herald news from somewhere in the colonies of deteriorating relations between the colonists and the crown's representatives.

      “Katrina. I know the situation appears overwhelming. But we have to retain hope that conflict will be averted. And if it comes, I will do my duty. But you, my beloved, are a part of me. We belong together. Always. Somehow, we will find a way. Now let me go speak with your father."
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        Arlington

        Present Day

      

      

      
      Engrossed in work at her kitchen table, Catherine glanced at the clock and realized it was later than she had thought. She had fought off the lingering malaise from her dream and spent hours working on the article she was editing. But if she didn't get moving, the people she needed to see at the office would already be at lunch by the time she got there.

      She gulped down the last of her tea and gave a quick look around. Things were so much easier to keep tidy now that she was single. When Catherine's grandmother had died shortly after her college graduation, Catherine had been surprised to learn she had inherited her beloved grandma's house. She and her college boyfriend, Bob, had been renting an apartment together, so having a home to move into without a mortgage had seemed like a miracle. Catherine had felt slightly guilty, however, at bringing Bob with her into the house. Her grandma had met him several times but never seemed completely at ease with him.

      She had shaken her head at her grandmother’s words to her shortly before she died: “You’ll have to wait a while longer before you find him this time, Catherine.”

      “Find who, Grandma? I’m not looking for anyone. I’ve got great friends and a job I like. I’ve got everything I need, and you like Bob, remember?”

      Her grandmother opened her eyes and focused intently on Catherine’s face, then spoke slowly through her pain.

      “Don’t be silly, girl. Life is not about endless happy hours, brunches, and an illustrious job. You’ll find him again. I am certain. And when you do, pay attention and hold on tightly.”

      Those were the last words her grandmother had spoken to her. At the time, Catherine and Bob had been together for more than four years. Their first tentative explorations of a physical relationship had been fun and . . . comfortable. Bob had never rushed her, and in fact, it had often been she who had initiated intimacy.

      “Ha. I wonder why?” she now asked herself, remembering the night they had first slept together. Bob had been sweet and gentle, asking several times if he was hurting her, and Catherine telling him everything was fine.

      And it had been fine. Pleasant, sweet, and . . . fine. Nothing like the ridiculous passion she read about in some of her mother’s romance books, but most definitely okay. They were great friends, after all, and she didn’t believe in, or want, any of the stupid happily-ever-after stuff.

      She had thought life close to perfect. Yes, in their last year (years, probably, but she tried not to think about it all too much) they had made love far less frequently, but the demands of two full-time jobs and Bob’s long hours working on his dissertation had seemed like a reasonable explanation for their abstinence. But no, she hadn't seen what in hindsight should have been more than obvious. After almost five years together, Bob told her gently and lovingly that he was terribly sorry, but that he was in love with their best friend, Rafael.

      Blind as a bat, she thought, for the hundredth time, and although she tried to make light of it all, she couldn't completely rid herself of the nagging sense of inadequacy she carried around. Inadequacy, but no real sorrow. Bob had moved out months ago, and while she at times missed the company, she didn’t really miss him. Instead, she sometimes found herself almost missing someone she had never met. Most probably the result of too many Disney movies as a child, every once in a while, she woke up and found herself reaching for someone who wasn’t there and who never had been.

      Get a grip, nitwit, she told herself sternly. She had a life she was happy with and no need to worry about the comings and goings of anyone other than herself. She had her job, the novel she hoped to write someday, friends she saw whenever she wanted, and her volunteer time at the animal shelter to keep her busy. And her mother, God bless her, never harped on about grandchildren or her lack thereof. Catherine’s life was pretty darn perfect. But if she didn’t get going, she’d be late for her appointments at work.
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      Etienne bent down and checked the harness again. Today would be his first foray onto the metro system on his own with only Jake to guide him. He had practiced twice with Tony, the guide dog facilitator, and Etienne was confident he could handle it. He didn’t want to, though. He didn’t want to deal with any of the damn day-to-day crap he had to deal with. He wanted his sight back, and he wanted to throw off the steely discipline that had him constantly presenting a calm and accepting demeanor to the world around him.

      “Yes, of course, I’ll be fine,” he had repeated endlessly, to whatever question well-meaning helpers had asked him. “Oui, Maman. Tout va bien,” he told his mother each afternoon when she called from Brittany to say good night.

      But he wasn’t fine. He was angry and impatient with the crazy turn of events his life had taken. When the first explosion had reverberated amongst the crowds of tourists visiting the Great Pyramid, he had quickly focused his camera on the chaos. But the second explosion had gone off somewhere behind him, and he had been thrown several feet and felt a sharp blast of pain that seemed to split his skull. No wonder. It had split his skull.

      He had come to a few minutes, or perhaps a few hours later, clutching his head and hearing the shouting and sirens but unable to see anything. He had stayed crouched, hoping not to get stepped on or run over, until someone had grasped him by the shoulders and said in thickly accented English: “You must come with me, Mister. You need to move.”

      His memories from the hospital were a swirling mix of sounds and smells. Women wailing, people shouting in Arabic, English, and German about their injuries, and others, probably hospital employees, yelling out instructions. “Are you British?” someone had asked him, and he had whispered, “No. American.”

      The excruciating pain in his head had swept over him in waves, and he vomited to the side of the chair he had somehow landed in, hoping through the fog of agony that he was not hitting anyone. After that, he remembered very little. Movement, pain, voices, some he could understand and some he couldn’t. A sensation of being carried, the sharp smell of alcohol, a needle in his arm, and more noise.

      When he finally heard a voice he recognized, saying his name, he had struggled to sit up.

      “You’re awake. Oh, thank God. Stop trying to move. I’ll put the bed up.”

      Etienne turned his head toward his boss’ voice. David normally worked in the D.C. offices of GeoMonde. Was he back in the States?

      “David. Where am I? What happened?”

      “You’re home. Well, you’re in Bethesda. We got you on an emergency medevac as quickly as we could. You took a piece of shrapnel directly in the head.”

      Etienne could swear his eyes were open, but he couldn’t see anything. He reached up and touched his face. He could feel his eyes, and nothing was covering them. He reached higher and felt bandages around his head.

      “I can't see, David. Am I blind?”

      There was silence for a moment.

      “Well, yes. At least for now. They keep telling me they’re not permitted to release medical information, but since I’m the one who got you here, they’re sort of playing it both ways. Officially telling me they can’t tell me anything and then quietly slipping me little bits of information. How bad are you feeling?”

      “I actually don’t feel anything right now. My head feels a bit heavy, and I’m thirsty, but that’s all.”

      “Here, drink some water.”

      Looking back, Etienne grimaced at that first introduction to his awkward, new reality. He had reached out while David was trying to bring a cup to his lips, and their hands had collided, spilling water onto his chest. David apologized and both men clumsily tried to hold the cup while David mumbled about getting something to soak up the water.

      “Don’t worry. It’s nothing," Etienne had said. “Tell me, please. What are they saying?”

      “I'm sorry, Etienne. It seems a very small piece of shrapnel – a fragment, they keep calling it -- penetrated your left temple and lodged directly inside your brain. From what a nurse told me yesterday, one or two of the doctors said surgery might be possible, but some big shot neurologist says it would be too risky. As I said, no one will speak to me officially since I’m not next of kin. But your mother says they’ve said the same to her.”

      “Oh God, my mother? Is she here?”

      “Yes, of course she is. I called her myself as soon as I heard. She’s been at the hospital since yesterday. She’ll probably be back any moment. I think she just went down to get more coffee."
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      That had been six weeks ago. Etienne had finally managed to convince his mother to fly back home to France, and David had helped him settle into his condo in Arlington. Etienne refused the urgings of his “case workers” who wanted him to move into a more accessible apartment, but he had grudgingly accepted the company of Jake. Everyone kept repeating how serendipitous Jake was:  he had been flown east to work with a teenager, also in Arlington, but something hadn’t worked out, and voila! Etienne had skipped the long waiting list for a service dog.

      He couldn’t help but wonder if part of the something was Jake’s rather . . . free spirited nature. He was a Golden Retriever, a light one they told him, and so far he had behaved well whenever the harness was on. Somehow, though, whenever Etienne removed the harness (and yes, the facilitators had recommended keeping the harness on at all times), Jake seemed to revert instantly to a normal, playful puppy who thought nothing of the “off the bed” command Etienne half-heartedly gave him every evening.

      Today they were heading into the GeoMonde office, where Etienne would discuss his future with the magazine’s HR department. But first he had an appointment with a recommended neurologist at Washington General. One of the residents at Bethesda had served in the military and believed it might be possible to restore Etienne’s sight, but the chief neurologist had suggested that the risks were too great. Etienne hoped Dr. Abrams would prove to be the fearless sort and settle the question. From what he had found on the Internet, she had trained in the military and had an excellent reputation.

      He left his apartment at 9:30, hoping the bulk of rush-hour traffic was finished for the morning. He and Jake walked the seven blocks to the metro and Jake brought him to the handicapped seat once the train came. It sounded like the train had a fair number of people on it, but he didn’t have to push through a throng to get to his seat. He wondered how many people were staring at him and shuddered. Better to think as little as possible. He needed all his attention focused on just carrying on.
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      Catherine jumped into the metro car just as the doors started to close. She looked around for a seat. The only spot empty was the seat perpendicular and adjacent to the handicapped spot, currently occupied by a blind man and his dog. She thought about standing, but she was tired; between sleeping poorly and the long run she had taken last night, she really just wanted to sit for a few minutes before she had to switch trains and then walk the several blocks from the Dupont Circle station.

      Gingerly she sat on the edge of the seat and looked down at the guide dog. It was a beautiful Golden Retriever. Their eyes met and the dog’s tail started thumping. Catherine laughed, and the dog’s tail thumped more quickly. She saw the man reach down and touch the dog’s head.

      “What’s up, Jake?” he asked quietly.

      “I’m sorry. I seem to have disturbed him,” Catherine said. “I thought they weren’t supposed to pay attention to other people.”

      “They’re not,” Etienne responded dryly. “But Jake here seems to have skipped that chapter in the manual. I think he skipped a lot of them, in fact.”

      “May I pet him?”

      “I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to say ‘no’ to that, but as you can probably tell, I wasn’t able to read much of the manual myself. So go ahead.”

      She reached down and patted the Golden behind his ears, and the dog stretched out his neck as if begging for more.

      Catherine laughed again. “I’m not sure he takes his work seriously,” she said.

      “Yes, well, we’re both still adjusting to our new roles in life,” he answered and turned his head away slightly.

      Catherine stared at the man. He was blind, right? So she could get away with what was probably impolite curiosity. His hair was very short, as if he were growing out a crew cut, but his features were handsome – a strong jaw and neck and a sensitive mouth. He wore large dark glasses, so his eyes weren’t visible, and had on a nondescript jacket over a pair of jeans. Poor guy. He looked kind of lonely sitting there with his fist clenched tightly on the dog’s harness. And his words had made it sound like the whole guide-dog thing was new to him.

      She patted the dog one last time and then pulled out her reader and tried to focus on her story. When the metro stopped at Foggy Bottom, the man touched the dog, and the two made their way to the doors and left.
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      Etienne had purposely turned away from the woman on the train, not wanting to encourage any further conversation. He hated knowing that people were staring at him, no doubt with pity and curiosity in their eyes. He didn’t want to think of himself as a blind man. He was a photographer, a wanderer – never wanting to stay too long in any one place. He had never even bothered to fully furnish his condo in Arlington. Hell, he had thought often in the past of selling it, but inertia and the convenience of not having to use a hotel had kept him from putting it on the market. And of course, the prime reason for keeping it had been to house his books and his piano – a lot of good they were to him now.

      He wondered morosely if he would ever seek out female companionship again. His mother had been dropping unsubtle hints for years about her desire for a daughter-in-law and grandchildren, but he had always laughed and told her he was having too much fun to settle down. “Soon enough, Maman,” he always said.

      After his one and only semi-serious girlfriend had broken up with him via email during his first extended trip, he had kept his commitments to a minimum. His mother’s dinner parties when he visited her in Brittany often seemed to include old family friends with young daughters. It was astonishing that these “old” friends were often strangers to him, and he laughingly chided his mother that her attempts at manipulation were far too transparent.

      “Besides, Maman, you know I’m more American than French. But even American women have no patience for the life I lead. A mademoiselle from St. Brieuc would certainly grow tired of my lifestyle très vite.”

      “You could always change your lifestyle, then,” she would say softly. “Think how nice it would be to have a true home and love of your own and little ones to grow old with. You’re too alone, Etienne, mon coeur.”

      “We have lots of time, Maman,” he would answer. He didn’t bother reminding her that he hoped to never settle down. He had mentioned it before and she had gone on and on about love being the only thing that mattered. She and his dad had loved each other, but she had now spent over ten years as a lonely widow. Life was better unencumbered, and he had embraced traveling the world without attachments.

      Now it looked like the joke had been on him. What woman in the world would want an unemployable, blind photographer anyway? Thank God he had never been so stupid as to tie someone to him.
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      Dr. Abrams spent a few minutes examining Etienne physically, shining a light in his eyes (or so Etienne assumed when he felt the doctor’s fingertips spreading his eyes) and checking his reflexes and balance. Jake had obediently remained still, lying quietly when Etienne commanded and moving with him into the doctor’s office after the exam.

      “The way I look at it, were we to do surgery, you'd have a small chance of regaining your sight,” Dr. Abrams said. “Unfortunately, the flip side of that small chance could leave you considerably worse off than you are now. It’s pretty close to a miracle that you survived as well as you did. I’ve looked at all your records. The fragment that went through your skull lodged directly on your optic chiasm. If the doctors hadn’t acted quickly to reduce the pressure and swelling, you would never have lived to discuss further surgery. Going that far into the brain is risky – extremely risky. There’s no guarantee you would come out of it with either your sight or the brain functions you have now." Her voice was kind but direct.

      Etienne chewed on his lip for a moment. “What brain functions are you saying I could lose?”

      “Almost anything is possible. We’ve learned enormous amounts about the brain in the past few years, but some of its intricacies still perplex us. Deep brain surgery, no matter how carefully done, still sometimes results in paralysis, memory loss, or vast decreases in mental capacities. And while we do our best to avoid it, patients die on the table far more often than we would like.”

      “So you’re saying I could end up dead, or else paralyzed, stupid, and still blind?”

      “I suppose that’s a direct way of putting it, yes. Although stupid is certainly not the word I’d ever choose. But diminished mental capacity is a real possibility,” the doctor answered.

      “Would you have it done?” Etienne asked.

      “I don’t know. You’ve been sightless for only . . . what, two months? It’s easy to see how you’re still reluctant to accept it. The fact is, millions of visually-impaired people lead full and satisfying lives.”

      “Not many photographers.”

      “Well, no, obviously, photography would not be the career of choice for adjusting to your new needs. But certainly, there are other lines of work you could pursue.”

      “How soon could you do the surgery?” he asked.

      The room stayed quiet for a few moments.

      “Mr. Seton, I understand your frustration, but what you’re considering is enormously risky. I’d advise you to spend a few months adjusting to your current situation. See how it goes. Talk to your family. Are you married? Do you have any children?”

      “No,” Etienne answered. “I’m free and unattached. Free to travel the world and work where I want in my chosen profession, except now I’m not.”

      “Well," the doctor answered, “I’m not prepared to schedule anything just yet. You still strike me as a young, healthy man, with a well-functioning brain. Give it a few months. Have you been doing the occupational therapy that was prescribed?”

      She waited, and when Etienne said nothing, she continued. “I’d advise you to do so. Come back to see me in the new year if you want to explore this further. We’ll do more scans and see if anything’s shifted on its own. Do I have your contact information?”

      When Etienne nodded, Dr. Abrams added, “I’ll send you an audio link with contact information for an organization I know that does great work with the vision impaired. I see you’ve got a dog already. How is that working out?”

      Etienne laughed. “Jake’s the best friend I’ve got right now. I’m pretty sure they were ready to flunk him out of the program, which is why he was available so quickly. But we’re doing fine together.”

      “That’s great,” Dr. Abrams said. “Call the numbers I send you. I’m sure you’ll come to understand that there are more options out there than you think.”
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      Etienne left the hospital and waited for his ride on the far side of 23rd St. When his phone signaled its arrival, he reached out to find the door handle.

      “Your dog’s not going to make a mess, is he?” the driver asked.

      “Not at all,” Etienne promised, hoping it was true. He verified the address of the GeoMonde headquarters and leaned back against the seat, trying to get his frustration and anger under control. That the doctor thought he should adjust instead of immediately pursuing the only path that would restore his life, was beyond comprehension.

      Half an hour later he entered the building, yet again exhausted from what should have been the easiest of endeavors. The driver’s words had reminded him that Jake was probably due for some relief of his own, as they had curtailed their walk outside that morning to make his appointment on time. When they exited the car, Etienne had tried from memory to move down the street from the office to a slightly less congested spot. He gave the commands the facilitator had taught him, and as taught, Jake did his business right where Etienne could find it. Now that he had his bag, though, he was uncertain what to do with it. It
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