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Central Alexandria, 30 June 1891

      She reached for a wall, furniture, anything that might stop her falling. But there was nothing, and she fell, knees first, landing painfully on floorboards thick with dust. She pushed herself up, snapping her head this way, that way, disoriented by the speed with which everything was happening, straining to see. But after the fierce sunlight outside, the darkness swam and she could make out nothing but shadows and luminous spots.

      She started to scream. A hand came over her mouth: strong, rough, forcing the sounds back into her. Men filled the room; three of them, no, four. Her breath came quick and short through her nose. She smelt sweat, garlic, a trace of hashish. Outside, she could hear the distant noise of the street: horses’ hooves, the trundle of a tram. The men talked in Arabic around her, so calm. It terrified her, how in control they sounded.

      The hand on her mouth dropped.

      ‘What do you want?’ Her own voice was high, too strained, and unnaturally English. ‘I want to go. Let me go.’ She blinked, her eyes becoming used to the darkness. The room was all but empty; just a pile of crates in one corner, a table of glass bottles in another. The men were dressed in the white robes of locals. Their faces were concealed by rags.

      Footsteps clicked in the cobbled alleyway outside; the scrape of what sounded like a handcart. She opened her mouth, screaming again, calling for help. The man before her looked down, his eyes dark, wholly empty. Bored, almost. He shook his head, and reached for one of the cloths covering his own face. Seeing what he intended, she arched her body away. ‘No. No, no, no.’ She scrambled to stand. Someone forced her down, the other shoved fabric covered in sweat and grime into her mouth. She gagged, choking, as more cloth was tied around her face.

      Barely able to breathe, with tears pouring down her face, she looked to the door. White cracks of daylight shone through it. The packed Rue Cherif Pasha was only a moment’s walk away. She lunged, making a break, but they jammed her back down to the floor. Her gown spread around her. Her head cracked. Why are you doing this to me? It came out as nothing but moans through the cloth.

      She thought about her sister outside, still on the busy street. Perhaps in Draycott’s restaurant by now. The soldier, Fadil, too. Did he know? Would he come? Her mind moved to her home, all of them waiting. Especially him. Would he sense she was in trouble? Oh God, she couldn’t be here. This couldn’t be.

      A man crossed to the centre of the room. He opened a trapdoor. Noxious smells rose up. She felt herself being hauled along. She shook her head, kicking. It was a useless protest. They reached the hole in the floor. She saw stone stairs, gaping black, and pulled away, thrashing, filled with new terror. Where are you? The question to her sister and Fadil screamed in her mind. Why aren’t you coming?

      The first man disappeared into the floor. He seized her by her boots and pulled. Another pinned her arms to her side, heaving her along. As they carried her down, her body twisting and scraping along the rough brickwork, the others followed.

      Find me. The trapdoor shut over her. Please, please. Find me.
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Ramleh, Alexandria, March 1891

      Olivia looked out across the bay. Sweat prickled on her forehead, down her spine. Her bathing pantaloons and tunic stuck to her skin. It was baking for March; everyone kept telling her so. You didn’t bring Blighty’s weather out with you then. (Really, how could she have?) The sun, even at just a little after nine, was biting; the kind of hot that after years of freezing English winters and disappointing summers she didn’t think she would ever become accustomed to. She rolled her tight shoulders. Her woollen costume moved with them, across her bruises, catching painfully on her cuts. She tensed her jaw on the urge to wince.

      She never winced.

      The Mediterranean lapped the rocks beneath her, a turquoise blanket that stretched out to the horizon and made home seem so far away. Around the headland, towards the city, long-tail boats scudded back to the harbour, sails full as fishermen returned to Alexandria’s morning markets, the waiting steam trains and donkey carts that would deliver their catch to Cairo, Luxor, a hundred other desert towns. The water flashed gold, speckled with light, inviting Olivia in.

      She glanced back at the house. Her new husband, Alistair, stood on the veranda, ready for the office in his three-piece, the skin of his savagely elegant face as white as the veranda fencing surrounding him. He held a cup and saucer in hand, lingering over his morning tea: imported Ceylon leaves, a dash of milk from the kitchen cow, half a level spoon of sugar. (‘Level, Olivia, not heaped. Level.’) His gaze was fixed on her, watching. Always watching.

      Olivia took a step. She felt rather than saw Alistair pause mid-sip, saucer held aloft, cup of Ceylon’s finest suspended. She flung herself forward and held her breath as first steaming air then cool water rushed through her layers, a balm to her burning skin. She dived deeper, lungs filling, fit to burst. For a sweet, submerged moment, she was invisible.

      She broke the surface with a gasp, and swam out with swooping strokes. She was a confident swimmer, she’d learnt in the Solent as a child thanks to the icy dawn immersions that the mother superior at her boarding school had insisted on (excellent for your constitutions, girls, and your wicked souls). The distance between her and the shore quickly grew. It was only when her arms would take her no further that she rolled onto her back and let herself drift. Occasionally she turned her head towards the house, straining to make out Alistair’s ramrod form, imagining the tick of irritation in his eye.

      It was a familiar routine by now. She’d been coming to this bay at the bottom of their garden every morning since Alistair had brought her to Alexandria three weeks ago; the fact that Alistair hated her doing it (‘I won’t descend to drag you out in front of the servants, but you should be in the house. With me. It’s improper, this gadding around in the water. Your skin is turning quite native.’) gave her reason enough to carry on. He made her suffer come nightfall, of course. With words first (‘What’s going on in your mind, Olivia? Have I not made myself clear?’), and then all the rest of it. But she wasn’t fool enough to believe that if she stopped, he would. He’d been finding reasons to punish her ever since the sodden winter’s day two months ago that she’d finally relented, given up on her hopeless search for an alternative, and married him. It wasn’t as though she’d swum the frozen Thames back then. No, it had been her melancholy at the ceremony that he’d taken her to account for that night. After that, it was the clothes she’d brought in her trunk for the P&O voyage to Alexandria (totally unsuitable, far too thick, for God’s sake. Was she listening? Was she?), then her laugh at the captain’s joke over dinner (frankly flirtatious), and so it went on.

      Olivia closed her eyes, pushing the memories away. She floated, hair loose around her. The water muffled everything but her own breathing in her ears. The sun moved higher in the sky; she felt the tell-tale tightening of freckles cropping on her cheekbones and sighed inwardly, knowing her lady’s maid would insist on doses of lemon juice for nights to come.

      She glanced again at the terrace and, seeing only space where Alistair had been, exhaled. She waited a few minutes more, enough time to ensure he’d really left for the day, off to the headquarters of his cotton export business in the city, then made her way back in. As she sliced through the soft swell, her unhappiness weighing bluntly inside her, she consoled herself with the thought that her older sister, Clara, would be calling soon. She came every morning, riding over by carriage from her own home up the coast. Sometimes she was alone, more often than not she brought her sons, Ralph and little Gus. Olivia still got a jolt, seeing them all. Clara especially. Real again, at last. For fifteen long years, ever since the two of them had been forced to leave their childhood home of Cairo for England following the death of their parents, they’d been kept apart. They’d had no communication – their grandmother had made sure of that: not a letter, not a word. Olivia hadn’t even known Clara was living back in Egypt, the land they’d been born in, until Alistair had arrived on her doorstep in London and told her. Clara had been little more than a shadow to her; that dull ache of knowing she existed somewhere in the world, but with no clue as to where. And a memory, just one, of the day their grandmother – full of hate towards their dead mother and determined to exact her revenge, as though death wasn’t enough – had torn them apart: that freezing January morning at Tyneside docks, back when Olivia was eight, Clara fourteen, and which Olivia tried, very hard, never to think about.

      She didn’t think about it now as she pulled herself from the sea, clambering out of the water. Wrapping herself in her bath sheet, she turned, picking her way over the rocks and into the garden. As she padded up the lawn towards the house, grass stuck to her toes. Water evaporated from her skin, leaving salty snail-trails on the unladylike tan of her forearms. The villa loomed large before her, a palm-fringed palace. Its terracotta walls were laced with jasmine, the shutters flung open in every room revealing the shadows of servants moving within. Olivia passed into its stultifying shade.

      On the way to the stairs, she paused at the door to the boarder’s room – a cavalry officer by the name of Captain Edward Bertram. He’d been staying with Alistair, a business associate of his father’s, for years. It wasn’t an unusual arrangement – all British officers rented private rooms in Alex, there was no great garrison here as there was in Cairo – but Olivia had yet to meet this houseguest. He’d been away ever since she arrived.

      Today, though, the door to his room was ajar and two maids chattered within. Olivia asked what they were doing, and they replied that Sir Sheldon (they all called Alistair so, even though he wasn’t a ‘Sir’ anything; it was the way of Egyptian servants with their masters) had asked for the room to be readied for the captain’s return. Word had come that he’d be back that night.

      Olivia shrugged, unsurprised by Alistair not bothering to mention it to her, and only mildly curious to meet this captain at last. Her life was so full of strangers these days, what difference would one more make?

      She carried on upstairs, her thoughts fixed on getting ready for Clara. By the time she reached her bedroom she’d all but forgotten Captain Edward Bertram was on his way home.

       

      Edward dropped down into his seat as the Alexandria Express creaked into motion, steam filling the air beneath the vaulted iron roof of Cairo’s central station. He pulled his case of cigarettes from his jacket and lit one, inhaling slowly as the train chugged out to the fierce daylight beyond. As it picked up speed, funnel blowing, the beggar children who lived in the surrounding slums – blackened urchins with round eyes and mouths that were too big for their faces – swarmed alongside the carriages, hands outstretched. Edward stood, throwing what coins he had for them, then winced as one leapt for a window and was pushed from within, landing, a ball of scrawny limbs, in the rocks and dirt. He came to a halt just shy of the rails, but was up within the instant, ready for more.

      Edward shook his head, staring after him.

      ‘Serves him right,’ came a bored voice from opposite; a sunburnt man in a top hat and three-piece suit. ‘You shouldn’t have encouraged them, you know.’

      ‘Yes.’ Edward smiled tightly, reclaiming his seat. ‘Lazy buggers.’

      ‘Just so.’

      ‘Perhaps you have a factory somewhere you could put them to work in? Some sixteen-hour shifts would do them the power of good.’

      The man narrowed his eyes. ‘I’m in the civil service.’

      Edward laughed shortly. ‘Of course you are.’ He took another drag on his cigarette, stretching his legs out before him, and turned to stare at the flat-roofed slums of Cairo passing by, letting the man know the conversation was closed.

      The past weeks at the garrison training recruits had been hellish. He would have been pleased to be getting away from it – those baking days in the fly-infested boardroom, the lectures on the basics of the men’s role (desert reconnaissance, border patrols, self-important circuits around town to remind everyone who was boss, and so on) – had he not been so depressed at the prospect of returning to Alexandria.

      He’d asked for the month in Cairo as a favour from his colonel, Tom Carter, to get him out of town; he’d been disgusted by the callous way Alistair had gone off to England to fetch Clara’s sister for his wife, incredulous that – more than a decade on from Clara’s humiliation of Alistair, during that London season only ever spoken of in whispers – Alistair should have redressed the balance with such calculated determination. For Edward had no doubt that’s what it was all about, that Alistair’s choice of wife had far more to do with Clara than with Clara’s sister. But even he, who’d observed Alistair’s fixation with Clara many times in the three years he’d been living with him – wondering how the hell Clara tolerated his pale eyes on her at parties, the curl in his lip whenever she spoke – had never imagined it would cause him to stoop so low. He simply hadn’t trusted himself to be present when Alistair returned from London, dragging the new Mrs Sheldon with him. And the time away in Cairo had made him see just how sick he’d become of life in Egypt; not just his role – the drills, the endless drills, the desert trips and constant monitoring of locals who’d never asked to be governed in the first place – but living with Alistair too.

      He’d wired Tom. Any chance of my getting out and going home before my commission is up?

      None, Tom had replied. Everything all right, old man?

      Not really, wrote Edward. How about a transfer?

      Tom had set the process in motion: a promotion to major, in Jaipur. It would take a while, but it was going through. Edward wasn’t a fool, he knew that in the end life in India would be more of the same. But since he apparently had no choice but to serve out his time in the cavalry, he might as well do it somewhere new. After all these years in Egypt, he needed a change of scene. Jaipur would feel different. For a while at least.

      He turned to the window, watching as the city gave way to desert, the dunes rolling past. He drew on his cigarette, paper crackling, and exhaled; smoke spiralled through the open window, mixing with the white haze of the desert beyond.

      He was right to go.

      Really, when all was said and done, what was there to keep him in Egypt?

       

      ‘Livvy!’ Clara called out from beneath the fig tree. ‘I hope you don’t mind us making ourselves at home?’ She smiled, cheeks dimpling. She’d laid out a tartan rug in the shade and was sitting, lace skirts cushioned around her, with baby Gus gurgling on her lap. Clara’s older boy, eight-year-old Ralph, was on the lawn beside them, freckled face serious, stockinged legs braced, hammering hoopla pegs into the lawn. He looked up at Olivia and waved his hammer. ‘Hello, Aunt Livvy.’

      Olivia waved back. As she crossed the grass towards them all, Clara gestured at a wicker basket. ‘Oranges,’ she said. ‘I brought them from my garden, they’re out early this year. All the warm weather. Try one, Livvy, they’re positively bursting with sunshine.’

      Olivia said she was fine, thank you, she’d never really liked oranges.

      Clara’s brow creased. ‘You used to…’

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘Yes,’ Clara said, ‘Mama grew them too. I remember you eating them when you were little.’

      ‘Really?’ Olivia frowned, trying to recall ever doing such a thing. But there was nothing there, just a blank. All of her childhood before she and Clara were separated was just that. The morning they arrived in England after their parents died, those freezing London docks, Clara’s sobbing face, her own desperate fear as her grandmother told her where she must go; there was a wall in her mind, blocking out everything behind it: her early years back in Cairo, Clara as a child, their parents’ faces, the sound of their voices… Gone. It was Clara who held all the memories; she was passing them on to Olivia one by one. Your education.

      ‘I used to peel the white bits for you,’ Clara said now, staring down at an orange. ‘You liked it, I promise.’

      Olivia sighed, said she was sure she had. She dropped down onto the blanket, landing with a soft thud. She leant over Gus, tickling him under the chin. He squirmed, rustling against Clara’s gown. Leaves cast shadows on his face. So dark, this little man, as though he’d sun-baked in the womb. He eyed Olivia warily. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘I’m not going to try and take you from your mama.’ She tickled him again. ‘I wouldn’t dare.’ He screamed blue murder with everyone except Clara.

      Clara stroked the curve of his olive cheek. ‘Little monster,’ she said softly.

      A maid came out with a jug of minted water, some pistachio biscuits. They drank and nibbled whilst Ralph played. Clara peeled an orange, dripping juice into Gus’s mouth. Every time Ralph landed a hoop on a peg, he’d turn, and Clara would exclaim, making him beam.

      The longer Clara watched him though, her own expression shifted, became heavy.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Olivia asked.

      ‘Yes,’ she said distractedly, ‘of course.’

      ‘You look sad.’

      ‘No, no, not at all. I’m splendid.’

      ‘You’re not.’ Olivia nudged her. ‘You turn ever so British when you’re only pretending to be all right.’

      ‘Do I?’ Clara laughed at that.

      ‘So?’ Olivia prompted her.

      She shrugged, eyes on Ralph. ‘I was just thinking of him going off to school in England, that’s all. July seems too soon.’

      ‘Have you told him yet that he’s going?’

      ‘No. I can’t do it. Jeremy doesn’t seem to want to either. He’s obviously hoping I’ll give in first.’ A dent formed on her brow. ‘Foul man.’

      It was hardly unusual for Clara to speak of her husband so. She might have told Olivia that she’d felt differently once, years ago, back when she first met Jeremy during that London season – Jeremy, a joint partner in Alistair’s vast network of cotton plantations, had been in England with Alistair on business, and Clara, introduced to them both at a debutante ball, had (to Alistair’s lasting chagrin) fallen for Jeremy’s charms instantly – but these days she was always calling him foul. Olivia struggled to see it herself. Jeremy was so kind to her, stopping to chat whenever he called at the house, enquiring as to whether she was bearing up with the homesickness, not finding the damned heat too intolerable, the loneliness too hard. Olivia always assured him that she was well (a lie that came like breathing; a legacy of the nuns who’d beaten the habit of betraying upset from her long ago. Self-pity is a sin. And what do sinners need? Yes, that’s right…) but she could tell from Jeremy’s grimace that he knew she wasn’t, that she hadn’t been ever since Alistair had convinced her grandmother to exercise her legal rights as guardian, cut her off from her inheritance, leave her destitute if she didn’t agree to marry him. That or send her back to the convent as a nun. She couldn’t help but be grateful to Jeremy for his understanding; if they’d lived in a world where thoughts really were all that counted, his silent empathy would have meant a great deal.

      He could be distant with Clara though, she supposed; the two of them rarely seemed to talk, other than about the children.

      Still, Olivia would take distance over the alternative any day of the week.

      ‘I want to keep Ralphy back another year,’ said Clara. ‘He’s still such a baby. My baby.’ She paused, frown deepening. ‘I’d keep him with me for ever.’

      ‘Then why don’t you?’

      ‘Because Jeremy won’t have it. He says it’s not fair on him, that we’ve already held him up, and it will be harder on Ralph in the long run if we do it again.’

      Ralph collected his hoops, threading them onto his chubby arm. He caught Olivia’s eye and smiled. She, thinking of the brutal loneliness awaiting him, managed barely a grimace in response.

      Clara said, ‘Grandmama’s written. She wants to come over at the start of July, take Ralphy back herself. She’s booked the voyage.’

      Olivia turned, aghast.

      ‘I know,’ said Clara, looking as desolate as Olivia felt at the prospect. ‘I’ve written to say she mustn’t, but I’m not sure she’ll have any of it.’ She raised her face to the sky, eyes scrunched with the effort of her thoughts. ‘I’d take Ralph myself, but Gus is so little for the journey, and I can’t leave him here, it’s too hard.’

      ‘Why?’ Olivia asked. ‘Why is it hard?’

      Clara didn’t answer.

      Olivia said, ‘You have to do something, Clara. You can’t let that witch take Ralph.’

      Still, nothing.

      Olivia filled her cheeks with air and let the breath out. Even the thought of Mildred made her feel ill. It wasn’t just the way she’d helped Alistair blackmail her into marriage, the delight with which she’d reminded Olivia that given her parents had left no will, she’d won complete control of Olivia’s person, her money, until she wed. I mean it, Olivia, I’ll see you back in that convent, don’t think I won’t. Who else can you go to for help? Your friends have no means. You haven’t seen your sister in years, I expect she’s forgotten all about you. It was everything else Mildred had done, back when Olivia and Clara were children. Olivia could picture her even now at those docks, dressed in black taffeta, waiting at the foot of the gangplank when she and Clara got off the ship after their journey from Cairo. She could see the fog blowing from her mouth, hear the satisfaction in her thin voice as she told Clara she’d be taking her home to Mayfair, young Olivia here had somewhere else to be, a convent school in fact. Say goodbye quickly now. The nuns are waiting, Olivia… And then, what had happened next… No. Olivia drew breath.

      She returned her attention to Clara. ‘You can’t let her come,’ she said again. ‘I can’t face it.’

      ‘Nor can I.’

      Neither of them spoke for a while after that. Clara fiddled at Gus’s frock, then peeled another orange, only to let it sit, uneaten, by her side. Ralph threw more hoops. Olivia batted at the flies.

      At length Clara asked Olivia, as she always did, how things had been with Alistair since yesterday. Olivia lied, as she always did, and said fine, or fair at any rate, and received the usual small smile: pained, disbelieving.

      Olivia picked at a blade of grass. She could feel Clara watching her, waiting for her to say more. But Olivia didn’t know how to begin to put words to her marriage. And really, what was the point? What could Clara do? It wasn’t as though Alistair would ever let her leave; he reminded her nightly that he’d track her down if she ever tried it, that he’d have her in the madhouse as a lunatic before he released her from her vows.

      Olivia pulled at the grass, making it snap. Ralph, giving up on his hoops, loped over and dropped down by her side. She tried for a smile, ruffled his tawny hair.

      Clara reached over, taking hold of her fingers, squeezing. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, for the hundredth time. ‘If I’d only known what he was planning when he left for England, I could have sent money, helped. Simply forced Grandmama to tell me where you were. But he never breathed a word of it, not to me, not to Jeremy…’

      ‘It’s not your fault,’ said Olivia.

      ‘I feel as if it is. What I did to him all those years ago, Jeremy too. His friend. He’s never let it go, and now you’re paying for it.’

      Olivia looked down the lawn towards the bay. ‘I don’t want to be here when he comes home tonight.’ She heard the words before she realised she was going to speak them. She gave a self-conscious laugh, awkward even at this small honesty.

      Clara tightened her hand. ‘Leave a note,’ she said. ‘Tell Alistair you’re meeting me for dinner. Jeremy mentioned they have a big contract on, they’ll be working late. If you get away from here by seven you’ll miss him. I’ll book a table in the Greek Quarter, you haven’t been to Sabia’s yet. I might be a little late, I have an errand to run, but you can always have a drink whilst you wait.’

      Olivia nodded, relieved.

       

      Edward’s man, Fadil, was waiting outside Alex station, wiry in his oversized khaki, bald head glinting in the late afternoon sun. He had both their horses with him. Edward took his own stallion, patting his silky flank, then shook Fadil’s hand, pleased to see him after these weeks away. It wasn’t often they were parted. Fadil had been working for Edward ever since he’d come to Egypt, back when the British Protectorate was first established in ’82. He was an excellent batman as well as soldier, and Edward normally took him everywhere. But he’d insisted he’d cope alone in Cairo on this occasion. Lines were rigidly drawn at the garrison there, the quarters for native soldiers were rank; Edward wouldn’t stable his horse in them, let alone subject Fadil to the filth.

      He hadn’t written to tell Fadil that he was going to India. He was ashamed of the secrecy, but he couldn’t face it, not yet. He’d asked Tom to keep the news from the rest of the men too. He hated goodbyes; until his date for going was locked, he wouldn’t start them.

      He asked Fadil how life had been this past month. Fadil said fine, normal. Edward enquired after each of his lieutenants, Fadil told him they were well, drilling every day.

      ‘Naturally,’ said Edward.

      Fadil held out a note. ‘From the colonel, sayed.’

      Edward took it, stifling a yawn. It was the stuffy carriage, it had jaded him. His eyes moved over Tom’s scrawled hand.

      
         

        Immy’s furious about your transfer, all my fault apparently. She says I’m to take you both to dinner tonight to apologise for arranging it. Meet us at Sabia’s at seven. Will be good to see you, old man.

      

      Edward smiled, pleased in spite of his tiredness, at the prospect of spending the evening with Tom and his wife. He decided to go to the parade ground to change; his tails had been freshly pressed back in Cairo, he had everything he needed with him. He couldn’t stomach returning to Alistair’s just yet.

      He swung into the saddle and rode from the station with Fadil by his side. As they clopped through the stuccoed city centre, Edward stared at the odd remnant of a shattered wall, the broken ruins where offices had once stood. Even a decade on, the rubble still made him stop, pause: these lingering marks of the damage done by the Royal Navy’s guns, back when they’d had to pound Alex with cannons before the ruling khedive would allow them in to set up British rule. A reluctant intervention, so the story went, when political unrest in the country ran out of all control – government coups, riots, and so on. Everyone knew it had been as much to do with the allure of Egypt’s rich cotton fields, cheap labour and easy access to the East.

      It wouldn’t do to speak of that, of course.

      Edward kicked his horse on, down into winding streets that led to the harbour. They were packed, even at this late hour, the cobbles hemmed in by stone dwellings, market stalls, fruit shops and bakeries. The air was rich with the tang of ripe fruit, spices and onions sweating in oil. Edward wove this way and that, avoiding the crowds. As he and Fadil reached the coast road, though, Edward spurred them both on into a gallop, relieved to be in the open, moving. He gave his horse the reins and drank in the deep blue of the Mediterranean, its colour such a contrast to Cairo’s dust. He kicked. Faster. A warm wind rushed around him, raw with salt. Desert blossom spread over the sandbanks lining the road. Edward breathed deep on the scent, the fresh air, relishing it: a short burst of life before Alex crackled and withered in the deadening summer heat.

       

      He arrived at the restaurant early and lingered outside, looking down the wide avenue. It was a rich part of town, full of the villas of wealthy Greek families who’d moved across the sea to make Alex their home over the centuries. The pavements had more than one well-dressed couple strolling along them. Cypress trees swayed lazily in the balmy air; the sun was only just setting. Edward, legs still twitching from being on the train for so long, decided on a walk himself.

      It was then that he saw her, crossing the road from where several carriages were parked. She was dressed in a sleeveless blue gown, and she was tanned; unusually so.

      It was the first thing he noticed.

      She looked up at the restaurant sign, eyes registering its name. She pressed her tooth to her bottom lip.

      ‘Are you all right?’ he asked, since he had to say something. ‘Not lost?’

      ‘Not lost,’ she said. ‘Just making sure I’m in the right place.’

      Her voice was the second thing he noticed: soft, warm; nothing like the cut-glass tones he was used to.

      She carried on in.

      And he stared after her.

      He could hardly stop himself looking.
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      He followed her in, of course. He didn’t feel as if he had any choice. He watched through the haze of cigar smoke and champagne vapour as she was shown to her table, all thoughts of Tom, the dinner ahead – leaving Egypt – gone. He saw the way her lips moved as she spoke to the waiter, her nod at whatever he said. (The third thing, the fourth thing.) His gaze settled on the cut of her cheekbones, her coy, slanting eyes. There was something familiar about her, but he couldn’t place it.

      She looked up at him, then away just as quickly. Too quickly. He was certain her disinterest was considered. There was a tension in her bare shoulders. He felt a beat of triumph, observing it.

      She flicked another glance in his direction; he arched his eyebrow. She flushed, appearing to fight a smile, losing. She dropped her head, brown curls bouncing. Enjoyment pulled on his cheeks; he’d known that he’d like her smile.

      He was almost at her table before she saw him coming. Her eyes, that were neither blue nor grey nor green, widened in surprise. He noticed that the neck of her gown was loose, as though she had recently lost weight. For some reason, the idea unsettled him.

      ‘Are you sitting down?’ she asked as he pulled out the chair opposite her. ‘You can’t. I’m meeting my sister.’

      ‘Yet here I am.’ He smiled across at her, willing her to smile back again. ‘And it’s not really improper at all, because I’m almost certain I know you. I’ve been trying to work it out.’

      ‘You have?’

      ‘I have.’

      ‘Oh.’ She nodded; she appeared to be thinking about what to say next. Her eyes moved over him, taking in his evening dress. ‘You’re ever so smartly dressed for a man with your accent.’

      He burst out laughing.

      So did she.

      He liked her more.

      ‘My da runs a textile business in Derbyshire,’ he said. ‘We’re new money. I have five older sisters who all refused to marry a title.’

      ‘A shame.’

      ‘Yes, for me. I got put into Sandhurst as a result. An army officer in the family’s the second best thing to a lord.’ He grinned, held out his hand. ‘I’m Captain Edward Bertram.’

      What happened next, happened very slowly. Her expression remained fixed, but the light in her features, the one he’d been so enjoying, ebbed from her. It was like watching someone fall. He didn’t immediately understand what was happening, but he reached for water, poured her a glass, asked if she was all right.

      ‘I’ve just remembered who I am,’ she said. ‘I’d forgotten there for a moment.’ She stared over at him. ‘You’re not in uniform. I might have guessed you were you if you had been.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ He was baffled by her speaking so strangely, but sure already that whatever she said next, it couldn’t be enough to put him off.

      ‘I’m Olivia Sheldon.’

      It should have been enough to put him off.

      They looked at one another mutely. He realised that neither of them was trying to pretend it didn’t matter. She picked up her glass of water and then set it down again. She frowned, eyes lowered so her lashes shadowed her cheeks. It was then that he realised why she’d seemed so familiar. She looked like Clara, of course. A slighter version, different colouring, but unmistakably her sister.

      She said, ‘So you’re moving back into the house.’

      ‘Yes.’ He should tell her now that he’d be leaving Egypt within months. ‘I’m sorry to have been away.’ Look up at me, please. ‘How have you found it here, in Alex?’

      Her face moved in a twisted kind of smile; she raised her head, met his stare. And the hopelessness in her gaze made him wish, as he felt he’d never wished for anything before, that Alistair Sheldon, who had so infamously courted and been rejected by Clara for his business partner all those years ago, had just left her younger sister alone.

       

      Everyone arrived all at once. Clara, exclaiming in delight (‘Livvy, you never said Teddy was on his way’), and the Carters, all smiles at Olivia and Clara being in the restaurant. (‘What a treat,’ said Imogen, her face alight with a happiness that made her look much younger than her forty-odd years. She was always so delighted to see them; an old friend of their mother’s, she had known them both too as babes. ‘Let’s sit together, why don’t we?’) Olivia felt at once present and strangely removed. She must have stood as the tables were shifted, chairs arranged, because she found herself standing. She kept looking at him, distracted by his face. His skin, so dark above the collar of his evening shirt; a hint of golden stubble. His brown hair had flecks of light in it. The sun, of course. And his eyes; they didn’t dance any more, not at all. But they were weighted with something she’d never seen in Alistair’s blue stare: warmth; compassion.

      She’d known him less than fifteen minutes, and she felt safer than she had in months.

      She thought, So this is what it’s like.

      And then, What a shame.

      Menus were brought, handed out. Wine ordered. (‘Champagne I think,’ said Tom.) Olivia tried to keep her gaze on the table, her cutlery, the grains in the wood… But it kept moving to Edward’s leg, just inches from her own. She could feel him in her skin, her muscles. You are married. Married. He’ll kill you before he lets you go.

      She picked up her menu, thought how impossible it would be to eat, and without knowing she was going to, stood.

      He did too.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Clara and Imogen spoke together, all concern. They too were on their feet.

      ‘You look hot,’ said Clara. ‘Are you faint?’

      ‘She’s very flushed,’ said Imogen. ‘Tom, get her water.’

      ‘Please,’ she said. He took a step towards her. ‘I’ll be fine.’ She looked to the restaurant door, her carriage beneath the trees in the street beyond; the horses that would take her home, the last place she wanted to be and the only place she could go. She picked up her bag, turning.

      ‘I’ll take you,’ said Edward.

      ‘Yes,’ said Imogen, ‘that’s a good idea.’

      It was an awful idea.

      ‘No,’ said Clara, already gathering her things, ‘I’ll see Livvy home.’

      It was almost as bad an alternative. Olivia needed to be alone, make sense of her own mind before she saw Alistair. You are married. Married. She told Clara to stay, she’d be fine by herself. Really. No need for such fuss, for goodness’ sake.

      She made to leave. Clara protested again, but Olivia insisted. As she passed through the restaurant door, hand shaking as she pushed it wide, she felt his eyes on her. Heat spread up her neck.

      Out on the pavement, she forced herself to exhale. She tipped back her head, looking to the now starry sky, and attempted relief at being out of the crowded dining room, away. She refused to feel despondent. She wasn’t. No. Not that.

      She set off for her carriage. She didn’t look back at the restaurant window behind her, she didn’t try to glimpse him at the table. Enough, she told herself, that must be that.

      Alistair was home when she got there. A candle burned in their bedroom, she could see it from the driveway; a disjointed flicker of light, taunting her. She pursed her lips, blowing her breath out slowly. Alistair would be angry. He hated her going out without him, especially with Clara. It had felt easier to pretend his rage didn’t matter earlier, when Clara had suggested the meal and night was still hours away.

      She placed her hand to her silken waist, feeling the bruises – fresh from the night before. Her punishment for not being Clara. And that slight to Alistair’s ego, perhaps his heart too, that Clara had so carelessly inflicted on him back when she chose Jeremy instead.

      Alistair’s shadow moved behind the glass panes of the window; waiting, always watching. Olivia took another deep breath, bracing herself for what was to come. Strange how it seemed harder than ever tonight. She reminded herself that she’d fight, she always did. She wouldn’t just give in. She had that at least.

      He’d win in the end of course. She knew that too.

      But since there was nothing else for her to do, she took a step forward on the gravel, went into the house and walked slowly up the stairs.

       

      She didn’t swim the next morning. Alistair left for the office, a smile thinning his lips. I didn’t not go because of you, she wanted to scream.

      She stayed in her room for breakfast, picking at a loose thread on the armchair, listening to Edward in the dining room below. His deep voice travelled up; she thought he might be speaking in Arabic, even though Alistair had banned it in the house, and found she liked that idea. No, don’t like it. You can’t. You know what Alistair will do to you if he suspects. There was a laugh, more words, the scrape of a chair, footsteps in the hallway.

      A pause.

      She held her breath.

      No sound.

      She pictured him, waiting there, at the foot of the stairs, sun-darkened face looking up. Her legs itched to run to the landing to see. She pulled herself further into the armchair.

      Footsteps on the tiles, the front door opened, closed. And this time she couldn’t stop herself standing, crossing to the window, craning her neck to see him go around to the stables, come back out again with his horse. She watched the easy way he swung into the saddle, then rode away down the driveway, reins in one hand, the other resting by his side. She noticed his navy uniform, how it made him look taller somehow than the night before, full of lean strength. He paused at the gate. She found herself gripping the window sill. Then he turned, looked up, met her eyes with his brown ones and tipped his hand in a small salute.

      And even as she told herself that she was married, married, she raised her hand and waved back.

       

      ‘You’re still looking sickly,’ Clara said as they sat down to morning tea on the terrace. ‘Did you not sleep? I’ve been worried.’

      ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘I don’t think you are.’

      ‘I’m just under the weather, that’s all. It’s nothing.’

      ‘Perhaps you’re…’

      ‘No, I’m not.’ Olivia shuddered, distracted momentarily from thoughts of Edward by the hideous idea of carrying Alistair’s flesh and blood within her for anything longer than the seven to nine minutes he forced on her each night. She’d gone to see a gynaecologist before she left England; she had a contraption that she used secretly to make sure it never happened. God only knew what Alistair would do if he discovered her using it. She grew hot, just thinking about it.

      Clara said, ‘It might help things, you know, if you were.’

      ‘I doubt it.’

      ‘Children, they make things worth it.’

      ‘Clara.’

      ‘Without Ralph and Gus I’m not sure what I’d do.’

      ‘Clara!’ Olivia shouted it. ‘I don’t want to have Alistair’s child. I couldn’t stand it.’ She raised her hand to her mouth, shocked at herself for speaking so openly.

      Clara stared. ‘Oh, Livvy.’

      ‘Let’s not talk about it.’

      ‘I think we should.’ Clara reached out, took her hand. ‘You might feel better.’

      Olivia instinctively opened her mouth to say, no, she wouldn’t, but hesitated, feeling the warmth of Clara’s touch, the temptation to let go some of what she’d been bottling up. Why did it have to be so hard? She’d been told by Clara that she’d been such a gabbler as a child, impossible to keep quiet. Always, always, your little heart on your sleeve. She couldn’t imagine now what it must have felt like to be so free. To not keep a barrier within you, one which caught every urge to talk, censoring, checking. How happy the nuns would be to know the barrier was still with her; they’d worked so hard to instil it. Allergic to tears, they’d patrolled the dormitory at night, smacking girls who cried, anyone fool enough to hug another. No touching. (‘Suck on your fist,’ Olivia’s best friend, Beatrice, had told her that first awful night. ‘They’ll be even crosser if they come back and you’re still crying…’) The fist hadn’t worked for Olivia (and the nuns had been crosser, very much so). Over time, she supposed she’d taught herself to pretend none of the awfulness was real, not speak of it… Refuse to accept it was there. It had helped her live with it. In a way.

      It had been helping here.

      Until last night. Now she simply couldn’t go on pretending. She didn’t want to. Not any more.

      ‘Livvy…’

      ‘I can’t escape him,’ she said, and just like that, the words were out. Free. They left a hollow in her chest. ‘I hate him for that, but me even more…’

      ‘Don’t hate yourself, Livvy. Not that.’ Clara held her hand tighter. ‘I simply won’t allow it. Hate him, just him.’

      ‘I don’t know what to do, Clara.’

      Clara continued to stare. ‘Livvy,’ she said slowly, ‘it’s just words, the way he is, isn’t it? You’d tell me if it was more.’

      Olivia swallowed, gave a nod, unable still, even with Clara, to admit the mortifying truth. ‘Just words.’

      The look of relief on Clara’s face made her glad she had lied. ‘Hard enough though,’ Clara said. ‘I want to help you, tell me how I can.’

      ‘I don’t know what you can do. I married him. I made that choice.’

      ‘It wasn’t much of a choice.’

      ‘But I did make it. I should have been stronger. Found another way.’

      ‘What other way? Where would you have gone? With what money?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Olivia’s brow creased as she searched for the umpteenth time for an escape she might have taken. She and Beatrice had turned it over and over between them; Olivia had been staying with her and her aunt when Alistair came. Beatrice had been about to leave England herself, for her parents’ home in India; missionaries, they had little money, but Olivia had been planning to use her own allowance to travel out too, live there. Until Mildred put a stop to it. She’d threatened to alert the ports if Olivia tried to borrow the fare and defy her. She’d said she’d inform them Olivia was her ward, travelling without permission, take her direct to the convent, sign her over and good riddance. Desperate, Olivia had visited solicitors, several of them, determined to discover that Mildred had less power than she claimed. But they all told her the same thing – that the terms of Mildred’s guardianship were beyond dispute; so long as a court deemed Mildred to be acting in Olivia’s best interest, Mildred could do with Olivia as she pleased. Best to accept it, my dear. You are so young, a woman without independent means. No judge will take you seriously. Even if we could find one who would, you cannot afford the legal fees. ‘I tried to tell myself I could make the best of it,’ she said now. ‘I didn’t know Alistair, I thought… I don’t know, that perhaps I could try to like him. And then he told me, well, that you were living here. That I’d see you again.’ She fixed her eyes on Clara’s pained gaze. ‘That made things feel easier.’

      ‘Oh, Livvy.’

      ‘It’s done,’ Olivia said, ‘and I’m his. He reminds me all the time. He’ll never give me a divorce.’

      Clara flinched. ‘Would you want that?’ Her voice was hushed, as though the words themselves were dangerous. ‘Think what it would do to you. No one does it.’

      ‘No,’ said Olivia, ‘I don’t suppose they do.’

      ‘Where would you even live? I’m not sure Jeremy would… Well, that he’d have you with us. The boys, the scandal.’

      ‘Really, Clara. I wouldn’t ask that of you.’

      ‘You could, Livvy, if it was in my power to give it. But,’ she widened her eyes helplessly, ‘your life, it would be…’

      ‘Over. Yes.’ Olivia bowed her head. It is anyway. ‘As I said, it’s pointless talking about it. Alistair would need to grant it, and he never will.’ She sighed. ‘Let’s leave this, shall we? I’d rather leave it.’

      Clara hesitated.

      ‘Please, Clara.’

      ‘All right,’ she said. ‘But I’m here, Livvy. I want you to remember that. I always will be. You aren’t alone.’

      ‘Yes.’ It was something.

      Clara let go of her hand, reached up, touched her cheek. ‘You need to eat more.’ She gave a sad smile. ‘Let’s start with cake.’

      She turned her attention to the currant loaf in front of them. As she pushed the blade down, crumbs spilling on the plate, her smile dropped. Olivia, noticing the shadows beneath her eyes, a pallor just beneath the surface of her skin, was reminded of the way she’d been as she watched Ralph the day before.

      She asked her if she was thinking about him.

      Clara looked up, clearly startled by the question, said, ‘No, no.’

      ‘Then what’s wrong?’

      ‘With me, Livvy? Nothing. I’m top-drawer.’

      It was the ‘top-drawer’. A strangled kind of laugh burst from Olivia. She didn’t know where it had come from. She was very upset – about a great deal. But it came again, cutting through the tension in the air. She couldn’t stop it.

      And Clara, knife in hand, laughed too. Her eyes sparkled with it. She didn’t seem able to stop either. The more she laughed, the more Olivia did. She had no idea what they were both still laughing about.

      At length, Clara wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. ‘Oh, Livvy,’ she said, catching her breath, ‘what’s wrong with us?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Olivia, ‘I really don’t.’

      Clara sighed, and shook her head. ‘I’m glad that Teddy’s back at any rate,’ she said, reminding Olivia that he was. ‘I feel better knowing he’s here, giving you some company too. I met him not long after he moved to Alex, three years ago now. I found myself chatting to him one night at a party, and he’s been a great friend to me ever since. I rather count on him these days. You’ll like him, once you get to know him.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Olivia, ‘yes.’ She picked up the pot in front of her. ‘Tea?’

      ‘That’s the milk.’

      Olivia looked down at the container in her hand. So it was.

       

      For the next three days, Clara was Olivia’s only company. They stayed in. Clara tried to drag Olivia out, but she resisted; it wasn’t that she didn’t want to leave. She did. Normally she relied on getting out somewhere – if not to the city, at least to the Sporting Club for a drink, or to Ramleh’s public beach, Stanley Bay, for a walk. Even the suburb’s shops – that cluster of delicatessen, baker and grocer that all the British residents in Ramleh frequented – were a welcome change of scene. But she couldn’t bring herself to do it. After the way Alistair had been that night she’d gone to Sabia’s, she was shamefully afraid of angering him again. She’d gird her loins eventually, she was sure, but not just yet.

      ‘Fine then,’ said Clara, ‘we’ll have to amuse ourselves here. How about bridge?’

      There were times, as they played, when Clara fell quiet, her face weighted; whenever Olivia asked what was worrying her, she’d give a quick smile, say it was nothing, she was splendid.

      ‘No you’re not,’ Olivia said. Then, thinking of the discord Clara often alluded to between her and her husband, she asked, ‘Is it Jeremy? Has he upset you?’

      ‘No more than usual,’ said Clara, ‘and I can’t have you worrying about me, Livvy. Absolutely not.’

      She’d move the conversation on, distracting Olivia with stories of the boys (You should have seen Gus this morning… ), or plans for things she and Olivia might do together. (I’d like to go to Cairo, I’ve never been, not since Mama and Papa died and you and I had to leave. But it might be nice to go back together now. We could stay at Shepheard’s, a little holiday, perhaps even go and see our old house.)

      Neither of them mentioned Alistair. Olivia felt freer though, now she’d admitted how she hated him. She was glad she’d told Clara that. She sensed Clara would ask her to talk again, that she was biding her time, just as Olivia was biding hers in getting Clara to admit whatever was nagging at her. They were treading a careful path, the two of them, still learning how to know one another better. Olivia told herself they would get there, of course they would. They were together, they had time.

      For her own part, she thought she might be more honest next time Clara asked about Alistair. It’s just words, isn’t it, Livvy? She needed to find the courage, her voice, and put Clara’s look of relief when she’d lied from her mind.

      Perhaps.

      She never spoke of Edward. Clara asked after him, though. Teddy. ‘He hasn’t called,’ Clara said. ‘I’m very cross. Tell him that. Tell him to call on me, please.’

      ‘All right,’ said Olivia.

      She didn’t.

      She forced herself to avoid him entirely when he was in the house. For how could Alistair detect anything was wrong – how could there be anything wrong – if she never went near him?

      She breakfasted in her room, waited until he had left for the morning before she swam, and then made sure she was upstairs well in advance of him returning in the evening.

      Dinners were hard. They sat opposite one another at the table, Alistair between them at the head. Edward asked her so many questions, his northern voice soft, probing: what had she done with her day? Where had she visited so far in Alex? Did she swim – yes? Where had she learned? She, conscious, so conscious, of Alistair, never once allowed herself to meet Edward’s eye. And even as she yearned for him to go on talking, asking, if only to know he was looking at her, wanting to know more, she said very little in response, hoping her coldness would be enough to put him off, terrified in case it should.

      It was after dinner on the fourth night that Alistair went to the club and Olivia, assuming from the silence in the house that Edward had gone somewhere too, went to the drawing room, grateful not to be in her bedroom for once.

      As she sat down at the piano, fingers tracing over the keys, she started at a sound on the terrace. It was Edward, coming up the stairs. He stopped short, looked in at her through the open doors.

      ‘I thought you were out,’ she said, surprise making her forget she wasn’t supposed to be speaking to him.

      ‘I was.’ He nodded in the direction of the outhouses where his man kept a room. ‘I went to see Fadil. My horse threw a shoe.’

      ‘Oh.’ Olivia couldn’t think what else to say. She tensed her body, preparing to get up.

      He came into the room. He sat opposite her in the candlelight, took out a cigarette, offered her one.

      She shook her head.

      For a few moments, there was silence. In the distance, the sea rolled. He struck a match, inhaled.

      ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’d better —’

      ‘Stay,’ he said. ‘Please.’

      ‘I shouldn’t.’

      ‘You should,’ he said. ‘This is your home. I hate seeing you like this.’ He leant towards her, arms resting on his leg, cigarette in hand. ‘Talk to me, Olly.’ His brow creased, surprised. ‘Can I call you that?’

      ‘If you like.’ And then, since Alistair wasn’t home, and because the past few days had been really unutterably long, and she’d never wanted to do anything more than, as Edward said, stay, talk – to let him have something of her – she added, ‘My friend, Beatrice, at home called me that.’

      ‘A good friend?’

      ‘The best.’

      ‘You must miss her.’

      ‘I try not to think about her actually.’

      ‘Because it’s too hard?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said, pleased that he understood, ‘exactly.’

      He drew again on his cigarette, let the smoke go. ‘I used to be the same,’ he said. ‘I’ve got five sisters.’

      ‘I remember.’

      He smiled. He seemed to like that she’d done that. ‘They write, every week. They never miss. They’ve got hundreds of children between them.’

      ‘Hundreds?’

      He laughed. ‘Quite a few. God knows how they find the time to write.’

      ‘But they do.’

      ‘Yes, they do. And they tell me these stories: the ice-skating trips, the point-to-points. I’m missing it all, and I hate it, I can’t tell you how much, but it helps, you know, to think of it all going on.’ He looked over at Olivia, eyes appraising her. She sat quite still on the piano stool. He tapped his cigarette in the ashtray. ‘Sometimes it’s better to hold on to the things you’ve left behind. It keeps you who you are.’

      ‘Does it?’ Olivia traced her fingers over the piano keys, thinking about it, about him. She pressed one, then another; the hollow notes filled the room. ‘The first day I arrived in Alex, Clara came to meet me here at the house.’ She spoke without knowing she was going to. ‘I hadn’t seen her since I was eight years old. There were no letters, I had no address to write to, our grandmother never gave Clara mine.’ She paused briefly, thinking of all the notes she’d penned then thrown away. The awful loneliness. ‘I was desperate to see her again,’ she said. ‘I never thought I would. But I was so nervous too. I didn’t know if she’d even want to know me. My grandmother told me she never asked after me…’

      ‘She did,’ said Edward softly.

      ‘Yes,’ said Olivia, ‘Clara’s told me that now. But when I arrived here, I had no idea what to expect. And then there Clara was, waiting in the driveway. I can’t tell you what it was like, that moment I saw her. She looked so… different to how I’d imagined her. I think I’d half expected a fourteen-year-old.’ Olivia broke off as the dislocation of that moment struck her afresh. ‘She had a suet pudding with her,’ she said. ‘She told me it was my favourite as a child, but I couldn’t remember ever eating such a thing. I was too… shocked, I suppose, at her caring so much, and being there, real, to pretend I could.’ She frowned. ‘You should have seen her face when she realised I’d forgotten. She tried to make out that it didn’t matter, lots of “absolutely understandables” and “not to worry a jots”.’

      ‘I can picture it.’

      She shook her head. ‘All these years, she remembered my favourite dessert. She held on to it, to everything. And I’ve just let it all go.’ She thought of Clara’s recent silences, the shadows on her face. ‘It must hurt her,’ she said, ‘the way I’ve been. I hate the fact that I’ve done that to her. I think she’s got enough to upset her as it is.’ She looked down at her fingers. ‘I don’t know why I’m saying all of this.’ She gave a small self-conscious smile.

      He studied her, appearing to think. His eyes were full of the candles’ soft light. He said, ‘Clara’s worried about you for as long as I’ve known her. It was one of the first things we ever spoke about when I moved here. She tried so hard to find you.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘No one understands all that happened to you better than her.’

      ‘I know,’ Olivia said again. The words came out taut. A strange mass was building in her throat. She swallowed, hard, pushing it down.

      ‘I asked Clara once,’ he said, ‘why your grandmother did it to you. Separated you like that.’

      ‘Did she tell you?’

      ‘She said it was because of your mother. That your grandmother hated her.’

      Olivia nodded slowly. ‘I think she always will.’ Her mind moved over all she’d been told about her parents. She didn’t normally like to think of them – having no memories for herself, it always made her feel horribly detached, as though they were characters in a story – but tonight, with Edward looking at her, she felt more able to. ‘Father was an archaeologist,’ she said, ‘he came out to Egypt on a dig. Mama was already here, she grew up in Alex. They met, married, moved to Cairo, and Father never went home.’

      ‘But your grandmother wanted him to?’

      ‘She tried to convince him, many times apparently, especially after Clara was born. She kept on at him for years. She even came out, when Clara was six; she’d arranged for him to be offered a post in London. But, well,’ Olivia gave a small shrug, ‘my mother fell pregnant with me, she didn’t want to leave Egypt. My fault too, I suppose.’ She dipped her head, thinking of how completely Mildred had exacted her revenge in the years since. ‘I just wish,’ she said, ‘so much that I had something of my parents still. If I could just remember one thing.’

      He squashed his cigarette into the ashtray. ‘Do you know why you’ve forgotten?’

      She didn’t answer straight away. She was disoriented by how much she was saying, the strange way it was making her feel – light somehow, like when the laces of her corset came undone, able to breathe, yet dizzy with it.

      He didn’t rush her. Just kept his eyes on her.

      ‘It was the day Clara and I arrived back in England, after our parents died,’ she said at length. ‘It was so awful, freezing cold rain.’ She looked to the ceiling, seeing that grey morning briefly, the image shouldering itself in: a young Clara, screaming at the foot of the gangplank, face twisted, restrained by their grandmother. And herself, thrashing in her black mourning dress, being carried away by nuns she’d never met, sobbing and choking in panicked terror. ‘It was such a long carriage ride, with those nuns. They didn’t speak to me at all. The school, when we got there, it was huge. Dark. I can’t tell you how cold. I got lost in the corridors. I was trying to find the latrine, you see.’ She drew breath, seeing herself running along, remembering how she’d not got there in time; the way Sister Agnes had told all the other girls she was dirty. ‘I stayed awake all night, I was afraid…’

      ‘Of the dark?’

      ‘No,’ she shook her head, ‘of Clara coming to get me and not being able to find the way to where I was.’ She looked over at him with eyes so dry they hurt. ‘Please don’t tell Clara that. She’d hate it if she knew.’

      ‘Of course I won’t,’ he said.

      ‘Thank you.’ She placed her hand to her throat. The lump there seemed to have eased. She gestured at his cigarettes. ‘I might have one of those after all.’

      ‘Yes?’ When he smiled, the air seemed to loosen around them.

      He lit a cigarette in his own mouth and passed it over to her. Their fingers brushed.

      She inhaled, coughing.

      He gave her another crooked smile. ‘Don’t do it if you don’t like it.’

      ‘I just need to get used to it.’

      ‘I hate those nuns,’ he said.

      ‘So do I.’

      There was a short silence.

      ‘Tell me about Beatrice,’ he said.

      So she did.

      She didn’t know how long they talked after that. Only that the hours passed and the candles turned to puddles in their holders.

      Eventually, thinking reluctantly of Alistair on his way back, Olivia said she must go to bed.

      Edward stood as she rose. ‘I can’t stand to think of you, you know, here all day. You must be going mad.’

      ‘Clara comes. I swim.’

      ‘But don’t you want to get out?’

      ‘Alistair doesn’t like it if I take the carriage.’

      Edward frowned. ‘That’s no good.’

      She made to leave.

      ‘Olly,’ he called after her.

      She turned.

      ‘Did you see what we did?’ His tone was serious, but his eyes were alight. ‘We talked. And it wasn’t so bad, was it?’

      ‘No,’ she smiled, ‘not so bad.’

       

      The next morning, she watched him leave the house. He saluted her, like he had that first morning. She waved back.

      She ate breakfast, sat at the piano for some time, reliving their conversation the night before, biting her lip on her smile of shock that it should have happened at all.

      She was married, m — She squashed the voice within her. She didn’t want to hear it.

      Deciding she needed air, she went swimming. Afterwards, she sat on the rocks, drip-drying, bath sheet spread out beneath her. Her shoulders baked under the warm morning sky. The sun was getting fiercer with every day. She could feel her skin growing taut, crisp with the heat. She raised her face to the sky, eyes closed, wondering where he was.

      ‘Hello, Olly.’

      Behind her, apparently.

      Her head jerked around to see him. She grinned before she could stop herself, too delighted at the surprise of his being there to even attempt to hide it. He was several feet away, on the lawn at the foot of the rocks, tunic undone, a white shirt beneath it, long boots. He held his hands to his eyes, shielding them from the sun’s glare.

      ‘What are you doing home?’ she asked, only remembering as she spoke how little she was wearing. She tried to pull her bath sheet up, but it was caught beneath her, and she couldn’t stand without exposing herself. ‘You went, I saw you.’

      ‘Now I’m back.’

      ‘Clearly.’

      He laughed.

      She pulled again at the bath sheet. ‘Edward.’

      He held up his hands and turned away so his back was to her.

      ‘I’ve had an idea.’

      ‘An idea?’ She stood quickly, scrambling to wrap herself in her towel.

      ‘I’ve brought you a present.’

      ‘Really?’ Her heart tripped. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Would you like to see?’

      ‘Can I get changed first?’

      He laughed again. ‘I think you better had.’

      He told her, on the way back to the house, to try and find something loose-skirted to wear.

      ‘Why?’ she asked.

      ‘You’ll see.’

      He was waiting for her in the porch when she came downstairs, her body still damp beneath her cotton day dress.

      ‘Will this do?’ she asked.

      His eyes shone as they took her in. ‘I think so.’ He held out his hand, gestured towards the front door. ‘After you.’

      He led her into the stables; the air there was dusty and sweet, full of the sound of the carriage ponies shuffling on the hay. He came to a halt at a stall with a chestnut horse inside.

      ‘Yours,’ he said, opening the gate.

      ‘Mine?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘But,’ she said, ‘Alistair —’

      ‘We don’t need to tell him. I’ll say I bought her for myself, that I took pity on her. A brood mare, past her prime, that you’re welcome to borrow.’

      Olivia stepped into the stall, stroking the horse’s silken skin, feeling the muscles beneath. ‘She’s not though, is she? Past her prime.’

      ‘I wanted you to have her,’ he said, not answering the question.

      She shook her head. ‘I don’t know how to ride.’

      ‘I’ll teach you. I’d like to do that. We can do it when Alistair’s at work if it will make you feel more comfortable; tell him you learnt back in England, if he asks. Riding will be something for you. You’ll be able to get out, away.’

      Olivia’s hand moved over the horse’s neck, around its head; it nuzzled into her palm, nostrils expelling damp, warm air. She thought, He’s done this. For me. Thought about it, planned it. She looked at him from the corner of her eye. He was watching her, a dent in his forehead, still waiting to find out if he’d done the right thing. Alistair will kill me if he guesses what this means.

      ‘Olly?’

      ‘Away,’ she said slowly. ‘I like that idea.’

      His face broke into a grin. ‘Then let’s go.’

      Her eyes widened. ‘Now?’

      ‘Now.’

      She hesitated, but only for a moment. ‘All right.’

      ‘What will you call her?’ he asked as they walked back out into the sunlight.

      ‘Bea, I think,’ she said impulsively.

      ‘For your friend?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Good. It’s a good name.’

      He took her to a nearby field to teach her, kneeling and offering his hand to give her a leg up. He’d tacked Bea up with a man’s saddle. She hesitated, eyeing it dubiously; for the first time, it occurred to her to wonder how she was going to get her legs either side of it.

      She looked down at Edward, still kneeling on the ground. ‘Now I see why I had to wear something loose,’ she said.

      He smiled ruefully. He said he was afraid that he had no idea how to teach side saddle. He hoped she wasn’t scandalised.

      ‘No,’ she said, resolving not to be. She placed her foot in his palm. ‘Of course not.’

      Even so, heat filled her face as he hoisted her up and she struggled to get herself into position without revealing her undergarments. She spread her gown around her, covering her legs, and vowed silently to use her small allowance to procure one of the split-skirted riding habits she’d seen advertised back in London, as soon as possible.

      He helped her with her stirrups. She tried not to notice the way his hands moved as he adjusted the leather, his arm just skimming her stocking.

      He held Bea’s reins, walking them both on. The trees were thick with spring blossom, sheltering them from the roadside, from view. The flowers carried a fresh, sweet scent that mixed with the tang of the dew-dampened earth. After a while, Olivia forgot how nervous she was; she began to relax into her seat.

      He left her to it, moving to the centre of the field to watch her, and called out to her to go faster. ‘Give her a kick. You won’t hurt her.’

      Olivia gave Bea’s belly a gentle nudge with the sides of her feet, but Bea just kept on plodding. She tried again. ‘Come on, do come on.’ Nothing. She felt suddenly clumsy. ‘Giddy up.’ It didn’t sound at all right. She raised her voice to Edward. ‘What am I doing wrong?’

      He was standing, tunic off, sleeves rolled up, arms folded. It was so bright, she couldn’t quite make out his face. Was he laughing?

      ‘Edward…?’

      ‘A little harder with the kick perhaps.’

      ‘Like this?’

      ‘No, harder.’

      ‘This?’

      ‘A bit more.’

      For goodness’ sake. She jammed her feet in.

      ‘Yes, that’s it, very good. Now just drop your heels.’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Not quite, actually. Pull your toes up. No, your toes not your heels… Heels down. No, they’re further up now. Olly, your feet are sliding on the stirrups, just put them… no, that’s not it. Don’t worry. You’d better stop, I’ll show you.’

      She squinted, watching as he approached across the grass. He mock-shook his head at her. Her legs, they trembled. She tensed her muscles, trying to get them under control. Calm down. He drew closer. She fiddled at Bea’s reins, running the leather across her forefinger, under her thumb, trying to distract herself from the colour she could feel spreading through her cheeks.

      ‘Are you all right?’ he asked. ‘Not too tired?’

      ‘No,’ she said. Then, ‘I’m afraid I’m not being a very good pupil.’

      ‘You’re doing very well. Much better than my lieutenants when they started.’

      She couldn’t help but laugh at that.

      He laughed too. ‘Here.’ He reached for her boot, brushing back her skirts. As he did, his smile dropped. ‘All these petticoats,’ he said under his breath. His tanned face, tipped forward, became creased in concentration. He looked almost stern.

      She felt his fingers skim her calf, their warmth through her stocking. He clasped her ankle, looked up, met her eye. For a heartbeat, she believed neither of them breathed.

      Then he tilted her foot, placed the stirrup on her toe. ‘Like that,’ he said.

      ‘Yes.’ She managed a small smile. ‘Yes. I see.’

       

      He took her riding every morning after that. He’d leave the house as normal, always stopping to look up at her window, giving her that salute – a proper one for her, a two-fingered one at her sodding husband – then he’d check in at the ground, start the men on their drills (‘Excellent work, you don’t need me here for this.’) and head back.

      Olly told Alistair that she’d taken to riding Bea – she said it was better that he found out from her – and that she used her for short trips around Ramleh, for fresh air and exercise. When Alistair remarked to Edward that he imagined he didn’t want Olivia tiring his horse, Edward said no, on the contrary, he was more than happy for Olly to borrow Bea. Really, he had had no intention of telling her she mustn’t.

      They stuck to the story of Olly having learnt to ride in England.

      Olly bought herself new riding clothes; she twirled as she came to meet Edward in the stables one day, making a show of the hidden trousers in the skirt. ‘The seamstress was appalled,’ she said, laughing.

      Edward, absorbing her delight, had to take a moment before answering. When he could speak, he told her he thought she looked grand.

      ‘Good,’ she said, beaming.

      ‘What does Alistair think of them?’

      Her face clouded. ‘He was less convinced.’ She forced a shrug. ‘It was nothing.’

      It was clear it hadn’t been nothing. He was about to press her to tell him more, but before he could, she made for Bea. ‘Shall we go?’ she asked.

      Seeing she didn’t want to discuss it, he gave in.

      As the days, then weeks, passed, she got better at riding. A lot better. He taught her to trot, canter, and then to jump; he loved how her face lit up when she cleared the sticks, the way she’d forget for just a few blessed moments how unhappy she was.

      They found other ways to see one another: stolen half-hours in the drawing room before Alistair returned home, snatched evenings whenever he went out to the club. They spoke of so many things, the two of them… It would never be enough. But she started chattering; no more pauses before each word. She stopped apologising for confiding in him.
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