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Two souls with but a single thought,

Two hearts that beat as one.

— Maria Lovell, Ingomar the Barbarian, 1896
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Leda sat quietly watching her husband sleep.  She watched the even rise and fall of the evenly turned down sheet covering the evenly turned down blanket which lay over him, and which moved in concert with the rise and fall of his breathing.  His hands lay still beside the outline of his body, on top of the coverings meant to ward off any chill impertinent enough to befall him.  Sunlight was streaming in through the spotless glass panes of the terrace doors on this mild April morning.

He was a handsome man, she thought; but then she had always thought so, even at their first meeting three years earlier.  Tall, dark and handsome.  She smiled as she thought of the cliché, and yet it was an apt description of the man she had grown to love so dearly in those intervening years.  For he was tall, or at least tall enough to look up to.  His dark brown hair, as always, was neatly trimmed, as was the slight beard he had adopted to hide the scar of a childhood accident.  He was slim, but not overly so, yet muscular, also not overly so; a perfect build, a beautiful man.

She had chided him after their marriage that he would have to find another way to work off the rich sauces and gravies favored by their cook after his retirement from the travel that had been such an integral part of both their jobs.

However, it was his eyes that had caught her attention the first time they met.  Brown eyes...soft, intelligent...and so infinitely kind.  Now, watching him, she wondered if she would ever again see her reflection in those beautiful eyes, or revel in the love that shone back at her whenever they were together.

Her gaze lingered on his hands, so strong, yet so gentle and warm when entwined with her own; they lay motionless on top of the covers, the left one bandaged where the needle had been inserted, and where the tubing now connected it to the IV bag hanging on a movable rack beside the bed.

Karl.  Her beautiful husband, the man she loved more than she believed it possible to love anyone, lay still except for the rise and fall of his chest to the rhythm of his breathing.

It had been three weeks since the explosion at the bank that had caused the coma that now engulfed him.

Three weeks.  Only three weeks?  So short a time, and yet long enough to threaten the future to which they had so looked forward.

How much longer before he came back to her?

Would he ever come back to her?  He must, she knew that much.  He had to.  For she knew in her heart of hearts that if this beautiful man’s life was over, then so was her own.

Has it been only three weeks?  How could it have happened?  Why did it happen at all?  
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Leda had known Karl Reiniger for three years.  They had met in the course of her work as a project manager for the Alcroft Group, a subsidiary of which provided management personnel for scientific and exploratory excursions around the world.  It was Leda's job to arrange transportation for personnel and equipment between locations, and then to set up appropriate base camps wherever necessary with sufficient personnel and supplies for the groups to function effectively.

Leda's special area of expertise for these operations was the Congo River Basin in Zaire around Kisangani, where she had developed a network of reliable contacts.  Karl was a member of a group working there under a grant for the study of tropical diseases, and they had contracted with Alcroft for support personnel; Leda had drawn the assignment and had preceded them to Kisangani to recruit workers and arrange for the supplies they would need.  She then guided the supply party to their first base camp, after arranging for Karl and the others in his group to join them there.

There was simply something about him, and Leda had felt it the first time she saw him step onto the pier after his arrival at the encampment she had arranged beside the Lualaba River.  Leda could not explain it, but she had never felt so drawn to anyone before.

They had worked together on subsequent projects in those intervening three years, each one lasting an average of three to six months, and each time she felt their connection grow stronger; he felt it too, she was sure of it, although he had never shown her anything other than professional courtesy in their interactions.  She had assumed his initial aloofness was due to a commitment of some kind in his private life that he chose not to share with her.  That such a commitment might exist did not surprise her, for he was an attractive man, and she had heard rumors of property and allusions to a title of some sort.  No, it would not have surprised her to find that he was not free; but neither could she deny her own feelings for him, whatever his situation.  

She had always felt that their meeting had been more than chance, and she suspected that Karl felt it too; yet both were hesitant to admit that fate could be responsible for the circumstances that brought them together so frequently.

Leda had told herself repeatedly to dismiss any thought of a future between them.  Her background was unremarkable, while she had heard rumors that Karl was heir to a centuries' old title.  Surely, if the rumors were true, he would associate himself with someone of equal rank and social position, and that was something she could never be.

Still, her feelings towards him were deeper than she cared to admit, even to herself, although she could not deny that, for better or worse, she had simply fallen in love with him.  If hers was to be an unrequited love, so be it; she knew she would love him nonetheless.

Each time the pattern was the same:  they met, they worked together, and then they parted.  Karl, as far as she knew, returned to his family's home in Belgium, while she returned to the small, struggling ranch in Kansas which she had unbelievably, against all odds, won in a card game, and which she had made her base of operations.

That had been the path their relationship followed during the course of the projects on which she and Karl collaborated, and all had gone well, until fate conspired to set events in motion that would move them inexorably to this present point in their lives.

That expedition had started out as they usually did, with Leda going ahead to set up camp along the Lualaba River south of Stanley Falls.  This time, however, the Congo had become a more dangerous place.  Local insurgencies had become active in the region, fueled by tribal ties and political alliances, and she had not been happy with the camp helpers she had recruited.  They seemed a particularly rough lot, at least more so than the workers she usually chose from; but the oil companies and gold camps had absorbed the majority of the most suitable laborers, and she had to take the best of the dregs that remained.  For the first time in her career, she did not trust her crew—not any of them.  

Karl and the other scientists had gathered in Kampala and traveled together from there.  By the time they arrived, Leda was already feeling uneasy because of fighting that had broken out in areas too near them for comfort, and had expressed her concerns to Dr. Lederer, the biologist in charge of the current expedition.

"I don't feel safe here; not at all," she had told him.  "I believe we should move on, if only as a precaution, and select another, less volatile, site for a permanent camp."

"Move on?  After all the time we've spent getting here in the first place?  This is a fine time to bring up the issue of safety.  You're supposed to know this area," he had reminded her.  "If there was enough unrest in this region to jeopardize our project, why didn't you say something before we left Kampala?"

Leda had been annoyed at his apparent attempt to blame her for their plight, and the unfairness of his comments stung.  Trying to make the best of a bad situation, she had responded as calmly as she could.

"Dr. Lederer, I assure you I did everything I could to assess the situation here before suggesting it as the site of our base camp," she had told him.  "My best information was that the tribal infighting was well away to the eastern section of the province and unlikely to affect us here.  I told you that, and left the decision up to you."

Lederer had to acknowledge that Leda had indeed informed him of the situation and it's possible danger to the project that had gone forward largely at his insistence.  The area was ideal for the information they sought, and he had been willing to gamble that they could get in and out before the growing violence in the surrounding provinces reached them.

A new assessment of their predicament resulted in a general recognition of the danger of the situation and the folly of remaining where they were.  They debated whether they would be able to gather the information they came for if they were to relocate their base of operations closer to Stanley Falls and Kisangani, or whether they should cancel their operations entirely and return to Kampala.

These deliberations continued over a course of several days, during which time the camp workers hired in Kisangani began to disappear with the supplies the project would need if they were to operate anywhere at all.

Finally, Leda's worst fears materialized.  The last of the support staff held her group at bay while they disappeared into the jungle with what remained of the supplies, to join local factions according to their tribal affiliation.

Scattering into the surrounding brush, the camp crew had no need for the canoe Karl and the others had used to reach the encampment, leaving them their best chance for escape.  Distant sounds of gunfire echoed as Leda and the others abandoned what was left of the camp and headed down river toward Kisangani.

They were sure the center of fighting had been up river and they would soon be able to distance themselves from the most intense hotbeds of unrest.  They had no idea of how long it would take them to reach safety, but they had no choice except to stay on the river; there was certainly no going back.

The current, always swift, became turbulent as the river, engorged by rain-swollen tributaries that channeled into it, narrowed to shallow rapids.  It became an effort to keep the canoe upright and maintain some semblance of control.  No one saw the movement on the right bank until the first shot caused the researcher in the prow to spin around and disappear over the side.

Subsequent shots took their toll.  The canoe careened sideways and rammed a half-submerged rock, spilling Leda and Karl into the frothy rapids.

Shots continued while they struggled to keep their heads above water even as they were carried along beyond the point of the ambush.  The mist from the rapids and the afternoon's fading light combined to shield them from any pursuit.  Not knowing what had happened to the other members of their company, and being too busy surviving themselves to look for anyone else, Leda and Karl managed to reach the opposing bank, dragging themselves out of the water and lying exhausted on the shore.

"Karl, we can't stay here," she had told him, when she was able to speak at all.  "We have to move further inland, away from the river, and try to find some cover.  They may be searching for us."  

Clinging to each other for support, they stumbled further into the brush, finally collapsing beyond sight of the riverbank.  Through the muffled sounds of gunfire and distant voices, they passed the night undiscovered.

Then the nightmare began in earnest.

They had both ingested river water, the effects of which soon became apparent.  The following morning, Leda could not move, and became aware of a strange feeling of sick lightheadedness.  She felt somehow weighted down and pressed against the ground.  Karl lay not six feet away; he was not moving.  Forcing herself to move with strength she did not think she possessed, she had crawled to his side.  He was feverish, and his clothes were damp, only not with river water, but with sweat.

Leda had forced her fogged mind to focus, to think.  The prospect of dying where they were haunted her fevered brain.  Dying did not frighten her, but there was something she felt compelled to do if that were to be how they would end.

Thinking back on that time, she remembered pulling herself closer to Karl and embracing him.  Then, with what little strength she could muster, she had simply whispered to him what had lain silent in her heart all those many months.

"Karl, we may not get out of this, and if we don't make it, there is something I need for you to know.  This is hardly the time or place to tell you; or it may be exactly the time and place, for I may not have another chance.  I love you, Karl, and I just want you to know that.  I have no idea whether or not you can hear me, but please try to understand why I needed to tell you now, because I will never mention it again."

If he had heard her confession, he gave no sign.  But it did not matter; at the time, she had not expected that they would ever leave where they were at that instant.

Leda only vaguely remembered what happened next.  She recalled that everything grew dim, and after a while there was nothing.

She still had no idea how long they lay there before she became aware of muted noises—voices.  And the sensation of moving; somehow she felt she had been lifted up and was being carried.  Then the darkness came again.

The next time she was aware of anything, she recalls fighting for consciousness.  When she managed to open her eyes, she was in a bed, covered with a white sheet and a soft white blanket.  There were banks of fluorescent lights in a row overhead.  After a while, a figure had appeared next to the bed, a native woman in a starched nurse's uniform.  She had leaned over Leda and said, "Well, good morning.  I am glad you have joined us at last."

Leda remembers she had felt, rather than heard, herself ask, "Where am I?"

Thinking back, Leda recalled the subsequent conversation almost verbatim:

"Oh, that is a very good question indeed," the nurse had said.  "You have had quite a journey; yes, quite a journey indeed.  A Bagyeli hunting party found you and your companion in the jungle.  They took you to the nearest trading post, and then by helicopter to Kigali.  They did what they could for you, but then sent you here by emergency flight service.  You are at the Regency Medical Centre in Dar es Salaam, and I am Nurse Masaki."

"Dar es...?  But that's in..." Leda recalled saying.  "How?"

"Yes, indeed.  You are in Tanzania," the nurse had continued.  "You have been in a very bad fever, sometimes you were a little bit with us, but most of the time you were not.  It has been two weeks now since they brought you here."

"Two weeks?  But where is...?"

"Your friend?  I'm afraid he is gone."

"Gone?  No, he can't be...he was alive, I'm sure of it; he has to be alive!"

Leda remembers how she had struggled to get up, but was restrained by strong, yet gentle, hands.  The conversation went on.

"No, no.  You must not worry.  You are correct.  He is very much alive.  So much alive that he has gone home.  Three days now since he has gone."

"Did he say anything, leave anything for me?"

"No, I regret that he did not.  However, perhaps you will hear from him.  We did not know when you would be with us again, so he did not wait.  I am so sorry."

Leda had been silent for a while, digesting this turn of events.

"What about the others?" she said suddenly.  "There were six in our party.  Is anyone else here?  Was anyone else brought in, as we were?"

"Ah, well now, I do not know of any others.  You and your friend were brought to us, only you two.  If there were others in your party, I do not know what happened to them.  Perhaps they were treated in Kigali and released; I do not know of any others, I am very sorry to say."

"I want to go home," Leda then burst out.  "When can I leave?"  She still remembers that question very clearly.

"We will see what the doctor says about that," Nurse Masaki had said sternly.  "Rest now.  I will let him know you are with us and now you want to go home."

Leda had not understood how Karl could have left with no word, but she had remembered her last words to him, and wondered if that could have been why he had left.  Had leaving been his answer to her?

Two days later, Leda had expressed her profound gratitude to the staff and left on a series of flights that brought her home to Kansas four days later.

It had been a shaky recovery period, but gradually her strength returned, along with her conviction that she would hear from Karl, that he had to call.  He had to.  If he did not, it would mean that she had been so very wrong in her absolute conviction that he had felt as she did, even though he had given her no outward sign, and she had embarrassed herself with her admission of her feelings when he did not return them.

Was it possible that she could have been so terribly, terribly wrong?  Was she so caught up in her misguided love for him that she had been blind to the fact, perhaps missed some signs, that he did not feel the same?  Leda still could not comprehend such a possibility, still could not believe the reality that she could have been so misguided.

But if it were true, she would see to it that she did not embarrass either of them ever again; she was determined that, if she did not hear from him before she returned to her job, she would see to it that they never worked together again.

She had been home two weeks when the call came, the call she knew had to come, from Karl, inviting her to continue her convalescence at his estate outside Brussels.

She had accepted, agreeing to stay no more than two weeks.  That would be time enough, she felt, for them to sort out their feelings and decide if they had a future.  Moreover, she was determined that she would know how things stood between them, one way or another, before they parted.

If by that time it was clear her feelings for him were not returned, she had already determined that she would never see him again, for she knew that she could not; she simply could not bear it.
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Leda recalled that day in early March when she had first set eyes on Meyerhof.  How could she forget it?

Karl's chauffeur, Albert, was waiting for her when she arrived at the airport in Brussels shortly after noon.  Through the lightly tinted side windows of the spacious and immaculate rear compartment of the silver Mercedes, she watched the countryside pass as the sedan smoothly cruised through rolling grassy hills for more than an hour, before finally slowing and turning off the road onto a private, wooded drive.  It was another quarter mile wending through a scattered selection of oak, ash and beech trees budding with spring foliage, punctuated by occasional stands of pine, before they reached the circular drive leading to the main house.

Leda thought at the time that there must be some mistake.  The building they were approaching could not be a private residence.  A hotel or resort, perhaps even a bed and breakfast; but, surely, it could not be Karl’s home?

Leda had stared at the approaching cream brick façade with a sinking heart, and an instinctive feeling that she did not belong there.  The reality of the world she was about to enter suddenly hit her with thudding clarity.

The house, modeled after a nineteenth-century French chateau, stood in three sections, with the main entrance in the largest part flanked by two identical wings.  There were fourteen windows, including those surrounding the entryway, on the front side of the building.  Low shrubbery dotted the grounds nearest the house, enclosed by a circular driveway, with the perimeter of the property heavily wooded.  The setting reminded her of a visitors’ center at a national park.

When the car finally stopped, and before Leda could gather her senses and prepare to exit, a man in a dark suit came hurrying out of the entrance and opened her door.

“Good morning, Miss Devoe," he said.  "Is your luggage in the back?”  

“Yes, just one bag.  Thank you,” she had replied, grateful that years of toting her own luggage had taught her to pack economically.  Practically everything she owned was color compatible and strictly wash and wear, including the synthetic-blend gray shift and matching jacket she was wearing.

He had helped her out, and then said, “If you’ll wait just one moment, Miss.”  He then proceeded to extract her suitcase from the car’s trunk.

“This way, Miss.”  He carried her suitcase while leading the way to the main entrance.  She had followed him inside, where Karl was descending a staircase and coming forward to greet her.  The first glimpse of her colleague had been a shock, for he was casually dressed in a tan turtleneck sweater with brown slacks, while she had never seen him in anything but the khaki uniforms that were their usual attire in the field.

“Hello, Leda,” he had said.  “I’m so very glad to see you.”

“Thank you, Karl.  I must admit being a little bit overwhelmed.  Is this where you actually live, as in every day?”

She remembers how he had laughed and said, “I’m afraid so.  Sort of a drafty old ruin, I’m afraid, but home it is.”

While they exchanged greetings, her guide had proceeded to carry her suitcase up the stairway to the room that had been prepared for her stay.  When he returned, he approached them, and now Leda thought back on Karl's introduction.

“Leda, this is Brandt, our butler.  Feel free to call on him for anything you need while you’re here.”

“Hello, Brandt,” she recalled saying, while automatically offering her hand.  She had immediately realized her mistake when Brandt hesitated, then took her hand, obviously to avoid embarrassing her.

“I'm very happy to meet you, Miss Devoe,” he had said.  “I’ve taken your luggage to the Blue Room.  I’ll show you the way when you’re ready.”

“Thank you,” she had answered, recalling the exchange clearly, as if it were yesterday.

“Yes, well, that can wait a bit,” Karl had told him.  “Come, Leda.  I’ve arranged for tea in the morning room, unless of course you’d like to freshen up first?”

“No, that’s quite all right, Karl,” she had said, hoping she had managed to cover her unease over the handshake faux pas.  “Tea sounds very welcome.”

He had led the way across the foyer and through a set of leaded glass doors to a sitting room appointed with somewhat threadbare French Provincial furnishings.  An ornate fireplace served as a focal point for a sofa and several occasional chairs set around a large, oval, low-slung marble-topped table with short, cabriole legs.

Brandt had disappeared.  A short while later, a woman came in carrying a tray with a china teapot, cups, saucers, and a small crystal plate of sandwiches.

“Thank you, Mrs. Blackwell,” Karl had said, and then he introduced them.

“Mrs. Blackwell, I’d like you to meet my friend, Miss Devoe, whom I’ve invited to be our guest for a while.”  To Leda, he had said, “Mrs. Blackwell is our housekeeper.  It was she who took care of the house and watched over my father for many years.”

Leda recalled how her acknowledgment of the introduction had died on her lips, and her smile had faded at the withering appraisal by the dour woman who had set the tray down on the table, and then straightened up to face her.  She wore a subdued and serviceable black skirt and long-sleeved gray blouse, the plain neckline of which was accented by a modest cameo brooch; her shoes were plain black leather pumps with broad, low heels.  The overall effect was one of no-nonsense efficiency.

“I’m happy to meet you, Miss Devoe.  I trust you will find your room satisfactory.  If you need anything, please let me know.”

Leda had the distinct impression the woman was anything but happy to meet her; the greeting, delivered in a cool, flat monotone, had been no more than civility required.

“Thank you, Mrs. Blackwell.  I’m sure everything will be fine,” Leda had said simply.

Leda and Karl had made small talk while they ate and finished the tea; then he had escorted her out the terrace doors, down the stairs, and into an extensive side garden that had seen better days.

The overgrown shrubbery formed a maze wending through small plots of various flower beds, all of them badly neglected, the plants faded and drooping already when they should have been bursting with the energy of the coming season.  At the time, Karl had said nothing about the condition of the plantings, and neither did Leda, although she was sure he was aware of their neglect.

But why were they neglected? she recalled thinking.  Surely an estate the size of Meyerhof had a gardener, most likely a full-time one.  What was going on?

After some time with Karl in the garden, Brandt had escorted Leda to her room.  The quarters chosen for her were on the second floor, two doors away from the master bedroom, Karl’s room, and were comfortably, although simply, furnished.  A door opened onto the upper terrace and overlooked the garden; a stairway at the end of the terrace led to the ground floor.  Leda had unpacked, and then rejoined Karl in the sitting room. 

“Karl,” she remembers saying, “please don’t feel you have to entertain me.  I brought my laptop and a book I've already started.  I don’t want to be in the way while I’m here.”

“That could never happen, Leda,” he had said graciously, as she had always thought him to be.  “But I also don’t want to monopolize your time.  I want you to rest and relax.  Please think of Meyerhof as your home while you are here; the estate is at your disposal.  Don’t hesitate to ask Brandt or Mrs. Blackwell for anything at all you might need.”

The remainder of that conversation had been equally unremarkable.

“Well, thank you, Karl.  Perhaps I'll start that rest and relaxation now.  If you don't mind, I'd like to wander the grounds a bit.  Perhaps I can decide on a suitable route for a morning hike.”

“All right.  I won't bother you then.  Shall we say until supper?”

“Yes.  Fine.  I’ll see you then.”

Leda had left him in the sitting room while she went out the double doors onto the terrace and into the garden beyond.

In spite of her determination to clarify the situation between them, Leda had told herself that she must not expect anything.  She still did not know if he had heard her heartfelt confession that afternoon on the riverbank.  If he had, perhaps he chose to ignore it, thinking it was the result of her own delirium; in that case, so must she.  If he had not heard it, she would not embarrass either of them by referring to it again.

She reminded herself that she had been invited to continue her convalescence at Karl's home, and that was all.  When the two weeks she had initially agreed to stay were up, she would leave, to live with whatever she had to face at that point.  And yet...

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 4



[image: image]


The days of Leda's idyll at Meyerhof progressed lazily, one after the other, during which she and Karl had many long talks during the course of the activities he had arranged to occupy at least some of her time.  

The first time they visited the nearby village of Maeterlinck, she thought that a photo taken anywhere in the town would have provided a scene equal to those on the postcards available everywhere, as many of them already had.

Quaint was the word that immediately came to mind, but it was a studied kind of quaintness.  In truth, the village resembled pictures she had seen of medieval towns, with narrow, cobblestoned streets lined with every type of shop, many barely wider than their doorways.  It was on one of those narrow shoulder-to-shoulder side streets that Paulo, Karl’s barber, maintained a shop; Karl had mentioned it on one of their sojourns into the village for lunch and a few hours of leisurely window-shopping.  

Of course, this was the effect the village authorities had carefully promoted and protected with strict building covenants for the sake of the tourists they depended on, those willing to make the colorful side trip from the hectic hubbub of the big city to experience another, more languorous world.

The architecture was a combination of Swiss, Dutch, and German, as were the languages that intertwined among the various shopkeepers.  Laces, candy, and timepieces of exquisite intricacy were among the wares that filled the shops, with restaurants, bakeries, and specialty clothiers completing the repertoire of monetary attractions.

The serious business of the village occurred among the shops on the Rue Royale, the main thoroughfare that connected with Avenue Louise coming off the autobahn, and this was where the Banco de Bruxelles maintained a small but fully functional branch, just an hour away from the main office in downtown Brussels.

Casual outings, and yet Leda had the unmistakable feeling that fate played a part in everything they did, everything they said.  Without intending to, she had told Karl of her first love, the accident on an icy road that took his life, the subsequent surgery that saved her own life, but left her barren, and how her life had been a blur until she discovered the path her career would take.

"For a few years after that awful night, I just drifted," she had told him.  "Oh, I managed to do what I had to do; I finished school, I don't know how, but I did.  The glue that held me together was a mentor, a friend of Tom's father.  He had the connections that gave me a start.  It was rough at first, terribly difficult, stumbling around ferreting out contacts, sources of supply, transportation, and learning a dialect that would enable me to communicate with a number of tribes in the area.  However, all that, too, was a blur; I don't remember much of it.

"That doesn't sound possible, does it?  That one could spend years of one's life going through the motions of living, yet not really being aware of any of it?  But that's what happened.  Then one day it all became clear, as a hard rain clears away a dense fog.  The pieces of the puzzle fell into place.  I discovered that I had a good reputation in a career I enjoyed."

He had listened silently to all she told him.  She felt then he was studying her as she spoke, as though the details of her background were important in some decision he had to make, or had already made.  She didn't know.  

But she was glad she had told him; she had wanted him to realize how impossible it was between them, even though that realization would break her heart.  She had felt that it was no good, whatever might have been between them; painful as it was, she had seen that and knew Karl would have to see it too.  He had a title and the succession issues that went with it, and she could never give him an heir.  They had no future.

She had been stunned, therefore, when Karl casually mentioned that he had no particular desire to have children of his own, and had already spoken to his brother, Michael, of his desire to allow the eldest of Michael's three sons to inherit the title and estate when the time came.  Leda had found it even more remarkable when Karl mentioned the possibility of abdicating when the boy came of
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