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STOUT MARCHES LEAD TO CERTAIN ENDS

Robert Louis Stevenson 1850–1894

 

Stout marches lead to certain ends,

- We seek no Holy Grail, my friends.

 

That dawn should find us every day

Some fraction farther on our way.

The dumb lands sleep from east to west,

They stretch and turn and take their rest.

 

The cock has crown in the steading yard,

But priest and people slumber hard.

We two are early forth, and hear

The nations snoring far and near.

 

So peacefully their rest they take,

It seems we are the first awake!

- Strong heart! this is no royal way,

A thousand cross-roads seek the day.

 

And, hid from us, to left and right,

A thousand seekers seek the light.

 

 

THE PROJECT GUTENBERG EBOOK New Poems

Transcribed from:

Chatto & Windus 1918 edition by David Price
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Chapter 1

Seeing it through Lewis’s eyes, hearing his description of Abri Harbor, awash with a jumble of black timbers and roofing material, door frames, furniture, and mattresses, while, on one side, the village stood unchanged, and on the other, the pier listed at an angle from the weight of boulders that had tumbled down the slope of the resort’s headland as the rains excavated the tough roots of incinerated shrubs and washed them down where the tide could snatch them, Suzanna felt ready to go and see it for herself. Lewis had twice surveyed the damage, and the picture he painted was surely preparation enough.

His first visit after the fire had been on the fast ferry with Ellis and Stabler to assess repairs to the wharf and get a firsthand look at the damage to the structures of Abri Resort. His second visit had been by invitation from the Duke to join three potential investors from Munich and the two German widows of the Zimmer brothers, who had inherited the resort franchise. Abbie had been there, too, employed by the Duke to act as his personal interpreter.

On the second, longer trip, Lewis had reserved the cottage on Lord Chellon’s estate, deliberately distancing himself from the Germans and the Duke to have quiet to evaluate information gathered during long days of visually examining the resort’s remains and taking in the free-flowing hodgepodge of unsupported opinions, ideas, franchising speculation, and everyone feeling out everyone else to ascertain their depth of interest and resources.

At the end of the first day, Lewis noticed Lord Chellon on horseback on a hilltop above his fields. He lost sight of him after the taxi turned down the lane to the cottage. Lewis had invited the driver, Elias, and his wife, Amilta, to join him for dinner the next night. Tonight, he was looking forward to solitude with a bottle of wine and the dinner he planned to grill on the back patio. He’d picked up the makings from the market in the village, and Elias helped him unload the car before driving away. Lewis saw him brake to exchange greetings with Chelly, then horse and rider continued down the lane toward him.

Lewis waited outside for Chelly and invited him to stay for a beverage. Chelly dismounted and shook Lewis’s hand. “Good afternoon, sir. Long day of talk for you. You’re open to more?”

“Absolutely, I’d welcome the company. Beer or wine … and what does the horse drink?”

Chelly chuckled appreciatively. “He’ll have to be the designated driver, but let’s sit out back so he doesn’t demolish the roses. My wife will know who’s to blame, and it won’t be Clipper here.”

“Is your wife the landscaper? Suzanna is an admirer. We took a walk last time, as far as the bridge — beautiful grounds. It must be a full-time job.”

Chelly surveyed the flower beds crowding the fenced forecourt of the cottage. “Sophie was the landscaper. Now she supervises.” His face was grave when he met Lewis’s gaze. “She’s developed severe osteoarthritis after a climbing accident. She fell off the peak just a few miles from here.”

His attention moved to the horse, one hand stroking the sleek neck. “We were at Oxford together, the most dynamic person I ever met.” His gaze returned to Lewis. “She put me to shame — ran and rode, skied, rowed sculls, sailed. I couldn’t believe she’d marry me, have my babies. Those early years in London went by like a dream. Nothing changed when we moved here. Then, suddenly, it all changed on a rock face she’d free-climbed dozens of times.

“She slipped and fell straight down twelve meters, landed on her side, broke an arm, some ribs, her hip, and the neck of the femur. The next eighteen hours were agony. Ellis picked us up, and no man could have given her a smoother trip or made better time. I was wearing out the floor outside Ambon emergency, listening to her scream when the worst surgeon in the world came out to tell me he could try to fix her or she could wait a day for medical evacuation.

“Ugh,” Lewis managed. “Try to fix her?”

Chelly’s hand stilled. “He had a release form to anesthetize her and operate to set the bones. Hip joints are complicated, and she had two fractures, a procedure he’d never done. But he’d lined up an experienced surgeon to talk him through it, and within the hour, she could be pain free and prepped for surgery with an expert overseeing the work by video. I signed it.”

“The proverbial devil and the deep blue sea. For what it’s worth, I would have done the same. How is she now?”

“When she doesn’t push things, she has good days such that you’d hardly notice. She’s been treated by the best, but ten years on, she wakes every morning stiff and sore. It’s progressing slowly, thankfully. We have our blessings. Unbeknownst to us, she was pregnant with our twins when it happened. Our oldest was already at Cambridge; we thought we were done with babies, but after three girls, we finally got our boys, delivered by cesarean in London.”

“Congratulations. I appreciate you sharing this. When Suzanna and I meet Sophie, we’ll spare her any questions.”

“Thank you for that. I believe I’ll take that beer now.”

* * * *

Lewis opened the beers and found cold glasses in the back of the small refrigerator. When they were seated, Chelly took a long drink. “No lady wife this time? Strictly business, is it?”

“She’s got renovation contractors in the Hornbill office building this week. Otherwise, she’d be here.”

Chelly put a booted ankle across his knee and leaned back. “I understand you’re a Hornbill partner. Do you mind me asking when you bought in? Have you been a shadow investor for some time?”

“What’s your interest?” Lewis asked.

“It appears we have more questions than answers. I’m drinking your beer so as to observe the courtesies: I’m curious how you came by Hornbill Waterways stock. I’ve made overtures that were politely ignored. It’s obviously a sound business. I’m a major customer, given the volume of trade to and from Séparée Island. I want a seat at the table. No need to repeat that. I’ll hold your information close, too.”

“Are we speaking frankly, then? Junior partners sharing thoughts?”

Chelly’s expression hardened. “I’ve knocked men down for less. I’m junior in no regard — Idris’s equal, at least. I’m making allowances, but don’t do that again.” He pushed his glass aside and drank from the bottle. “There’s something about drinking beer — bottle or glass — to suit the company.”

Lewis lifted his beer. “We are junior in age,” he said mildly. “I don’t look forward to the day I’m referred to as a senior.”

“No,” Chelly agreed, softening. “Wait until you have teenagers. They look at you with pity, especially the girls. But on the topic at hand, I believe you’re a minority shareholder. I’m not.”

“What is the split between you and the Duke — equal land, equal business investment? Equal say in decisions? There has to be a tie-breaker. What is it?”

“The best way to answer that, you being a colonial and class agnostic, is to tell you about the founders: a middle-aged card cheat, drunkard, womanizing prat, noble in title only, without distinction, and an educated, honorable, beloved second son with a minor title, the latter being my forefather. That Lord Chellon had the misfortune of marrying a flighty woman he struck in the face after finding her naked with a groom. She fell and hit her head, and honest to a fault, my forefather stood trial and declined to plead for clemency.

“He was sentenced to hang and, likewise, refused to use money and influence to reduce his sentence. His father had him drugged and smuggled out of prison and onto a ship the Duke of Parmetter had purloined to escape a duel over a dice game.

“The ship ended up here, half sunk in a storm, with the two of them despising each other. Things haven’t greatly improved, but to answer your question, the island council levies fines for lawbreaking and settles disputes over property, debt, or injury. The title of magistrate is an honorific, awarded by rank, thus held by a Parmetter since time began. That would be our recourse should a tie-breaker be required. Hardly seems worth the trouble. We mainly stay out of each other’s way.”

“On an island this size, social activities must be at least nominally inclusive,” Lewis said. “Children tend to find friends early. It’s been what, ten generations? No softening, no intermarriage?”

Chelly gave him a derisive look and took another drink. “Dueling with pistols ended, but only after we ran out of black powder. Quite early on, division of the island was established to limit conflict. Both camps are busy with building and cropping, activities that absorb all the time and energy that would otherwise be squandered on maintaining the social niceties. My family was in shipping; the Chellons brought the initial materials. The first duke made trips back to England to empty his estates and commandeer his bondsmen and chattel. My family sent curated collections, master builders and tradesmen, and their families, and for their banished son, a young woman dear to his heart, though not considered marriageable before his fall from grace. Chellons marry for love.”

Lewis raised his beer to the sentiment and drank. “I’ve been given the impression that you own and manage the village, and the Duke does the same for the resort and casino. What about the farmers and diving operators — all tenants of yours?”

“You seem to have the broad strokes, though we both have tenants — mine in the village and along the west coast, his on the east side. The harbor is the prime commercial asset — I own the village side; Idris owns the other. Recently, he’s lost the pier. He won’t talk about it, but I gather you were somehow involved. Perhaps you’ll enlighten me. I think I’ve shown a guest’s good manners. It must be your turn.”

“I became acquainted with Hornbill in Ambon while my wife and I were on vacation. Ambon was our last stop after Bali and Sumba Island. I’m a recreational sailor, and this ocean has interested me for years. I had some funds looking for a home; Ellis and Stabler were looking for capital to expand. Hornbill Waterways provides an important service in an island environment.

“I’m a minority shareholder, but I backed the idea of adding the Abri pier to the portfolio. Hornbill already had the piers on Sillbua and Papagaio. Piers are core infrastructure for shipping concerns, but a pier is not key to agri-business or hospitality. Why not let the experts have it? The Duke wasn’t maintaining the wharf. It was in need of repair even before the fire.” Lewis took a drink. “It strikes me as odd, referring to him as the Duke. Do you call him that, or is he Idris to you?”

“It’s common to refer to him that way broadly but it’ll be a cold day in hell when I use it with him. In general, I avoid addressing him, but when I need to get his attention, it’s Idris. His wife calls him Ducky, but he’s the Duke to you, boyo.”

“I prefer Lewis.”

Chelly nodded and drank. “Lewis.”

Lewis took a drink, too. “When the Duke passes out of the picture, years in the future, no doubt, will the balance of power shift?”

“You’re a man of the world, more than I. You know power never shifts. The next duke will be his oldest son, Tobias. He’s older than me by a decade and married to an Aussie. Lives on her family’s station, visits here, travels by yacht, afraid to fly. He’s here once a year, and he’s been to England maybe twice since he left Oxford. That tells you how interested he is in his heritage or managing half of this island. If there’s any justice, his younger brother, Tristan, will take it up. Good man, Tristan — an educator. We belong to the same club in London.”

“Do you have any thoughts on the future of the resort, Chelly? I never saw it open. I have no background. What would you want to see happen there?”

Chelly leaned back. “Abri Resort has to reopen, but I’d prefer a fresh approach with a smaller footprint and the casino done away with. I’ve been given to understand the Malaysians have collected a nice chunk of change in gambling taxes. I’m sure that’s a factor in their naval patrols off our shores and their suppression of pirates, but Séparée thrived for centuries without external oversight.

“Jakarta has turned a blind eye to Abri, but gambling is illegal in Indonesia. I told Idris it was asking for trouble. Typical that he allowed the Zimmers to invite swagger money. Somehow, I was proved right, though I don’t know the details. Idris is still stinging from the bite they put on him.”

Lewis took a drink and let the silence run out. “The casino building is a nice design, a copy of the British parliament, if I’m not mistaken. Is there any language in the franchise agreement that would allow it to be used for non-resort purposes? Is the building totally in the Duke’s sphere?”

“Actually, no,” Chelly said. “Like the pier, it’s right on the dividing line. Idris put up the land; I paid for the stone mason. The front, with the casino and clubs, is part of the resort, but Sophie and I planned to open a medical clinic in the back, facing the polo field. The island has no medical services. We occasionally have difficult births, heart attacks, the lot. Broken bones are still set with traditional techniques. Immunizations are hit and miss, despite the risk of disease transmission to and from visitors.”

“A clinic should be a priority. What prevented it?” Lewis said.

“The wording in the resort agreement Idris signed. When Otto Zimmer got wind of my plans, he sent me a cease-and-desist notice, claiming he had control of the whole building and intended to use it.”

“Humph. Did he develop the back of the building?”

“No, he did not.” Chelly finished his beer, stood, and moved to untie his horse. When he’d freed the reins, he turned to Lewis with a level look. “Thank you for the drink. I’ll return the invitation soon. I believe I came off short on the information exchange tonight.”

“I appreciate your candor,” Lewis said. “I’ll balance things up next time.” He walked around to the front of the cottage to watch Chelly canter down the lane and swing the horse wide to jump the rail and disappear between rows of vines on trellises.





Chapter 2

Two days later, over dinner with Suzanna in their Ambon apartment, Lewis told her about the conversation with Chelly. Suzanna was fascinated and sympathetic. She wanted to discuss it in detail, to have Lewis fill in the backstory of how the moment had arisen for Chelly to reveal his feelings and the details of his wife’s accident, his animosity toward the Duke, and his knowledge of their Hornbill ownership position. A glance at his expression told her tonight wasn’t the moment. They could discuss all that another time, when he wasn’t tired, hungry, and intent on business.

The week after their return from Arizona, he’d done a day trip to get a firsthand look. He’d given Suzanna a deconstruction of events after the fuel tanks exploded. They’d talked of little else.

This week’s three-day visit had been by invitation from the Duke, and while the visit had involved many hours at the resort’s site, Lewis’s analysis of the personalities was his focus now. He recapped the informal discussions involving the Duke, the German widows, and the three Munich businessmen.

Lewis recounted his impression of the Duke’s castle, where he’d participated in several formal meetings with food and drink, hosted by the Duke as opportunities to solicit proposals. He’d employed Abbie as an interpreter, but as the only non-German speaker, the Duke’s imperious manner had devolved into impatience and frustration when he couldn’t follow the threads of conversation, despite Abbie’s patience and professional efforts.

“I’m surprised Abbie was willing, given her opinion of the Duke and the German wives.”

“Abbie needs the income, and she wants to help get the resort back in business, but she might not have known in advance that the widows were coming. The Duke had her come to the island the day before I arrived. He put her up in the village so she’d be there to shepherd the Munich guys. The Duke met my ferry so he could ask Ellis for an update on the status of the police investigation. Ellis didn’t know anything; why would he?

“The German widows were invited, and the island widows are right there in the Duke’s neighborhood — obvious sources of information about the investigation — but in his mind, there’s misogyny or some kind of class division blocking direct communication. He complained about the police while we drove to the restaurant to meet Abbie and the Germans for lunch. Looked like it was news to Abbie when he told her that Brigitte and Eva Zimmer were coming. She didn’t react, just passed it on to the others with no indication of prejudice.”

“I am so envious of your front-row seat at these encounters,” Suzanna said. “Tell me everything while it’s fresh in your mind.”

Lewis told her for the next hour.

It was clear that the Duke was determined to get the resort rebuilt and generating income as soon as possible, but without investing any of his own money. Two months after the fire, heavy rains had made the site unstable. The Duke had taken no action to manage the runoff and had no plans to do so because, according to him, insurance inspection and assessment delays prevented any recovery work. Lewis doubted the truth of that excuse, and Suzanna agreed.

With such a high insured value, they felt sure claims adjusters would have been on site within days of receiving notice of the fire. The Duke had phoned Brigitte Zimmer the morning after the fire but left it to her to notify Eva and the insurance carrier. Lewis told Suzanna about Ellis’s summary of the Duke’s attitude: Hornbill owned the pier; the widows owned the resort. The Duke was powerless and fuming while he waited for them to make plans.

Lewis and the Munich investors had spitballed broad estimates of the time, money, and work required to rebuild. Privately, Lewis had no inclination to recreate the old resort. He was calculating the cost of recovering the site. Cleanup would be expensive, not only the removal of structural debris on land but also fishing everything out of the bay. The harbor cleanup was more urgent because delay raised the cost and extended the timeline for water-soluble pollution to dissipate.

They’d get expert advice before they made a final decision, but for Lewis and Suzanna, the harbor was the primary draw and asset of Séparée Island. If the bay was blighted beyond repair, Lewis preferred to look for another location for their resort.

The cottages and the three-story building that had housed administration and staff quarters had been torn apart by the explosion and then consumed by fire, leaving only charred debris to be cleared. The other structures had also burned, completely or partially. A new business office, dining room, and kitchen would be required. Those would be the first and most expensive facilities to build and equip. The power plant, also needed immediately, had survived, but not the generators. The landscaping had ignited, according to the villagers, like burning bush apparitions. Over time, native plants would regrow, but Lewis and Suzanna wanted to clear the site and start over with a landscape design.

The Zimmer widows had inherited the franchise agreement for Abri Resort, all of which Johan and Otto Zimmer had built, structure by structure, during their thirteen years of control. Thirty-seven years of the fifty-year contract remained. Following their disappearance but prior to the fire, the widows had asked the Duke to buy the franchise back or help them find another buyer. The Duke had declined to buy back the franchise, leaving the resort’s future in limbo. Lewis and the Munich investment club ambassadors had asked to review the franchise agreement, to no avail. When the subject was raised, the Duke merely nodded while the Zimmer women waved their hands dismissively.

Absent the paperwork, Lewis was treating his involvement as an exercise. Should facts come to light, the first requirement would be a reasonable price — after that, a business plan. If necessary, he’d consider investor capital at forty percent from silent partners looking to hold an influential stake in a resort, enjoy the bragging rights of ownership, and share in the profits, but without any power or control over operations. Possibly, such investors existed in Munich. The time to look into that wasn’t now, and maybe never.

Rather than focus on an endgame, he was looking for clues to the bottom line of the other players. The Duke wanted his cash flow restored as soon as possible. The Munich Germans were as close-mouthed as Lewis about their professional backgrounds and gave no indication of a definite goal or timeline. By all appearances, they were tire kickers satisfying their curiosity. The Zimmer widows wanted to cut ties. The insurance payout was an unknown. Lewis considered it the wildcard that could tip the scales.

Everyone recognized the need to scope the cost of redevelopment — demolition, re-design, and rebuilding — but the financial statements and audited accounts that would substantiate the resort’s profit-and-loss history were unavailable. Absent these numbers, there was no basis for developing a business plan.

Lewis and Suzanna had their own private vision for a new resort. They’d been fleshing it out, expanding it during late-night and early-morning conversations, allowing it to take shape by picturing it situated on any generic island in the vicinity.

Their unhurried dinner in the comfort of their apartment was an opportunity for Lewis to fully unpack his thoughts. Suzanna listened quietly, aware of his frustration and focus as he organized all the information he’d acquired by telling it to her. She had questions and details she wanted to discuss, but they could wait. “Enough Séparée Island business for tonight,” she said when he paused at last.

She removed their plates and brought melon sorbet and the wine bottle to the table. Lewis refilled their glasses and leaned back. “I’ve been unloading. Your turn. Tell me about the office project. Did you and Ellis agree on a contractor?”

“Not yet. Ellis has been away, but I think he’ll agree with my choice when we meet. I want to split the work between two contractors — the one who did the exterior upgrades last year and the renovation specialist who submitted a bid with floor plans. The basement upgrades and the window replacements are a good fit for the exterior firm. The interior reno quote is fixed-price and comes with a single named resource — the specialist, who will act as project manager. All labor and materials will come from his roster of subcontractors and suppliers. His English is an advantage, but it’s really more important that his approach is efficient.

“He’ll assign the work across his bench of providers based on availability and comparable products. He’ll schedule and manage the flooring, painting, finish carpentry, and electrical trades, and he’ll absorb any cost overruns. Stabler and I arranged to visit three businesses where he’s done similar renovations. They’re all very nice, and everyone spoke highly of him. He’s the high bidder, but his contract has a late penalty and an early-finish bonus. Time is a driver for us. We need our office space ready before we hire assistants.”

“On that topic,” Lewis said, “have you thought any more about interviewing Abbie? I’m not prejudging the talent pool. We’ll advertise and interview anyone with the right skills and experience, but Abbie is a known quantity.

“I’ve been spoiled by always having resources on my teams who were bound by Beige regulations and employment agreements, so confidentiality was a given. Our Cantik Ni assistants will know our business and have knowledge of our finances. They’ll have covert assignments they need to keep quiet about. We’re foreign, so there’ll be a period of distrust and inevitable misunderstandings. If we hire with that in mind, we can minimize backlash. I could bounce people off my Beige teams without worrying about it coming back to bite me, but we need to avoid bad hires and turnover here.”

“Covert assignments?”

He raised his eyebrows. “How much cash do we keep on the premises? Weapons? What are we planning to buy or sell? What’s our price point? When are we traveling? Where are we going?”

“Those things are a normal part of the job of any executive assistant.”

“Yes, in Dallas or Seattle, but we don’t have a professional network here, no business reputation yet, no board of advisors. We’ll be relying on our gut. We should independently make a list of our key attributes and merge them. I suggest we hire a male and a female who, between them, have the experience and skills we need so we can assign them as needed. They’ll work for the company not for us individually.”

“I’ve never hired anybody,” Suzanna said, “though I’ve wanted to fire a few people. I’m not sure my deal breakers will be scientific enough. A lot of my focus areas aren’t allowed — things like age, family situation, and personality.”

“Well, do what everybody does and use labels like maturity, education, and technical skills. At least one of them had better be able to hit something at fifty yards.”

She smiled. “Stop, please. It’s late, and you’re extinguishing all possibility of sleep.”

“Good. I’ve been away for days. Let’s go to bed.”

“I was just about to suggest that. Come and see what I’ve done to our bedroom.”





Chapter 3

Lewis’s phone woke them early the next morning. He went to retrieve it from the sideboard in the dining room. Suzanna heard him answer gruffly and then adopt a friendlier tone as he switched to German. Curious, she got up, dressed, and went to the kitchen to make coffee. Lewis raised an eyebrow and pointed to the time. It was five a.m., but she knew they were up for the day.

When the coffee was ready, she poured his and took it to him at the table, dropped a kiss on his cheek, and took hers to enjoy while she admired their new bedroom. While he’d been on Séparée Island for three days, she’d taken steps to improve the apartment. Weeks earlier, Lewis had spoken with their landlord’s agent for permission to upgrade the light fixtures. He’d received approval and contact information for the building’s handyman. Suzanna had been in the midst of lighting decisions for the Hornbill office upgrade, and she’d offered to choose new fixtures for the apartment, too.

On the day Lewis departed for Abri Harbor, she dropped him at the ferry and then stopped at a hardware store to check out their selection of light fixtures. While she was there, she bought tools, a tarp, and a ladder. A store employee helped her load her purchases into their Range Rover. Then she drove to the Hornbill office and spent the morning reviewing plans and progress with the contractors.

From the renovation specialist, she got the addresses of three lighting showrooms in the downtown blocks. The drive would entail navigating busy streets and multiple traffic circles on the left-hand side of the road. Ambon traffic was frenetic, but by noon, she was prepared to trust the Range Rover’s navigation system to get her safely downtown and back to the apartment. After months of travel on the wrong side of the road, albeit mostly in the passenger seat, it was time to join the driving culture.

Back at the apartment, she unloaded her purchases with help from the building custodian. Upstairs, she disconnected and packed the electronics in Lewis’s office. Paperwork and his laptop came next, and eventually, everything was carefully boxed and stacked against the wall behind the living room sofa.

With the room cleared, she pulled the carpet loose, rolled it up, and secured it against the desk. Then she covered the bare floor under the windows with a tarp. With the ladder positioned close to the windows, she climbed up to investigate. As she’d detected from below, the glass was in sections, each permanently fixed inside its metal frame.

She covered her hair, protected her eyes with sunglasses, and donned a long-sleeved shirt. Ready for battle, she mounted the ladder, hammer in hand. She wanted to eliminate the upper section of glass and began gingerly with the first few blows showering glass down on the unused loading dock below. Once she had an opening, she completed the remainder of the breakage with hammer strikes from the outside so the glass fell inward onto the tarp.

Suzanna moved along the bank of windows, steadily repositioning the ladder as she progressed. When the top section was completely free of glass and open to the outside air down to the first divider, she tiptoed across the tarp to the doorway to see what she’d wrought — genius or disaster? It was apparent that greatness was at hand. She could already feel the welcome rush of outside air. Time to summon assistance.

* * * *

The night before, Lewis had seen it for the first time. Wine glass in hand, he’d had a moment of disbelief. “Was this wood always under the carpet? How long have I been away?”

“Days. Felt like forever, but just enough time to make some overdue changes. Do you like it?”

“I do. In a minute, I’ll show you how much. Where is everything that was in here when I left?”

“The furniture is in our old bedroom, and everything else is in boxes stacked behind the sofa. Your laptop is in its case, in a crate on the bottom of the stack.”

Lewis finished his wine while admiring the room, taking in the enlarged vents, the new ceiling fixture, and the mesh in the upper frames of the windows. “You didn’t do all this yourself. Did you use the contractor from the office?”

“I called our landlord’s handyman. He cut the steel mesh and figured out how to attach it, and he helped me move the furniture, but I got the electrician from the office to install the fan and lights. The handyman asked if he could have the carpet when he saw it rolled up. I like this bamboo floor so much better that I let him take it. Don’t worry; I was here keeping an eye on them every minute.”

“Am I that transparent?”

“Well, we have valuables. I got all the materials first, and then I stayed busy right here.”

He took her wine and examined her hands. “Six months ago, we were having dinner on a roof not far from here when you told me it was No to life as a pioneer woman. So, is this Yes to Renaissance woman? I see there was some pain involved, but I like the results. Let’s turn these fancy lights down and experience this room.”

Later, she demonstrated the handheld device for controlling the fan and lights. Lewis studied the massive fixture as its blades rotated above them and asked if she knew how much it weighed. She did, and also the number and length of the bolts in the bracket attaching it to the ceiling beams.

Lewis chuckled softly. “Were you up in the attic making sure?” He kissed her shoulder. “It’s nice to be home.” His breathing slowed.

She’d clicked the lights off and watched the bulbs slowly fade out before falling asleep.

This morning, the mesh was throwing dots of light on the fresh wall paint. She sipped her coffee and reveled in the room. Despite the paint flecks in her hair and a myriad of tiny nicks on her hands, this had been worth it.

She could hear Lewis’s voice, still on his call. She remembered that his intention had been only to improve the lighting over his desk. She’d gone above and beyond, but the agency’s handyman hadn’t given any sign of alarm over her window proposal, no indication that her intention to replace the glass with mesh was cause for eviction. Still, before she proceeded, she and Lewis needed to talk. They weren’t in love with the apartment, but it would be really inconvenient to have to immediately look for another.

She was spared further contemplation of Lewis’s opinion when his call ended and he came to tell her he’d invited Brigitte and Eva Zimmer to come for dinner the next day.

“Okay,” Suzanna said. “Why?”

“Sounds like the dam is breaking. They have to trust somebody, and they’ve decided I might do. I’ll fill you in while we make breakfast.”

* * * *

Eva was blonde, perfectly made up, and soft-spoken. She took Suzanna’s hand and greeted her by name. When Lewis introduced Brigitte, she offered a firm handshake and a hello, thank you, and good evening in precise English. Suzanna’s welcome was translated by the app on the mobile phone she’d borrowed from the Hornbill front counter, where it was used for multilingual ticket transactions.

Lewis took their raincoats and ushered them into the dining room. Suzanna seated them and offered wine. She and Lewis had tested the app earlier. It was reassuring when Eva and Brigitte were immediately at ease with the disembodied voice as they conversed through it with Suzanna.

They were having a Bavarian dinner of roast pork. The women had mentioned their dislike of unfamiliar food, just one of the irritants that had quashed their enthusiasm for visits to Abri over the years. Lewis poured flutes of sparkling wine for everyone, which the women downed while admiring the flowers on the sideboard and praising the aroma of dinner. While Lewis refilled the flutes, Suzanna excused herself to check on the bread. She took the phone with her so she could follow the table conversation, which had transitioned quickly to a discussion of the franchise agreement.

Brigitte and Eva were thirsty, hungry, and eager to make their situation clear. They’d stated their preference for white wine and were on the second bottle as Suzanna cleared the table after the main course. She returned to the table to hear Eva’s explanation of their discomfort with Abbie’s presence at every meeting, not because they disliked Abbie now that they’d gotten to know her. In fact, her assistance had been invaluable to them over these last few days as they’d attempted to come to terms with the Duke.

Their opinion of Abbie had undergone a transformation. They felt guilty about their unfounded suspicions. They’d blamed her unfairly for their husbands’ coldness, and she hadn’t been the only one. They’d felt the same jealous resentment of another pretty young woman, who had been trained by Otto to preside over the casino’s roulette wheel.

Eva told Lewis and Suzanna about her visits to Abri over the years, eager to be reunited with Otto, only to have him continually disappear into the dark casino, where he could always be found observing the roulette wheel. Brigitte had experienced the same issue with Johan’s reliance on Abbie; Abbie must always be consulted about placating guests, fixing the schedules for housekeeping staff, or resolving kitchen emergencies. He would leave the breakfast table to check in with Abbie about something and be gone for the rest of the day.

The women raised their wine glasses to each other and both drank deeply. “We really hated those girls,” Eva said. “Now we are so glad to never see them again.” She drained her glass.

Lewis refilled their glasses and asked them what had changed their opinion. Had they asked Abbie directly? He used German as he and Suzanna had agreed would make sense, and so far, Suzanna’s phone voice translator had been doing fine.

Over the next few minutes, she was less confident. The women were fiercely defending themselves. Apparently, before each trip to Séparée Island, they had dieted, had their hair cut and highlighted, spent hours in tanning salons, and come to Abri with new bathing suits and lingerie and high hopes of romance and intimacy with their husbands, even timing their visits to their cycles in hopes of leaving pregnant. Suzanna was amazed by what the phone translation was telling her, but she kept her attention on their faces while dying to see Lewis’s expression.

Brigitte put her hand on Suzanna’s arm to ask if Lewis traveled for work. When Suzanna confirmed that he did, Brigitte asked how she would feel if he — she pointed at Lewis, giving Suzanna an excuse to exchange looks with Lewis — didn’t want to enjoy her immediately on his return. The phone app was not quite on point and quickly lost exactitude as Eva joined in. Soon, there were tears — of frustration more than sorrow, Suzanna thought. She held up her hands. The two wiped their eyes with their napkins and looked at her expectantly. “This is a sensitive topic. Let me think about my words so the translation will be accurate.”

The phone app dutifully translated to German, and they nodded. Suzanna expressed her sympathy and assured them that she understood their unhappiness, and of course, it had been very wrong of their husbands to fail to make time for them. She smiled at Lewis and said, with misgivings because it was too personal and felt like gloating, that she would feel the same way if Lewis were not the best of husbands, resolutely pushing away memories of her ex, Richard, who had often returned from travel in a bad mood and finding fault.

The women stared at Suzanna silently when she finished. She asked Lewis if the phone had translated her reply correctly. He raised an eyebrow and substituted a few words in German that brought smiles all around as the phone repeated his corrections in English.

Lewis replenished the wine, red for him and Suzanna, white for Eva and Brigitte. The women raised their glasses and took turns telling about the challenges of filing missing persons reports and pleading with various police departments to investigate the disappearance of their husbands. After submitting the necessary information, they’d suffered through many additional months of waiting, with hope fading, until the shocking call asking for dental records, which quickly led to confirmation that Johan and Otto were gone forever.

That was awful enough, Brigitte said, but by then, not really a surprise. Worse was coming. The next day, they’d received another call, telling them that the death certificates would be mailed but the remains would be given to their husbands’ island families for burial. Eva leaned toward Suzanna. “Imagine a stranger with a strong accent on a bad phone telling you that he” — she nodded at Lewis — “has another wife and babies, an entire family, behind your back!”

Suzanna gave her a sympathetic look while Lewis expressed their condolences and asked if they’d had contact with the island families or visited the graves. The women shook their heads vigorously.

“Did you ask Abbie or the Duke about them?” Suzanna asked.

Both women were crying again and drinking steadily as they expressed their frustration and outrage over their husbands’ betrayals and their humiliation at having to face Abbie on this trip, knowing now that they had blamed her wrongly. They were now certain Abbie and the roulette croupier had not been the reason for their husbands’ lack of interest during their visits.

Suzanna studied their expressions, thinking they were jumping rather quickly from one assumption to another. Philandering husbands rarely limited themselves. Brigitte seemed to read her mind and told her they had seen for themselves. When they’d come back to Ambon yesterday, they’d watched Abbie leave the ferry ahead of them. The phone app conveyed the information clearly. Then Eva joined in, and their excited outpouring outdistanced translation.

When they paused for Suzanna’s reaction, she turned to Lewis. “Abbie’s husband was there? He brought her a doll? Something about the doll’s face?”

“Put your hand over the phone,” Lewis said. “They think Abbie’s little boys are … adorable, like two little dolls, exact replicas of their father, Abbie’s husband. So, not their husbands’ offspring.”

“Oh,” Suzanna said, with the phone in her lap. “If it were me, I’d want to see every child on the island.”

“Me, too,” Lewis said with a smile. He reached for the wine bottles and topped up the glasses.

Suzanna moved the phone and raised her glass to Eva and Brigitte. She said she was glad they had found some clarity, even though she understood it had taken a long time and caused them pain.

Brigitte straightened in her chair and put down her glass. She turned to Lewis, abruptly sober and dry-eyed. They wanted his help. They would never return, but they had talked for weeks and, in the end, decided to do something to right the wrongs their husbands had committed. Would he help them? She shot a glance at Suzanna. We want a favor, and we will make it worthwhile for you. Eva, too, entreated Suzanna with her expression. “Please,” Brigitte said in English.

Suzanna looked at Lewis’s neutral expression. He asked if they’d care for dessert. They nodded, and Suzanna excused herself, relieved to escape the charged atmosphere, taking the phone with her. In the kitchen, she heard Brigitte tell Lewis that they had already received the insurance benefit, approximately seventy million pounds in euros. They hadn’t told anyone else, and felt it was best not to reveal it, specifically not to the Duke. They were the only named beneficiaries; they had received all the money, and the Duke was entitled to nothing, not even information.

They also had the resort franchise, though it was worthless. They did not like or trust the Duke. They believed he had unfairly taken most of the profit from the resort, and the situation hadn’t improved even after Otto opened the casino. The Duke had been dissatisfied, and there had been threats. They held the Duke responsible for their husbands’ deaths and dismissed the possibility of a sailing mishap.

They described their husbands as born sailors. They’d met the Zimmer brothers at Lake Como, where both girls had spent summer vacations with their grandparents as teenagers. Johan and Otto were college men, captaining sailing yachts for the marina. For school girls and closely chaperoned heiresses, the attention of the handsome stars of the marina had been thrilling. The brothers had been sought after and trusted to take groups out for exciting days in high winds. Their Séparée sailboat had been chosen to suit conditions in the Banda Sea. There was no possibility they’d sailed into trouble.

Eva was nostalgic after describing the past. Brigitte was bitter and animated, describing the Duke as a tyrant who had taken advantage of their husbands. Now they wanted to place the franchise in the hands of someone the Duke couldn’t intimidate and abuse as he had Otto and Johan. They had decided on Lewis, if he wanted it. Their price was small, but the cost of rebuilding would be enormous.

In the kitchen, Suzanna took the desserts out of the refrigerator and placed them on a tray, but she left it on the counter while she watched the discussion from the doorway. The women leaned toward Lewis, intent on his reaction. The phone was behind Suzanna, on the counter on the far side of the refrigerator, out of earshot. Eva was speaking now with her hand on Lewis’s arm, in a rush for words, throwing glances at Brigitte as she made her case. Suzanna saw Lewis’s face harden into the bland mask that hid his thoughts. He withdrew his arm and responded briefly. Suzanna wished she had the phone close, but she was unwilling to turn away long enough to get it.

Brigitte replied to Lewis, without Eva’s passion but imploring him … to help or to understand? Lewis frowned. His answer was carefully paced, not harsh but crisply businesslike. Suzanna had to know. She found the phone and pressed it to her ear.

“But it will do you no harm,” Eva said. “It is a small thing for you to give, and in return, you will have the resort and control of the trust.”

Brigitte added, “We are recent widows but ignored for years. We’ve suffered and lost confidence. I think what we are asking would be, for you, something natural and easy.”

“Suzanna and I are interested in the resort,” Suzanna heard through the phone as Lewis responded. “If you’ll show us the contract and the accounting, we’ll discuss a cash price for the business. If you prefer, we may be willing to administer your trust for the children as compensation, but it has to be only business, not personal.”

Suzanna put the phone down, puzzled and wishing that she’d heard everything. She picked up the dessert tray and carried it to the table, where their guests were silent for the first time all night. Eva caught Suzanna’s hand as she placed a dessert in front of her, said one word quietly, and released her. Without the phone, Suzanna looked to Lewis for a translation.

“Congratulations,” he said with a small smile. She distributed the desserts, retrieved her phone, and took her seat to ask how long the women would be in Ambon.

Eva and Brigitte hadn’t booked their return flight. They were determined to rid themselves of Abri Resort before they left. They had no good feelings for Indonesia and were determined that this would be their last visit. They ate their desserts with obvious enjoyment. When Suzanna asked about coffee, they readily accepted. She went to the kitchen, and immediately, conversation resumed around the table, this time without tears or pleading. Lewis was in control, directing the discussion and asking questions; the women replied and corrected each other. Suzanna didn’t pick up the phone as she set out cups and saucers, cream and sugar, satisfied with catching words here and there.

Over coffee, the women asked Suzanna if she drove herself around Ambon. Was it confusing to her to be on the wrong side of the car and also the wrong side of the road? What about Séparée Island? Did she like it? Where had she stayed? What was Lord Chellon like? They had never met him.

Suzanna responded simply to each query to avoid confusion. When she asked if they’d enjoyed visits to the island, specifically mentioning Russel Beach, they gave her blank looks. Lewis took over, describing the road to Russel Bay, the views and the beauty of the bay, and the pleasure of swimming in the warm, mild tide. Brigitte shook her head, and Eva’s mouth turned down. They had never seen it.

By ten thirty, Eva and Brigitte were inebriated and often emotional. Suzanna was glad to have the phone app and grateful that she’d had previous experience with a similar translation app. The stilted snippets of conversation she sparked with the women distracted them, giving Lewis a few moments of respite to think. Suzanna felt his concentration as he steadily moved the discussion forward, questioning, listening, and then summarizing — all of which the phone app repeated in clear English.

Finally, Brigitte told Lewis that they didn’t have a copy of the resort agreement with them. The German original bore the signatures of Johan, Otto, and the Duke, as well as the Duke’s seal in wax. It was too fragile to photocopy, and their lawyers had firmly instructed them to never remove it from their safety deposit box. Possibly, the lawyers had a copy; they didn’t know.

Brigitte had taken the Duke aside yesterday to ask, with Abbie’s help, if he had a copy of the agreement so they could discuss terms. The Duke had explained that, following the initial handshake agreement with her husband and Otto, the brothers had returned to Berlin to have their lawyers craft the contract. On their next trip, Otto had read it aloud to the Duke, translating it into English as he read, and then the three of them had signed it, and he’d added his seal. The Duke didn’t know German, so he hadn’t bothered to make a copy and didn’t care to discuss it. Brigitte opened her hands in a helpless gesture.

“You shouldn’t have to contend with the Duke,” Lewis said. “Suzanna and I will meet with you and your lawyers in Berlin to negotiate our purchase of the franchise. If we’re successful, your lawyers will attach the bill of sale to the contract. Either I or your lawyers will have everything translated for the Duke. With thirty-seven years left on the contract, the Duke will cooperate once the deal is signed. It may take time to reach an agreement; you should trust your lawyers and not feel rushed to make a decision.”

Eva and Brigitte looked at each other silently for a moment.

Brigitte told Lewis that they had come to Indonesia one last time to put an end to everything. They had come to dinner tonight to make their final decision. They did not want any more meetings with lawyers. They did not want the Abri Resort. If Lewis and Suzanna assumed responsibility to manage the trust fund for Johan and Otto’s children, they would instruct their lawyers in Berlin to attach a bill of sale to the franchise contract, transferring it to Lewis.

The trust administration was the only payment they wanted in exchange for the resort franchise. He could translate it if he wanted to; in fact, he could do anything he liked with it and the resort. Perhaps they could meet for lunch tomorrow to decide when to meet in Berlin, and he could give them, in writing, the names to go on the bill of sale and the trust. They would pass the names to their lawyers, but they were too tired to discuss it further tonight.

Suzanna said that would be fine. She and Lewis would collect them at their hotel at noon. The phone repeated it in German. The two women nodded and stood with relief. Eva thanked Suzanna for dinner and kissed her cheek. Brigitte coolly shook her hand and thanked her while Lewis got their coats.

Suzanna went to bed at one a.m. She’d put the food away, cleared the table, tidied the kitchen, and added fresh water to the flowers. She didn’t hurry, but when there was nothing left to do and Lewis hadn’t returned, exhaustion took over. She started the dishwasher and checked the door locks. Lewis had kissed her as he’d left, saying, “I won’t be long.”





Chapter 4

It was daylight when Suzanna awoke. The bedroom wall was again patterned with sunspots, and Lewis was there beside her. Last night, she’d fallen asleep wondering what was keeping him. Brigitte and Eva were staying at the conference hotel where she and Lewis had stayed previously. It was only a fifteen-minute drive away, but Ambon was a dangerous city, especially at night.

Lewis was soon awake, too. He stretched and reached out to draw her close. “Good morning, Süsse,” he murmured. “Great dinner. I think our guests were starving. You fed them in a few ways — like feeding time at a lion preserve. Maybe they’ll be calmer today with the end in sight.”

“They weren’t too tired to talk for another couple of hours as soon as they got you alone. Were there things they needed to tell you that they didn’t want me to hear? Was the phone app chattering away bothering them?”

“I don’t think the phone bothered them. They liked talking to you, and the app made it possible.”

“So, they wanted to talk with you in private?”

“They were wound up, and it was their last chance to tell all. I didn’t try to stop them. People reveal secrets when uninterrupted in a stream of consciousness, sitting in a dark room. We talked in the Rover in the hotel lot. They opened up about the casino trouble, and I let them talk.”

“Did I understand Brigitte correctly that they will sign over the franchise if we agree to act as administrators for a trust fund for their husbands’ island children? That’s hard to believe when we estimated a price in the millions. Won’t their lawyers bring common sense to bear and convince them to sell at fair market value?”

“Maybe, but fair market value depends on beating the bushes for buyers. For now, we can wait and prepare our offer. If their lawyers convince them to put a value on it, we’ll negotiate. If the widows are satisfied by the insurance payout — and it sounds like they are — it’s their option to dump it. Last night, sitting outside the hotel in the Rover, they tried to explain what they knew about the casino. I’m sure they’re afraid of something or somebody, but they wouldn’t talk specifics.”

“Lewis, I missed some things last night. Not just the inside story about the casino but what they were asking you for when I was getting dessert. You turned them down. Then Eva congratulated me for something.” She propped herself on an elbow to look at his face. “They want to give us the franchise — are they mad at the Duke or afraid of him? We’re not going to give him a reason to hurt us, right?”

“Right.” He freed a hand to hold her hair away from her face. “If we pick up the franchise, we’ll be in business with the Duke. He’ll want us to succeed. He wants what we want: a busy resort generating income. He can fight the widows over insurance if he has the energy, but that’s not our fight.”

“You make it all sound straightforward, but the Zimmers were murdered. We can’t forget that.”

He returned her gaze. “It’s not something I’m likely to forget.”

“I know.” Her expression softened. “Am I to be congratulated for my good taste in husbands?”

“Not exactly, more for the German concept of hausfrau, which includes dinner, the apartment … roughly, our lifestyle.”

“Well, husband, are we still picking them up at noon? Do we have to decide right now how we want to be named on the trust documents?”

“They won’t go home until they’re satisfied, and we do want them to go home, so we’d better decide about names this morning.”

* * * *

Later that week, Lewis and Suzanna traveled to Berlin, with a layover in Bangalore to consult with Isha. It was early spring in Berlin, cooler than Ambon by many degrees. Lewis knew the city well and had chosen a hotel in the city center near museums and restaurants. Isha had reviewed strategy with Lewis and provided a referral to a translation service offered through the Free University of Berlin’s languages department. Separately, Lewis had found a law practice specializing in international contract homogenization. On their first day in Berlin, they met with intake resources at both entities.

The global law office sent two articling interns to the meeting, both experienced in German-US legal guidelines and standard terms. Their next meeting, at the university, was with a practicing lawyer who taught a graduate class in German-UK business law. At both meetings, Lewis explained their needs, provided a one-week timeline, and agreed in advance to rush pricing. He had not yet seen the franchise agreement, so he couldn’t give a page count. Both entities agreed to a brief second meeting within the next few days, when Lewis would provide them with a copy of the agreement for review to determine the translation cost and commit to a delivery date.

The next day, they met with Eva and Brigitte, along with their lawyers, in the lawyers’ conference room. Brigitte had gone to her bank to retrieve the original franchise agreement. She handed it to Lewis as soon as everyone was seated. Suzanna saw the lawyers exchange looks as Lewis accepted the document, thanked Brigitte, and placed it face down on the desk to prevent damage to the wax seal on the last page.

* * * *

Susanna started her third day in Berlin with a walk through the Tiergarten Park near their hotel. She and Lewis had breakfasted at the hotel before he departed for meetings with their translation service providers. He had copies of the resort franchise agreement in his case while the original remained behind, in their room safe. Today’s meetings would be brief, just long enough for the translators to sign Lewis’s nondisclosure agreement and review the wording in the twelve-page contract in sufficient depth to establish their price for translation. Anticipating that a deposit might be requested, Lewis would make a stop at a bank to purchase euros.

Suzanna was delighted with the prospect of a sunny spring day to explore a park in a new city at her leisure. No Hornbill Waterways business, no Abri Resort or Cantik Ni business, no renovation problems to resolve. She intended to enjoy the park, extend her walk as far as Brandenburg Tor, and have lunch in the historic district. After lunch, she’d retrace her route through the park and then visit the hotel salon where she had several appointments.

* * * *

Lewis returned to the hotel in the late afternoon. He found Suzanna at the bistro table on the balcony overlooking the park far below. Room service had delivered a tray of pastries and a carafe of coffee, both of which appeared untouched. She’d been examining a bound book of postcards of museums.

He positioned the extra chair close to her and joined her to look at the photographs as she pointed out the lists of exhibits and paged through the images. This close, her hair was a million strands of silk in varying hues, radiating a subtle, unfamiliar fragrance. He lost track of the postcards. She stopped turning the pages and raised her eyes to meet his, disrupting his thoughts of kissing her and feeling the silk with his fingers. She seemed to be holding back, waiting. He recalled her plan for the day — a walk through the park and a spa visit. No red flags there, but still, she’d bumped up against something. He asked about her day.

“I’ve had a lovely day, for the most part.” She shut the stiff book and put it firmly aside on the table. “I’ll tell you about it, but first, what did the translation experts have to say?”

He moved his chair back to stretch his legs. “The translators will keep for a minute. Do you know offhand how long I’ve known you?” He raised an eyebrow. “Long enough to notice when something’s wrong. Are you mad at somebody? Me?”

“Define mad,” she said.

“Upset.”

“Did Eva proposition you?”

“You could call it that. I wasn’t sure if the phone translated that nonsense. I was hoping you’d missed it. Did she tell you?”

“Brigitte. She came here today. After the meeting yesterday, one of the lawyers took her to task for giving you the original franchise document. The lawyer gave her the name of our hotel so she could come and get it back. Brigitte asked the lawyer for a few minutes with one of their translators to write a note in English. The translator was told to help her, so he did. Brigitte doesn’t want the contract; she wants to borrow you. She tried to read the English to me, but words like … oh, never mind. She just gave me the note.” Suzanna raised her eyebrows. “Eva congratulates me; Brigitte lectures me on naïve American puritanism.”

Lewis linked his hands behind his head while he studied her expression. “Eva and Brigitte operate on the level of spoiled children. They are princesses with lawyers. Don’t let them make this personal. If they want to establish a trust fund for the island families, they need someone to manage it. It’s trivial for us to act as trustees in return for the resort franchise, which has value for us, if not for them. We invited them to dinner to establish rapport, but this is pure business — a fair exchange, with both sides getting something of business value.”

“It feels personal to me. If we administer this trust fund, we’ll have continuous contact with them. That’s what they want. You should read Brigitte’s note, Lewis, and think for a minute how you’d feel if the tables were turned.”

“I’m in peril of becoming upset myself,” he said with a frown. “Did you keep the note?”

“Of course I did. And I told her the franchise agreement had been sent out to be photocopied, so she left empty-handed. She didn’t even get to see you, her biggest disappointment.”

“Hmph.” He released his hands. “It’s a good thing I love you; otherwise, it wouldn’t be even slightly amusing when you’re jealous and possessive. Let’s see this damn note.”

Suzanna lifted the edge of the pastry platter to extract a folded sheet of cream paper. He didn’t reach for it until she looked up at him. He held her gaze for a moment before taking it and looking down to unfold it, one-handed.

He skimmed the contents and dropped it on the floor. “That is a table that will never turn. Nobody would approach me like that about you. But, to address this on a comparative level, if some high school kid spotted you running and suggested I be open-minded, I’d feel … irritated. I’d consider the source, but I would not want him near you.”

“Thank you. I’d rather we pay cash for the franchise than hear another word of this bargain. I don’t want any more contact between us and the Zimmers.”

“Right. Well, this is hypothetical. The widows have the next move, but deal or no deal, they won’t travel to Indonesia again. Once the papers are signed, there’ll be no need for contact. The trust administration can be handled between our assistants and their lawyers.”

“I am suddenly feeling very motivated to finish setting up our offices and hire assistants.” She picked up the note and tore it into shreds. “Now, I’d like to know what the translators had to say.”

“It’s a short contract, but I was impressed that all three of them took time to scan every page. The lawyer on the university faculty is more experienced, but all three made similar observations: the contract has huge gaps, and the existing clauses aren’t binding. In short, they feel it’s of questionable value, barely worth the cost of translation. They’ve offered to rewrite it with teeth.”

“Oh, no! Do we have to start over? Get the Duke to agree to a brand-new contract?”

“No, my inclination is to avoid that. I have limited comprehension of German legalize, but I agree the franchise agreement is bare bones — dimensions and location of the resort’s footprint, the number of structures allowed and maximum occupancy, plus anchorage for a sailboat. I’m comfortable with that; we don’t want our hands tied. There’s a formula for resort revenue sharing, but the German word for ‘casino’ is ‘kasino,’ and it does not appear unless I missed it. We’ll know for sure when we can read it in English.”

“How long will it take to get the translations?”

“Three or four days. Let’s forget Abri for a few days. Berlin is a great city. We should enjoy the food and see some sights while we’re here.”

* * * *

The Berlin Brandenburg Airport was a huge structure of angles and glass, brilliantly illuminated against the midnight sky and city skyline. Suzanna was ensconced in the back row of the hotel shuttle, warm and sleepy in coat, jeans, and the minimalist flats she could slip off easily for security screening and sleep during the flight. She
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