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Praise for Hannah Fielding’s first novel, Burning Embers:


‘An epic romance like Hollywood used to make …’





Peterborough Evening Telegraph


‘ Burning Embers is a romantic delight and an absolute must-read for anyone looking to escape to a world of colour, beauty, passion and love. For those who can’t go to Kenya in reality, this has got to be the next best thing.’


Amazon.co.uk review


‘A good-old fashioned love story … A heroine who’s young, naive and has a lot to learn. A hero who’s alpha and hot, has a past and a string of women. A different time, world, and class. The kind of romance that involves picnics in abandoned valleys and hot-air balloon rides and swimming in isolated lakes. Heavenly.’


Amazon.co.uk review


‘The story hooked me from the start. I want to be Coral, living in a more innocent time in a beautiful, hot location, falling for a rich, attractive, broody man. Can’t wait for Hannah Fielding’s next book.’





Amazon.co.uk review


Praise for The Echoes of Love (winner of the Gold Medal for Romance at the 2014 Independent Publisher Book Awards):


‘One of the most romantic works of fiction ever written … an epic love story beautifully told.’


The Sun


‘Fans of romance will devour it in one sitting.’


The Lady


‘All the elements of a rollicking good piece of indulgent romantic fiction.’


BM Magazine


‘This book will make you wish you lived in Italy.’


Fabulous


magazine


‘The book is the perfect read for anyone with a passion for love, life and travel.’


Love it! magazine


‘Romance and suspense, with a heavy dose of Italian culture.’





Press Association


‘A plot-twisting story of drama, love and tragedy.’


Italia!


magazine


‘There are many beautifully crafted passages, in particular those relating to the scenery and architecture of Tuscany and Venice …


It was easy to visualise oneself in these magical locations.’





Julian Froment blog


‘Fielding encapsulates the overwhelming experience of falling deeply, completely, utterly in love, beautifully.’





Books with Bunny


Praise for Indiscretion (winner of the Gold Medal for romance at the IBPA Benjamin Franklin Awards and Best Romance at the USA Best Book Awards):


‘A captivating tale of love, jealousy and scandal.’





The Lady


‘ Indiscretion grips from the first. Alexandra is a beguiling heroine, and Salvador a compelling, charismatic hero … the shimmering attraction between them is always as taut as a thread. A powerful and romantic story, one to savour and enjoy.’





Lindsay Townsend – historical romance author


‘Rich description, a beautiful setting, wonderful detail, passionate romance and that timeless, classic feel that provides sheer, indulgent escapism. Bliss!’





Amazon.co.uk review


‘I thought Ms. Fielding had outdone herself with her second novel but she’s done it again with this third one. The love story took my breath away … I could hardly swallow until I reached the end.’





Amazon.com review


Praise for Masquerade (winner of the Silver Medal for romance at the IBPA Benjamin Franklin Awards):


‘Secrets and surprises … Set in Spain in the 1970s, you’ll be enveloped in this atmospheric story of love and deception.’





My Weekly


‘Hannah Fielding writes of love, sexual tension and longing with an amazing delicacy and lushness, almost luxury. Suffused with the legends and lore of the gypsies and the beliefs of Spain, there is so much in this novel. Horse fairs, sensual dreams, bull running, bull fighters, moonlight swims, the heat and flowers and colours and costumes of the country. A superb read.’


Amazon . co.uk review


‘This was honestly one of the most aesthetically pleasing and sensual books I’ve read in a long time.’





Amazon.co.uk review


‘ Masquerade contains the kind of romance that makes your heart beat faster and your knees tremble. This was a mesmerising and drama-filled read that left me with a dreamy feeling.’





Amazon.co.uk review


‘This engrossing, gorgeous romantic tale was one of my favorite reads in recent memory. This book had intrigue, mystery, revenge, passion and tantalizing love scenes that held captive the reader and didn’t allow a moment’s rest through all of the twists and turns …


wonderful from start to finish.’


Goodreads.com review


‘When I started reading Masquerade I was soon completely pulled into the romantic and poetic way Hannah Fielding writes her stories.


I honestly couldn’t put Masquerade down. Her books are beautiful and just so romantic, you’ll never want them to end!’





Goodreads.com review


Praise for Legacy (final book in the Andalucían Nights trilogy):


‘ Legacy is filled to the brim with family scandal, frustrated love and hidden secrets. Fast-paced and addictive, it will keep you hooked from start to finish.’


The Lady


‘Beautifully written, and oozing romance and intrigue, Legacy is the much-anticipated new novel from award-winning author Hannah Fielding that brings to life the allure of a summer in Cádiz.’





Take a Break


‘In the vein of Gone With The Wind, this particular book is just as epic and timeless. Written with lively detail, you are IN Spain. You are engulfed in the sights, sounds and smells of this beautiful country. Great characters … and a plot with just enough twists to keep it moving along


… Start with book one and each one gets better and better. I applaud Ms Fielding’s storytelling skills.


Amazon.com review


‘Flawless writing and impeccable character building. Legacy takes the readers on a journey through the passions and desires that are aroused from romantic Spanish culture.’ Goodreads.com review


Praise for Aphrodite’s Tears (winner of Best Romance award at the International Book Awards, National Indie Excellence Awards, American Fiction Awards and New York City Big Book Awards):


‘For lovers of romance, lock the doors, curl up, and enjoy.’


Breakaway


‘With romantic settings, wonderful characters and thrilling plots, Hannah Fielding’s books are a joy to read.’





My Weekly


‘The storyline is mesmerising.’


Amazon.co.uk review


‘An intriguing mix of Greek mythology, archaeology, mystery and suspense, all served up in a superbly crafted, epic love story.’


Amazon.co.uk review


Praise for Concerto:


‘A captivating, enigmatic tale about the power of love … Concerto is a dramatic, mysterious, enticing love story that does a wonderful job of highlighting the magic of music and its ability to universally heal the mind, body, heart and soul.’


Goodreads.com review


‘Captivating sun-drenched escapism.’


Living France Magazine


‘An exceptionally beautiful and heart-touching read which will stay with you long after you finish … This book was a passionate, sweeping love story from start to finish, full of hedonism, romance, and gorgeous descriptions of some of the world’s most luxurious and beautiful places.’


Musings Of Another Writer


‘Totally recommended … With its gorgeous settings in the Riviera and Italy, this novel is a treat for all the senses, a kind of modern Beauty and the Beast, with secrets, villains and dangers in the palace where the beast Umberto has retreated. Meanwhile, music makes a beautiful redemptive healing thread throughout the novel, thoroughly apt and marvellous.’


Lindsay’s Romantics


‘One of the most beautiful romantic storylines that I have read in quite some time … I felt like I was at the opera from the comfort of my sofa while reading this beautiful story.’


Bookread2day


‘A beautiful, emotional tale which will leave a smile on your lips at the end.’







Book Vue


‘Words almost escape me with how beautiful this story was …


A truly wonderful, romantic story that will sweep you away …’


Debra’s Book Café
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 To my dear granddaughter, Philae, with my love and hope that you grow up to be a kind and wise woman, as was your great-grandmother Philae.


 The dead cannot cry out for justice.


It is a duty of the living to do so for them.


Lois McMaster Bujold


Prologue


Luxor, Egypt, 1938


Awave of anticipation ran through the crowded courtroom.


A murmur rose among the assembly as the three judges, like ominous crows in their black coats and red sashes, filed back into the room. Mounting the platform, they took their places at the desk, looking down on the well of the court. Facing them, the lines of wooden benches that made up the gallery were filled with people, their glances flickering to the defendant’s cage at the side of the courtroom, while members of the press, for whom this trial had already provided significant headlines, leaned forward in their chairs. The self-important lawyers who had sat laughing, chattering and making cynical remarks turned their full attention to the magistrates and the room fell into the deepest silence.


The man standing inside the iron cage looked drawn, his face unshaven, his clothes hanging loosely on him. At the appearance of the judges he straightened and his dark eyes sought out the face of the teenage girl seated in the front row of the public benches, next to a grey-haired woman who gripped her hand tightly.


The girl’s expression held so much anguish and fear as she stared back that the man in the dock looked pained; he gestured sadly with his shackled hands, as though trying to reach out and give her some comfort.
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‘This court has found Ayoub El Masri guilty of the theft and illegal possession of Egyptian antiquities and therefore has sentenced him to five years in jail with hard labour.’ Another whispering current coursed through the well of the court, then deadly silence once more.


All eyes were on the man as he gripped the bars that held him prisoner. His face suddenly drained of colour and his breathing became short and laboured. Bringing his bound hands up to his chest, he staggered sideways, then crumpled to the floor of the cage. The young girl who had been watching the proceedings with such dread cried out and ran forward, desperately pushing her way past the officials to get to the cage, but her screams were drowned out by the chaos that ensued. Gasps and shouts went up; a handful of men swarmed around the iron door as it was unlocked and several officials rushed in to tend to the figure collapsed on the floor.


People were on their feet, jostling to see what was happening.


Inside the cage, a young man was shouting to the officials to give him room, telling them he was a doctor. It seemed like an eternity to the girl as she fought her way to the front, where she clutched at the bars of the iron pen, her eyes wild with panic. The young man was kneeling, his strong hands clasped together on top of the older man’s chest, pushing down with rhythmical compressions. The girl shouted the doctor’s name, tears streaming down her face, but he kept going without lifting his head. Finally, he stopped and slumped back on his knees, and only then did he look up, straight into her eyes, his own grave gaze flooded with compassion. The next thing she knew, two maternal arms enfolded her, pulling her away, while sobs shuddered through her and the world slid into darkness.


ChaPter 1


Luxor, March 1946


Aida El Masri was jolted out of her deep reverie and back to the present as the cream-and-grey 1936 Bentley came to a slow halt in front of a pair of gates.


‘We’ve arrived,’ announced the portly man sitting by the young woman’s side. ‘I’m very happy that you’ve decided to come home, Aida. The khadammeen servants have been waiting impatiently for you, too. There’s been a great atmosphere of joy and festivity at Karawan House since I announced your return.’


Aida smiled at Naguib Bishara. He’d been a very close friend of her father as well as his lawyer. Right to the end he had done his utmost for Ayoub El Masri and she would always be grateful for that. ‘It’s good to be back, Uncle Naguib.’


As the car’s engine idled, waiting for the gatekeeper to appear, Naguib’s charcoal eyes were warm as they settled on her. ‘I’m not sure that many of them will recognise you now. You’ve grown into a lovely young woman, but there’s hardly anything of you left.’


Aida laughed. ‘No more of Osta Ghaly’s excellent cooking, that’s the reason. Rationing helped too. We didn’t have all that butter and sugar you had here.’


Naguib hadn’t changed much, apart from his hairline which was rapidly receding towards an ever-growing patch of sparse
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grey hair at the back. Above a long and mobile mouth, he had of late grown a Charlie Chaplin moustache too – Aida had known him without one and she didn’t think it suited his smooth, rounded jawline. He had the sort of face you forget even while you’re looking at it, and maybe that was why he had decided to grow it. He still appeared to enjoy his food, however, judging from his waistline. Her mouth twitched with suppressed amusement. ‘Does Osta Ghaly still make his delicious konafa?’


Naguib chuckled loudly, patting a well-rounded stomach.


‘Unfortunately, yes!’ He raised his bushy black eyebrows conspiratorially. ‘And his basboussa is still the best in Luxor, though you must never tell him or it will go to his head.’


Aida’s smile became wistful as she gazed out of the open window at the tall palm trees edging the El Masri Estate, so integral to all the estates of Upper Egypt; she had always found the sound of their soft swishing at twilight so evocative and romantic. Breathing in the warm air, she sighed. It was the unmistakable scent of Egypt: the fusion of pungent earth and spices, of goats and chickens, and the distinctive tang of the cotton fields. She was finally home.


Eight long years had passed and the world had been ravaged by war since Aida had fled to England. She had never dreamed she’d be gone so long. Just for one year, she’d told herself, until the scandal had died down. She had been barely eighteen then, alone in the world except for a single relative, her English mother’s brother. George Chandler, a former MP living in the home counties before the war, had no children of his own and welcomed the daughter of his late sister with open arms. And so it was Aida began her self-imposed exile at his house in Berkshire.


Tragic though Aida’s circumstances were at that time, it seemed that fate, while callously closing one door for the young woman, had decided to open another. She always dreamed of becoming a nurse, ever since she had spent hours as a child
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hiding in the gardens of Karawan House when she was supposed to be in the kitchen helping her nanny, Dada Amina, with her prized date jam. There, she pored over history books about Florence Nightingale, ‘The Lady with the Lamp’ in the Crimean War, and Edith Cavell, the nursing heroine of the Great War.


Finding herself in England, Aida had seen her opportunity to bring her dreams to fruition. With Uncle George’s help, she enrolled as a trainee nurse at the Royal London Hospital. Any romantic notions Aida might have harboured about her destined profession had been instantly dispelled by the long hours of work, attending lectures and studying for exams, not to mention scrubbing bedpans and making beds, all to the exacting standards of the fearsome matrons and sisters.


Then war had broken out in Europe and, even if she had wanted to, Aida could no longer return to Egypt. For the next six years her life took yet another direction. As the bombs dropped on the East End of London, her hands-on training became accelerated by necessity. She nursed soldiers maimed at Dunkirk and bound the wounds of burned pilots from the Battle of Britain, as well as looking after injured civilians caught in the Blitz. By now, Uncle George had come out of retirement and moved to Chelsea to help the war effort by working in the newly formed Ministry of Supply in the Strand. On those few occasions when she had time off, Aida would often stay at her uncle’s flat and George would take her to tea at The Ritz, a popular meeting place for politicians, aristocrats and minor royals. The glamour of those occasions was in sharp contrast to the ugly suffering she witnessed on a daily basis in her work.


If the death of her father had begun Aida’s passage to adulthood with a cruel jolt, the crucible of war completed it in a baptism of fire. The chubby and confused teenager who had left Egypt grief-stricken spent the war years growing into a resilient and focused young woman. Yet while she was able to help mend
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the broken bodies of so many casualties of war, she carried her own pain inside like an angry wound that would not heal. Now, after what seemed a lifetime away from her country, she was back in Egypt … here to clear her father’s name.


The creaking sound of metal broke into Aida’s reverie as Kherallah the ghaffir, rifle slung across his back, opened the gates.


Dressed in a loose snowy galabeya, crowned with an enormous white turban, he raised his arm in salute as the car glided past, his face lit up with a smile that revealed dazzling white teeth.


Aida waved at him. Good, loyal Kherallah. He had been gatekeeper for as long as she could remember. As a lad he had worked under his father, who had also been Ayoub El Masri’s gatekeeper and guardian of the estate before Kherallah took over.


Through the mango and guava trees, the bright glow of their fruit startling in that place of shadows and silence, loomed the pink house where she had been born: Karawan House, named after the nightingale. Aida loved the beautiful but sad legend about the bird, which Dada Amina used to tell her when she was a child. In Arab tales, the rose was believed to have originated from a sweat droplet fallen from the prophet Mohamed’s brow.


Legend has it that from the time the first rose was created from this droplet all roses were white, until a nightingale fell in love with one of the blooms and pressed its body so hard on the petals that the thorns of its stem pierced the nightingale’s heart, turning the white rose to red with its blood, as well as creating the sad notes of the wounded bird’s song. Aida’s eyes travelled over the exterior of the building. Once so full of life and laughter, it seemed that Karawan House finally lived up to its name. After all these years, and with her father gone, it seemed shrouded in melancholy and drained of its former colour.


The finely carved old mansion that had been solidly built was now in bad repair. It displayed a neoclassical dark pink and cream crumbling stone façade with arches, pediments, columns and
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elegant, narrow windows masked by faded green wooden shutters.


Its central structure was flanked by two lower wings, holding a ballroom and terrace on one side and a jardin d’hiver, the equivalent of an English conservatory, on the other, which was a suntrap even in winter. All the front rooms in the house looked out over the river and the desert, but the view from the back rooms was just as magnificent, taking in the grounds, with palm trees and green fields in the distance. It was not the most imposing house around, but it was grand enough, and despite losing her mother when she was only seven, Aida had enjoyed a happy childhood there with her father and Dada Amina.


During term-time she had attended Cheltenham Ladies’ College, a boarding school in England, but whenever she could, she returned to her beloved home in Egypt for the holidays.


The car came to a halt at the foot of broad white marble steps, which swept up to the veranda that ran along the façade of Karawan House, and Saleh the driver rushed round to open the door for Aida. Ragab the gardener, who had tended the gardens since Aida was a tiny child, walked up the drive with great dignity to shake her hand, his deep, gentle eyes proclaiming him a man close to nature. ‘ Hamdelellah Al Salama ya Sit,’ he whispered, bowing a fraction with reverence.


‘ Allah yé sallémak, ya Ragab,’ Aida said, returning his welcoming greeting. She hadn’t forgotten her Arabic, and it felt both strange and homely to be speaking the language again. The words came creakingly to the surface of her mind as if they had been deposited all these years somewhere in the pit of her stomach.


The mansion’s carved oak front doors were open and the numerous smiling staff of Karawan House stood at the entrance to welcome back their Sit Aida. There was Osta Ghaly, the kind, plump old cook who would secretly give Aida delicious sweetmeats when she was a child, conjured up in his kitchen where she was not allowed; Bekhit, the head suffragi, attired in his spotless white
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robe, red sash and red tarboosh – a man of great age who had been in the family’s service for fifty years; his eldest son, Guirguis, an alert young man with intelligent dark eyes that never seemed to miss anything, who would take over his father’s position one day, although remaining under Bekhit’s orders for now, while being trained for the job. There was Radwan the scullion, known as filfil, pepper, because he always interfered in other people’s arguments like pepper thrown into food; and his cousin Hassan the cleaner, a quiet youth who smiled a lot but didn’t say much.


Both young men were the sons of fellahin, country folk, whose families had worked on the El Masri land for many generations.


Then came Fatma, the washerwoman of the flashing gold teeth; Naima the maid, a young girl of seventeen who was only a child when Aida had left; and finally, Dada Amina, who had brought up her father Ayoub before caring for Aida.


Small and chubby, with curly black hair tied back under a triangular headscarf and wearing a flowery galabeya robe, Dada Amina had been a close confidante and second mother to the young Aida, the bond between them strengthening even further after Eleanor El Masri was diagnosed with cancer and died quickly afterwards. Though she was kind and possessed an exceedingly soft and sweet expression, Dada Amina was far from being a pushover and had kept the somewhat rebellious only child in check as she grew up. Once Aida had become a young woman, Dada Amina remained at Karawan House in the formidable role of housekeeper.


All these people had been in the service of Ayoub El Masri when he died, and Aida had insisted they should be kept on after his death even though she herself was making a hasty departure for England. Naguib, who had taken on the management of the El Masri Estate, had agreed, knowing that his friend Ayoub would have been proud of Aida’s loyalty to their household suffragis, many of whom had become almost part of the family. Today,
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the return of Sit Aida was regarded with obvious excitement.


They beamed as, smiling, Aida shook hands with them one by one, thanking each of them for having looked after the family home during her long absence. When she reached the end of the line, Aida’s reunion with her old nanny was much more emotional. Dada Amina hugged the young woman to her heart and kissed her with tears glistening in her dark eyes.


‘Aida, habibti, my darling, all grown up!’ she exclaimed, holding Aida at arm’s length to inspect her. ‘Did you never eat during the war, ya binti, my child? You look so different, almost another person. But I would recognise you anywhere, ya danaya, my dear child … Allah, what have you done to your hair? You look like a film star! Baeti zay el amar, you have become as beautiful as the moon … Oh, it’s good to see you again!’ Fresh tears sprang from Dada Amina’s eyes as she clung to the girl whom she had missed as much as she would a daughter of her own.


Aida wiped her own damp cheeks and spluttered out a laugh.


‘And you haven’t changed at all, Dada Amina. Tell me, what keeps you so young?’


Naguib interjected, ‘Oh, bossing us all around and making sure we do what we’re told, isn’t that so?’, giving Dada Amina a cheerful wink and laughing heartily at his own joke.


Time may not have changed Dada Amina, but not so Aida.


The housekeeper was right: she felt like a different person. It now seemed an eternity since that far-off afternoon, eight years before, when she had seen her father, Ayoub El Masri, standing behind bars like a caged animal in the dark courtroom, and had witnessed his demise minutes after the verdict was pronounced. Branded a thief, the shock had been too great for the renowned archaeologist and, within minutes, he had died of heart failure. It was a tragic finale to his life, and a brutal end to the insouciant days of Aida’s childhood. The memory of those first weeks of stark despair made her shiver.
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Although she had no doubt about her father’s innocence, Aida had fled to England to get away from the hectoring of journalists and the malevolent tongues of society, who were quick to seize upon the scandal. The identity of the real culprit had been revealed to Aida the day her father was arrested, and she had carried the truth with her all through the war years. Now that she was back in Luxor, she would do her utmost to find the proof she needed to confront the coward who had let her father – his neighbour and long-time friend – go to jail. The same man who had ultimately caused Ayoub’s death.





* * *


Once the moment of demonstrative homecoming had passed, the staff dispersed, each going back to his job, except for Dada Amina, who accompanied Aida and Naguib Bishara into the house.


The hall of Karawan House was large and light. Its floor was made of cream calacatta marble, imported from Italy when the house was built in the early nineteenth century, its veins of gold giving it warmth and depth. The space was dominated by a grand wooden staircase, each side of which stood a pair of ionic columns in the same expensive warm stone. A magnificent Baccarat chandelier hung from the lavish ivory-coloured ceiling, whose decorative plasterwork panels were gilded and enriched by beige and brown low-relief details of various birds of Egypt.


Dada Amina led them across the polished tiled floor into the long, rectangular drawing room, made bright by four tall windows, their edges softened by faded damask curtains opening on to a terrace. From here the view was breathtaking: the slow-moving Nile lying like a pearlescent sheet, so still it seemed as though you could walk across the water to the farthest bank, where the pink hills of the Valley of the Tombs rose up, changing colour as the sun rode the sky. During the day, feluccas,
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the romantic gull-winged sailing boats used since antiquity, skimmed over the surface of the river like big white moths.


This room, like all others in the house, was done up in the formal English style – Ayoub and Eleanor had totally refurbished the house when they moved to Luxor, replacing the heavily gilded French furniture with the more sober and elegant Sheraton interiors.


Aida smiled at the familiar surroundings. A nostalgic pang of sorrow gripped her heart. Her father always said that her mother’s hand was to be seen everywhere in the elegance of the Karawan House interiors. She needed beauty all around her, as he had put it. The room was still as Aida remembered it.


Painted a sunny yellow, its walls were adorned with oil paintings by David Roberts, Prisse d’Avesnes and Augustus Lamplough, which depicted the landscapes of Ancient Egypt, the River Nile, the desert, as well as scenes from Egyptian life. The golden oak floor was covered with fine antique carpets from Iran and Turkey and at each end of the beautifully proportioned room a fine Adam fireplace was surmounted by a gilded mirror. Both were lit in winter as the nights in this part of the world, contrary to the mild daytimes, were bitterly cold. Beautifully inlaid demi lune tables in satinwood stood on tapered legs between the windows, topped with antique Chinese ochre vases made into lamps, and in the middle of the room a large round table held a vase which Dada Amina always made sure to fill with sweet-smelling flowers from the garden, even when the house was empty. A set of deep-seat sofas and armchairs upholstered in pale celadon green damask faced each fireplace; Aida remembered nestling with her mother as a small child on one of those voluminous sofas while she read her stories, feeling the comforting rise and fall of Eleanor’s breathing against her cheek. Growing up, all she had to rely on were memories such as these, and the reminiscences of her father and Dada Amina.
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Aida’s mother Eleanor and her family were passing through Egypt on their way back from India to England when she had met Ayoub El Masri at a drinks party at the British Embassy in Cairo.


Ayoub was already a well-known and erudite archaeologist, renowned in his field, who had led many excavations and saved numerous Ancient Egyptian artefacts from destruction. Eleanor was young, beautiful and intelligent. It was love at first sight and the two had eloped and married very shortly afterwards. The ensuing scandal caused Ayoub, an only child who had lost his parents when he was still in his teens, to be disowned by the rest of his family and wide circle of friends, and Eleanor to be cut off from her own.


At first, they had been snubbed by the outraged Egyptian and British social circles – mixed marriages were not viewed with a benign eye in those days. Though he was originally from Cairo, Ayoub and his new wife moved to the quieter town of Luxor in Upper Egypt, where he could allocate more time to his excavation work while keeping an alert eye on the land he had inherited from his parents.


Society watched the golden couple furtively, and as Ayoub grew in status and his wife charmed her entourage, becoming an accomplished hostess, together they made valuable new friends in Luxor … and enemies too, because as the old Arabic saying goes: Envy is the companion of great success. And when that happens, as Dada Amina was always fond of telling the young Aida, ‘Who can pride himself on escaping the evil eye?’ It had not gone unnoticed by an older Aida that the El Masri family seemed destined to be blighted by suspicion and controversy.


Aida followed Naguib towards the large sofas and chairs by the fireplace while Dada Amina left the room, closing the door quietly.


‘Come, Aida, let’s sit down. I know you must be tired, but we need to talk,’ the lawyer said, as he took a seat in one of the high-backed armchairs.
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‘You look quite worried, Uncle Naguib. Is anything the matter?’


‘You are right, I am worried. About you, Aida.’ Naguib took out his black-stemmed pipe and filled the bowl with tobacco.


‘About me? There’s no reason to be worried about me.’ Aida sank back into the sofa. ‘I’ve survived the war, haven’t I? Trust me, that wasn’t a piece of cake, so I can look after myself.’ She looked at him quizzically. ‘Is it money? I haven’t touched my inheritance, so unless something really untoward has happened I should be all right on that front.’


‘No, no. My dear Aida, you are a very rich girl. Ayoub left you a great fortune, which is still intact since you did not give me or anyone else a power of attorney before leaving.’ With a whoosh of a match, Naguib lit the brown bowl of his pipe. ‘My concern is that you’re a young woman on her own. It is a bad thing for a girl to be left fatherless, and no man to protect her,’ he said.


The vibrancy and laughter that characterised Naguib’s personality had left his voice and he spoke sternly.


‘Yes,’ Aida replied faintly.


‘You have no brothers, no family.’


‘I know that I have no one here in Egypt, Uncle Naguib.’


‘You have the Pharaonys. Your families were always very close


… and in some ways they are your only family now. Of course you also have me – something you can always count on – but I’m not getting any younger and life is unpredictable, as you have seen.’


The Pharaonys. For a moment, the familiar face of a young man swam into Aida’s mind – dark, disapproving eyes that turned her inside out. Eyes that had fixed on her the moment her father had died with compassion and regret. The image had haunted her painfully over the years, but now Aida’s face closed, her jaw set stubbornly. ‘The Pharaony family are of no interest to me.’


Naguib’s small shrewd eyes fixed on her as he puffed on his pipe. ‘Don’t tell me that you still believe that Kamel Pharaony was behind that nasty business with your father.’
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‘Yes, I do believe it. Nothing has changed as far as I’m concerned.’


‘But Kamel and Ayoub were best friends! What have you ever had to substantiate such an accusation, Aida?’


Aida took a breath. She had bottled up her resentment for so long that now she found it strangely difficult to speak. ‘Even though I have no proof, my information at the time came from a reliable source … The Nefertari statue belonged to Kamel Pharaony. He had brought it to our house earlier that afternoon.’


Naguib shook his head. ‘You know that Kamel denied that, so why do you persist in thinking such a thing?’


Aida paused. ‘Because my father was out, Kamel gave it to the maid, Souma Hassanein. He told her to put it in my father’s study and that he’d come back in the evening to discuss the authenticity of the piece with him. Those were her words.’


Naguib’s eyes widened. ‘She told you this? Kamel would never have entrusted a valuable piece to a servant. He is one of the most cautious men I know.’


‘Maybe, but Souma swore on her child’s head that that was what happened.’


The only problem was that the maid had disappeared before Aida could call on her to repeat her claims. Still, would it have helped anyway? A khadamma would never have been taken seriously.


Judging by Naguib’s expression, she had been right. ‘You can’t believe servants’ gossip.’


‘Gossip?’ Aida kept her tone even, not wanting him to think she was still the hysterical, grief-stricken teenager. ‘Someone like Souma wouldn’t have been able to make up something like that.


Those were exactly the kind of words Kamel Pharaony would have used. Besides, why would she lie to me?’


Naguib shrugged. ‘Who knows? One can never be sure what ulterior motives these people have. Your father never liked Souma anyway. I know that a few days before the incident he caught her rummaging in some papers that were no business of hers, and he
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told her off. He only took pity on her because her husband had abandoned her and she needed a job to feed her son. He didn’t trust her, but Ayoub wasn’t a man to take the bread from a child’s mouth, so he kept her on. As our Arabic proverb says, Etak el shar le men ahssantou eleh, beware of him to whom you have been charitable.’


Aida frowned, digesting this new information. ‘Maybe, but I still don’t see what she had to gain by telling me such a story.’


Of course she had considered that Souma might have lied but she had gone over the maid’s words in her mind so often that nothing else made sense, except that she was telling the truth.


But why would Souma be interested in her father’s papers?


The old anger welled up inside Aida. She looked down, her fingers twisting the corner of a cushion. ‘Poor Father died far too young.


He didn’t deserve what happened to him. Part of the reason I’ve come back is to clear his name.’


Naguib gave her an indulgent look. ‘How do you think you’ll be able to do that, ya binti, after so many years? I believe just as strongly as you do that Ayoub was innocent, but sadly, the real culprit is probably far away now.’


She raised her head. ‘Is he? Well, as the other saying goes, the corn passes from hand to hand, but comes at last to the mill. Whether it’s Kamel Pharaony or someone else, I will catch whoever was responsible for my father’s death.’


‘That won’t be as easy as you think, Aida. Have you forgotten so much of where you come from? People here will not approve of a woman digging around and asking questions. Anyhow, where would you start?’


‘With the only thread I have to follow. Souma, I’ll find her somehow.’


Yet Naguib’s words sank in heavily. Coming back to Luxor, Aida knew that she would have to navigate the conservative values of Egyptian society with some self-restraint. Egypt had remained in its own cocoon during the war and its society had failed to be
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touched by any form of sexual liberation, even in upper-class circles. It had been so different in wartime England. There, Aida had experienced the kind of social freedom in which her independent nature revelled. Suddenly she felt very isolated and alone in this place where she used to belong.


Naguib sighed. ‘Well, all I can say is that Souma is long gone now, and the harm she did cannot be undone.’


Aida glanced at him. It was ingrained in her to respect her elders but she deliberately refused to see his meaning. ‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, Uncle,’ she responded stubbornly.


‘You know that your father and Kamel Pharaony had spoken about an alliance between your two families. Kamel had asked for your hand on behalf his son Phares just before the tragedy.


It is well known that you were almost engaged.’


‘Yes, that is so, but my father had never given his answer.’


‘Things have changed now. You are not that young anymore and their son Phares still wants to marry you …’


Why was he telling her this? He had no right to speak sternly to her. She had barely stepped back on Egyptian soil and was already being pushed into a marriage of convenience.


With a slight lifting of her head she said gently, ‘I have no intention of tying myself to someone I don’t love.’


‘In Egypt, habibti, the knowing and loving come after marriage.’


‘Not always. What about my parents? They married for love, did they not?’


‘Your parents were unusual, and look where it got them. Your father was disowned by his family for following his heart, not his head.’


‘Maybe,’ she agreed grudgingly. ‘But in the last eight years I’ve learned that life is too precious and short just to throw it away.’


Naguib gave a frustrated wave of his pipe. ‘But you would be doing the opposite of throwing away your life, you would be rebuilding it.’
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‘Please, Uncle, let me finish … Marriage would be an important part – the most important part – of my life, and I must get it right. Though we grew up together, Phares is much older than I am. Even in those days I barely knew him.’


Naguib’s bushy brows shot up. ‘Oh, come now, Aida! You and Phares were hardly strangers. He often dropped by to visit your father and talk about his work. Phares took an interest in Ayoub’s findings, I seem to remember. Your father was very fond of the boy.’


He gestured with his pipe as an afterthought. ‘And you were often at Hathor or El Sharouk.’


To be pressed on her past feelings for Phares made Aida shift uncomfortably. ‘What I mean is, I didn’t know Phares as I would someone my own age. Besides, that was a long time ago, Uncle.


You can’t expect me to commit to a man who is almost a stranger to me now.’ She gazed into his heavy-lidded eyes, which were watching her intently. ‘My father would never have forced me to marry someone I do not love.’


‘I am not forcing you, my dear. How could I? I have no power over you, I can only advise. You are a grown woman now. It is true that you look younger than twenty-six, but at your age most Egyptian women already have a string of children. I am speaking to you as if I were counselling my own daughter, merely trying to help you see things clearly. What you have been through hasn’t been easy. Phares understands that.’ Naguib leaned forward. ‘He was there that day. He knows how dreadful it was for you.


The poor boy tried to save your father.’


Aida blanched, trying to keep the emotion from her voice. He had gone too far. ‘Are you saying that’s a reason for me to marry him?’


‘No, no, of course not, habibti.’ Naguib’s expression softened.


‘Look, all I’m saying is that Phares is a good match. When you were younger, the two of you always seemed to have something to say to each other, which is a good sign, no?’ He raised a thick
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eyebrow knowingly. ‘I recall that you seemed to like him when you were a teenager. Is that not so?’


Embarrassed to be discussing such things with Uncle Naguib, Aida gave a brittle laugh. ‘When I was younger I had a schoolgirl crush on Phares, no more. We were worlds apart in our thinking, and there was no question of love between us.’


Hearing the words leave her mouth, that odd feeling of unease returned.


‘There are other factors to consider,’ Naguib pressed on, regarding her through a tendril of pipe smoke. ‘Your father’s esba, estate, is in a pitiful state, because without a power of attorney, no one could do anything about it. If you wanted to sell it today, I doubt you would get a reasonable price for it. Having Kamel oversee that side of things has been very useful, Aida. Plus, the Pharaonys’ land borders yours, so it would be normal for your two families to unite.’ The voice was deep, grating, and after eight years of absence, Aida found it foreign, instantly conjuring up the ruthless facet of a different world with customs her father himself had disobeyed by marrying a foreigner, and had paid the price.


Aida gave Naguib a mutinous look. ‘That is no reason to give up my freedom. I’m still not sure what my plans are. I may want to go back to live in England.’


‘You have always been headstrong, with a streak of recklessness that worried your father.’


‘No, I’ve always known what I wanted. I didn’t want to leave Egypt, and even when I was at school, I always preferred coming home to be close to my father. Now he is gone, things are different.


There are greener pastures out there.’


The lawyer shook his head disapprovingly. ‘Adventurousness is not a good trait in a woman. One day you’ll get yourself into trouble, and God help you if people who care about you are not around to help.’
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At this moment, Dada Amina came in bearing a tray of tea and a plate of konafa and basboussa, dainty little pastries made with nuts and syrup.


‘ Osta Ghaly made them especially because he knows how much Sit Aida is fond of them,’ she chuckled. She glanced at Aida as she set down the plate on the table. ‘And now that you are back, we must feed you properly again.’


Aida burst out laughing, a crystalline laugh that used to echo through the house before she had left. Osta Ghaly added coconut and orange flower water to his basboussa to give the cake his personal touch and she had always found it delicious. ‘I will go to the kitchen later, like I used to when I was a child, and thank him personally.’


Dada Amina beamed. ‘That will be very kind of you, ya Sit, ya amira. Thank you.’


After she had left the room, Naguib looked at Aida, sitting in front of him, and she read the disapproval still shadowing his features.


‘You say you are thinking of going back to England? That is a bad idea, habibti. Your place is in Egypt. Don’t forget that you are Egyptian.’


‘Yes, but I am also English.’


The lawyer shook his head. ‘You are someone here. Your father was a loved man, Allah yerhamoh, may God rest his soul.’


Aida sent him an arched look. ‘You seem to forget how much he was criticised after the trial.’


‘Society is fickle. That was a long time ago and memories fade.


You carry the El Masri name, which is a respected one in Egypt.


In England, as far as I know, you are no one.’


Her face flushed with irritation. ‘That’s not so. My uncle was a respectable MP who worked hard during the war to make sure people didn’t starve, and I have made many friends there. I went to school in England, remember?’ Aida knew that she was being
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deliberately stubborn, but in this country where men thought they had the right to rule women as they pleased, she felt slightly vulnerable and needed to mark out her position immediately.


Naguib remained undeterred. ‘England is going through bad times. The war has ravaged Europe and people are emigrating to Australia, New Zealand and America, where there are economic opportunities. You already have assets here – ones that need looking after. The house and the land are in a sorry state. To bring Karawan House back to its former glory and for the land to deliver the crops it did before the war, you will need to spend a great deal of money, which you have, of course. As I’ve said, you are far from being a pauper, but it is much too heavy a burden for a woman alone to bear, and that is where you would benefit from marrying Phares Pharaony.’


‘I’m quite able to stand on my own two feet and besides, how do you know that Phares still wants to marry me? He used to disapprove of me, thought I was too liberal and impulsive, although he probably considered that I was young enough to be tamed by a husband one day.’


‘As you know, although I am not Kamel Pharaony’s lawyer, he is a good friend of mine. When a few weeks back I told him you were coming home, he asked me to test the waters, find out if you would still consider marrying his son. It would be an alliance between two great families and would multiply both your riches.


Not only that, but Phares is an eminent general surgeon now, fast becoming a legend in the medical world. He is well-respected.’


Phares, a surgeon … Aida was not surprised that he had become successful. He had always been driven by his love of medicine and his dreams of becoming a surgeon. She thought wryly of how protective he had always been towards others –


an innate caring quality – though when they were younger, Aida had been infuriated by it whenever it had been directed towards her.
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Naguib emptied his pipe into an ashtray. ‘Anyhow, the Pharaonys have been very decent. They kept a vigilant eye on your land and they even hired a few ghoufara to look after it, especially at night.


The trafficking in antiquities and hashish since the war has increased tremendously and the smugglers and mattareed, outlaws, tend to hide in the grounds of empty, unguarded estates.


Sometimes they even try to appropriate the land, squatting on it, and the police have great difficulty in getting them out.


I wouldn’t dismiss an alliance with the Pharaonys so cavalierly, habibti … Think about it.’


‘Uncle, it was in their interests to guard my land since it adjoins theirs. No one does anything for nothing in this day and age.’


‘You are much too young to have such cynical thoughts, my dear child. The Pharaonys are good people, and they are well intentioned. I take it you will at least see Camelia while you are here?’


Camelia Pharaony was Phares’s younger sister and she and Aida had been close friends since they were little girls. For that reason, even though Aida had wanted nothing to do with the Pharaony family after she’d left for England, she found it hard to bear a grudge against Camelia herself. Still, they hadn’t corresponded during the war and Aida wondered if they would even get along anymore.


‘Yes, of course,’ she answered hesitantly. ‘We have a lot to catch up on.’


‘Perhaps she will make you see sense.’


Aida reached for a knife to cut a small piece of konafa. ‘Please, Uncle Naguib, don’t insist. The matter is closed. Let’s enjoy Osta Ghaly’s wonderful pastries and talk about something else.’ She pushed a plate across the table in his direction.


Naguib hesitated, then smiled in resignation. ‘As you wish, my dear.’ He took a piece of basboussa and demolished it in a couple of bites. ‘I’ll let you relax for a few days before taking you around
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the property with Megally. You remember him, the estate manager? He would have come to meet you today, but I’m afraid his wife is very ill in hospital.’


‘Yes, yes, of course I remember Megally. Poor man. Is he still working? He must be quite old by now.’


‘Yes, and he’s very good with the fellahin, the workers. They have great respect for him.’


‘I do hope his wife will be all right. In the meantime, I’ll reacquaint myself with the estate. Also, please could I take a look at the accounts? Perhaps next week?’


Naguib wiped the crumbs from his mouth and pushed himself slowly out of his chair. ‘Yes, of course. The books are already in your father’s office. And now I must go. Your aunt Nabila is cooking tonight and that’s something worth getting home early for.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘I’ll call by again soon.’


Aida accompanied Naguib to the front door, said her goodbyes and made her way back down to the kitchen to thank Osta Ghaly for his delicious pastries.





* * *


Up in her bedroom, Aida looked around her. It was a beautiful, gracious room, spacious and light, hung with English chintzes and furnished in English fashion. For Aida’s sixteenth birthday, Ayoub had totally refurbished his daughter’s bedroom. ‘You’re no longer a child and should have the bedroom of a young lady now. Your mother would have enjoyed doing it up for you and I hope I have done her proud,’ he had told her when, after a week spent in Cairo with Camelia Pharaony, Aida had come back to Luxor for her birthday and discovered the surprise.


The nursery had been turned into the most luxurious room Aida could have dreamt of, painted in different shades of soft green, its silk curtains patterned with colourful fruit. She looked
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around her to find it unchanged. The wide single bed, covered in a silk peach bedspread and draped with a mosquito net, faced the two French windows that opened on to a narrow veranda, and in one corner of the room two comfortable armchairs sat either side of a small round table.


Next to one window stood a delicate painted escritoire and chair; in front of the other, an elegant mahogany dressing table and mirror with its old Roman curule seat covered in velvet. In between the two, an Italian ebonised mahogany table held a number of photographs of Aida at different stages of her life as well as photographs of Eleanor and Ayoub. A tall, painted parcel-gilt glass cabinet bookcase took up much of the left wall, and on the opposite side was a large mahogany wardrobe and cheval mirror.


Aida sighed as she looked at the pretty chintzes, the David Roberts’ prints of Egyptian monuments that adorned the walls, the miniature dolls’ tea set and bibelots of frail china in the glass cabinet, which her parents had brought back from England one Christmas, the gleaming silver ornaments representing various Egyptian artisans and sellers. Each item had a memory connected to it. She went to the table which held her history in photographs and picked up the last picture she’d had taken with her father only a few days before the tragedy. She seemed so young –


a child – so different to the way she looked today. As Dada Amina had said: almost a different person.


The mirror returned the reflection of a young woman with burnt gold hair, styled in Rita Hayworth fashion. When she left Egypt, it had been in a short bob, to the nape of her neck, but in spite of its having been fashionable during the war, she had let it grow, and had treated herself to a proper hairstyle before leaving England. Brushed back simply from her face, with a flat crown and parted on the side, it now undulated in a rich and shining cascade past her shoulders.
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Unusually large almond-shaped sapphire eyes fringed by thick, dark, almost-too-long lashes gave her face a mysterious and languorous expression. With just a suggestion of shadow underneath them tonight, they gazed back at her critically. She was rather pale. Her cheeks had lost their youthful glow – the lack of sun, the endless grey and drizzle of the English weather, hadn’t suited her. She had also grown taller, much taller, and had lost the extra pounds that her father had indulgently called puppy fat. The roundness of her face had given her a look of plainness when she was a girl, but now the sharpness of her elegant cheekbones contrasted strikingly with her full lips. Yes, it really was a different woman that stood in front of the cheval glass. But Uncle Naguib was right: she still didn’t look her age, a fact which irritated her because when people first met her they tended not to take her seriously.


Aida stepped on to the veranda. She felt singularly lonely as she looked out on to the velvety night, reminiscing. It was hard to think of a future back in Egypt without her father. Beyond the house where the clear sky came down to the sand, the afterglow of pink faded to yellow and mother-of-pearl, giving way to a blue sky of twinkling stars. It reminded Aida that she had changed continents and climate in less than twenty-four hours, and that in this part of the world darkness came quickly.


The days here were short, and twilight, the loneliest of hours, was unknown. The sun went down dramatically – bang – just like that, below the rim of the desert. For the last fifteen minutes, feluccas were drawing in beside the banks of the Nile, with a creaking of windlass and the whine of great sails, their chains rattling as they moored. A scene her eyes had settled upon many times before, but had never really registered the beauty and serenity of it. How unlike the world she had left behind was this remote universe of sand, water, palm trees and statues; how different from the images of war she had witnessed, how
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wonderfully peaceful and removed from reality! Now, as she closed her eyes and breathed in the warm night, she could hardly believe that she was back.


Aida loved this land where she had grown up. Everything was familiar; she fitted in here and would have never left if her father hadn’t died in such tragic and shocking circumstances. She would have probably married Phares. She had carried a torch for him since her early teens, spellbound by his charisma, even though the six years that separated them meant that she hadn’t had much to do with him. Just enough to know that she regarded him with as much frustration as admiration. It had been the same for as long as she could remember.


When she was much younger, Aida had found the teenage Phares a source of annoyance: the overbearing older brother who always knew better. His sister Camelia, who was a year older than Aida, would often invite her over to Hathor, the Pharaonys’ family home, in the school holidays. Phares would sometimes make an appearance when he was still living at home, studying for his college exams. One afternoon, when Aida was nine or ten, he had caught her hurtling down a garden slope far too quickly on her bicycle. When he had called out to her to stop, she had lost control of the handlebars and ended up in a hedge with a badly grazed shin. Phares had quickly helped her into the kitchen, all the while admonishing Aida for her reckless behaviour.


‘If you hadn’t shouted at me, I would have been fine,’ she had protested vehemently.


But Phares would have none of it. ‘Girls aren’t meant for wheels, they should stay on their feet,’ he had told her with a stern look. And while silently outraged by his response, she appreciated how much care he took in cleaning the blood off her leg so that it didn’t hurt too much.


Another time, Aida had found an injured bird in the gardens of Karawan House. She and Camelia had been working out what
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to do with it when Phares arrived to fetch his sister home for supper. Immediately taking charge, he had instructed Aida to find a well-ventilated box and a small towel. Returning with it, she was told by Phares that he would take the bird back to Hathor.


Aida had objected immediately. ‘But it’s my bird, I found it!’ she cried. ‘I can look after it here.’


‘It needs to be kept still. Warm and quiet,’ Phares told her as he placed it in the box. ‘Undisturbed by you noisy girls.’ With that, he strode off with the bird in the box, his sister Camelia following at his heels, throwing Aida an apologetic look. The next day, when Aida rushed over to the Pharaonys’ house to see the little bird, Phares told her that it had recovered and flown away. Aida remembered the equal feelings of relief and disappointment that had washed over her, and witnessing the apparent confusion on her face, Phares had smiled indulgently, his stern features softening as he did so.


As she grew into a teenager, Aida’s feelings regarding Phares became more confusing to her, and she was acutely aware of the times he returned home from medical school in France.


Increasingly, she noticed a restlessness in him and was told by Camelia that when he wasn’t studying, he would disappear into the depths of the desert to spend time with the Bedouins in their camps. For the young Aida, discovering this unexpected wild side to Phares intrigued her even more, for reasons she couldn’t fathom.


One time she had been picking flowers with Camelia in the gardens at Hathor when she saw Phares arrive with a group of friends. Among them was a local girl, Isis, who was walking far too close to him for Aida’s liking. Dark and statuesque, the older girl was laughing at something Phares had said, and Aida’s stomach experienced a sudden uncomfortable lurch, a feeling unlike anything she’d felt before. For the first time she felt every bit the chubby, awkward teenager, and when later that
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evening she had lamented her situation to Dada Amina, the nanny had shushed the youngster’s frustrated tears, drying her face with a handkerchief.


‘You will not be the duckling for long, ya binti. Every girl needs time to grow into her looks. One day you will become a swan, and men will be falling at your feet.’


Aida had given her a trembling smile and kissed Dada Amina fondly, feeling instantly better, but she continued to watch Phares, wondering why he made her feel so miserable and excited at the same time.


Whenever he dropped by Karawan House or they met at Hathor she began to feel physically strange, her pulse giving a little kick. It soon became clear to her that she had developed a crush on him. Mortified at the thought that he might find out, she took it upon herself to argue with him at every opportunity, whether it was about going to parties where there might be boys present or staying out after nine o’clock in the evening. All her foreign friends – Greek, Italian, Armenian or English – were allowed these privileges, yet she was not.


‘Like it or not, Aida, you are Egyptian and for us, it’s just not done,’ Phares had told her impatiently.


Later, she complained to Camelia, ‘Why is he always so concerned about my reputation? Doesn’t he realise that I’m not a little girl anymore? I have just as much right to be independent as the English and Greek girls.’


Although he was never unkind, Phares in turn seemed to enjoy baiting Aida, which only made matters worse. Camelia, meanwhile, guessing her best friend’s secret admiration for her brother, teased Aida about it and watched the sparring of the two with great amusement.


With a sigh, Aida opened her eyes, pulling herself away from those distant memories. To think that if things had been different, by now she would likely have been the wife of Phares Pharaony.
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A scent of heliotrope and roses stole up from the garden below, mingling with the aromatic breath of eucalyptus trees and the piquant tang of orange blossom. It was very still; no sound at all save the occasional ahem of Kherallah as he went on his nightly rounds of the estate and the muffled cough of a hyena or a desert fox.


How wonderful it was to be back, and yet tonight the place was filled with ghosts. It was too quiet and a little desolate, and the young woman felt its silence almost as a reproach. Still, now she had come home. It didn’t matter about Karawan House being shabby and neglected, about the weeding not having being done and the crops being poor. The warmth of Dada Amina’s embrace and the household’s welcoming reception of her removed all these things to the back of her mind. Karawan House had opened its arms to her and, deep down, Aida knew she would never want to go away again.


She paced slowly up and down the veranda, the anguish of the past becoming a searing torment. Naguib’s words went round and round in her head: ‘ I wouldn’t dismiss an alliance with the Pharaonys so cavalierly, habibti … think about it.’ Knowing how she felt about Phares, her father had welcomed the union at the time, even encouraged it, but that was before … How could she marry the son of the man who had betrayed her father?


A knock at the door drew her out of her reverie. ‘ Otkhol, come in,’ she called out, coming back into the room and closing the window to the increasingly chilly night air.


Dada Amina came in, bearing a tray with her dinner.


‘What are you doing in the dark, ya binti?’


Aida flicked the light switch and the room was immediately bathed in a golden glow from the crystal Waterford chandelier.


‘I was on the veranda. The nights are so beautiful here.’


‘I brought your dinner up. I thought you’d be too tired to go downstairs after your long journey.’
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‘ Shukran, I think I am tired, though I don’t really feel it yet.


I’m so excited to be back.’ The flight had indeed been long –


the BOAC Flying Boat had taken her via Marseille and Sicily before reaching Cairo, and then another plane to Luxor – but ever since Aida had gazed through the small aircraft window and spotted the pyramids of Gizeh in the distance, any trace of fatigue had vanished. ‘Place the tray just there, thank you.’ Aida smiled at her nanny and looked at the variety of dishes set in front of her on the little round table. ‘Let me see, what do we have here?’ She couldn’t help but compare this lavishness to the meagre meals she had become accustomed to in England. ‘Goodness, it looks wonderful! But why so much? This amount would feed an entire family in England.’


‘They’re some of the dishes you used to like.’


Yes, Aida could see that. There was aish baladi, the delicious native wholewheat bread that looked like a large flat stone, thick and airy on the inside with speckles of cracked wheat throughout; shorbat adas, yellow lentil soup; keshk, a tasty chicken dish made with yoghurt; torly, a tray of baked vegetables and tomato sauce; maḥshi warak enab, vine leaves stuffed with a rice mixture of ground beef, onions and herbs; salata baladi, the equivalent of mixed salad, and a big plate of basboussa. The only consolation was that whatever food was left over would never be wasted –


Aida knew it would automatically be shared among the servants to eat either in the kitchen or be taken home to their families.


‘There are far too many dishes. One would have sufficed,’ she sighed, looking at the food guiltily. ‘In England, people live on the bare minimum. Everything is still rationed even though the war has ended.’


‘That is why you have grown so thin. When you left Egypt, konty zay el warda el mefataha, you were like a flower in bloom.’


Dada Amina put her hands on her own ample hips. ‘You must eat and put on some weight.’
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Aida laughed. ‘Ah yes, I’d forgotten that in Egypt, beauty is measured with scales – curvy women are considered more beautiful.’


‘You have grown into a beautiful lady, but you are a little pale.’


The older woman settled herself into one of the armchairs in the corner of the room. ‘ Ostaz Naguib told me that you are a nurse now. Ayoub Bey would be very proud of you.’


‘Yes, I hope so.’ Aida took the seat opposite. Being in her own room again brought back so many memories. She gave a quiet sigh. ‘I miss him, Dada.’


Her old nanny nodded sadly. ‘Me too, ya binti.’ She gazed at Aida, her expression full of concern. ‘I know how hard it was for you, ya danaya, that day Ayoub Bey was taken from us right before our eyes, may God rest his soul.’ She crossed herself, tears welling up in her eyes. ‘I held you in my arms like you were a baby again. It was terrible how you were afterwards, refusing to see anyone except me for days on end. I thought my little one would die of grief.’


Aida swallowed a lump in her throat and stared numbly at the floor. ‘Yes, I think I did too. It hurts to remember.’ She looked up and fixed a bright, brave smile on her face. ‘But let’s not speak of Father sadly. He would have been happy that I did my part for the war effort in England, at least.’


‘ Allah! He would have been worried sick about you every day.’


Dada Amina drew a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her eyes. ‘I am just happy that it was God’s will to spare you and return you to us.’ Her watery gaze became suddenly intent. ‘You were alone in England. I hope your English uncle looked after you properly. You must have had the eyes of many men on you.’


At this, Aida raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes, Uncle George was very protective of me … Dada Amina, what are you getting at exactly?’


‘All I’m saying is that you weren’t interested in any of the Egyptian men you met here, always wanting to go your
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own way. You were rebellious since the day you were born, just like your father.’


The old servant looked at Aida over her glasses. ‘Phares Bey has never married, you know.’


Aida gave her nanny a sidelong glance. ‘Really … and why are you telling me this, Dada Amina?’


‘There was once talk about a marriage between you and him.


You may not have been engaged but since you were children there was an understanding, so to speak. Ayoub Bey was very keen on a union between your two families.’


‘That was a long time ago. I’ve grown up since, and I’d no more marry a man I don’t love than fly.’


Dada Amina shot her a look of astute surprise. ‘Your heart has changed, then? You used to like Phares Bey¸ even though you used to be so rude to the poor boy.’


Aida frowned and reached for the flatbread, tearing off a piece.


‘Most of the time he deserved it. Besides, what did I know about men and love at eighteen or life in general? Brought up like I was, protected in a cocoon.’


‘You were brought up as a lady of your class should have been.’


‘Well, I’ve changed. The world here is so cut off from reality.


It’s been frozen in the past. People live as our ancestors did thousands of years ago. Though I love this country, I’m not sure how I’ll be able to adapt to it again. Perhaps it will have to accept my values, not the other way around.’


A shadow crossed Dada Amina’s brow. ‘Have you given your heart to a khawaga, a foreigner?’


Aida laughed. ‘No, don’t worry … my heart has remained intact and is still mine to give, or not, ala mazagui, as I please.’


She ate the bread, in truth wondering if she would ever find an Egyptian man who could make her truly happy.


Aida had never fallen in love. When she left Egypt, she had been an innocent teenager who had only mixed with families in
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her social circle who knew the rules of the game. If a young man was interested in a girl, there were no illicit meetings. He would


‘ dekhul min elbab’, ‘enter from the front door, as the saying went in Arabic, and ask for her hand. The young couple would then use the period of engagement like a halfway marriage, in order to get to know each other. Although she had many suitors back then, Aida had turned them all down and Ayoub, a broad-minded man who himself had lived a great love story with his wife, was not one to enforce his will on his daughter on a matter as serious as marriage. When the subject had arisen, Aida had told her father how she felt about Phares, and Ayoub, who had always considered the young doctor dependable and serious with a brilliant future, was happy to entrust to him his dearly-beloved only daughter without a qualm. Still, nothing had been officially arranged; Ayoub had died under a cloud of disgrace, then Aida had left Egypt.


In the early days in England, lost and bereaved, Aida had had no impulse to do any of the bright things that other young girls took as a matter of course. Then, inevitably, what in the beginning had been no more than the restraints of her mourning became settled habit. Her training to be a nurse, then her work, absorbed her more and more. The misery she had witnessed in the hospitals compelled her to grow up overnight, not only leaving no place for love in her life, but also inculcating in her psyche a deep taste for her freedom.


Aida’s thoughts were interrupted by Dada Amina’s voice, saying, ‘The Pharaonys have been good to us over the years. Since you’re a trained nurse, why not ask Phares Bey to give you a job at his hospital?’


‘His hospital?’


‘ Da garrah add il donya, he’s a great surgeon now with his own hospital, El Amal. He had it built three years ago. You get much better care there than at the government hospital on the edge of town.’
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‘He must charge an arm and a leg if he’s that important,’ Aida muttered.


‘ Abadan, not at all. He has a department where he treats patients for free. He may be a proud man but he has always been kind and generous. Even as a boy, he used to give food to the beggars in the road.’


‘Well, anyhow, I don’t know why we’re discussing Phares and his family. I want nothing to do with them.’


The old servant gave Aida a rueful look. ‘Phares Bey has never married. You broke his heart when you refused his proposal, ya haram, poor thing.’


‘For heaven’s sake!’ Aida jumped up from her chair and began pacing. ‘We hardly knew each other.’


‘ Allah! Habibti, has the war addled your brain? How is that true?’


Aida knew she was on shaky ground with Dada Amina, who had witnessed all her emotional ups and downs when she was growing up. She tried a different tack. ‘You forget that he’d been away for years when he was studying in France and only came back for the holidays.’


‘Same as you.’


‘Maybe. Anyhow, he disapproved of my thinking and my ways.


He always said I was too liberal and impulsive. Phares was doing what every eldest son from a landed family does … wanting to add to his dynasty’s riches. My land adjoined his land. I was the only heiress of the estate. My father had already put it in my name.’ She flung her hand up in derision. ‘By Egyptian standards it was a marriage made in heaven.’


‘ La ya danaya, no, my dear child, you’re wrong. I used to see how Phares Bey looked at you when he came to visit. Even when you had those fiery arguments … I think that, deep down, he admired you.’


Aida stopped in her tracks, for a moment disconcerted by the idea that Phares Pharaony might have regarded her with
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anything approaching respect. She folded her arms. ‘Well, all that is in the past and you can forget about our union … it will not happen.’


Dada Amina sighed deeply. ‘Does anybody know what fate has in store for us? Al maktoub alal guibeen la bodda an tarah el ein, what is written on the brow will inevitably be seen by the eye. What is written will be fulfilled,’ she enunciated with confidence.


Aida laughed. ‘Ah yes, your favourite saying. Well, fate or no fate, I’m telling you there will be no alliance between the El Masri and El Pharaony families. And now enough of that, I’m much more interested to know about you. How have you been all these years?’


‘I can’t complain. Ostaz Naguib took care of us, Allah ye barikloh, God bless him, and kept all our salaries going.’


‘Well, I’m back now and there’s nothing to worry about anymore. I will take care of everything,’ Aida promised, though she was not feeling altogether as confident as she sounded.


As if sensing that the moment for trying to influence Aida had passed, Dada Amina gestured to the unopened luggage at the foot of the bed. ‘You came with a very small suitcase. Where are all your belongings?’


‘Life in Europe is still all about belt-tightening. No fancy clothes, I’m afraid. People have barely enough to eat.’


‘ Ya haram, poor thing. You must tell Sit Nabila to take you to her dressmaker fil bandar, downtown.’


‘I’m better off going to Cairo for a week or so. I’ll stay at Shepheard’s Hotel. I’ll go to Cicurel – they always had the latest fashion. Is Au Rève des Dames, their haberdashery and ladieswear, still at 19 Kasr al-Nil Street?’


Dada Amina looked horrified. ‘ Maarafsh, I don’t know. One thing I do know is that you can’t think of leaving us again when you’ve only just arrived,’ she said sulkily.
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Aida went to her old nanny and leaned over to put her arms around her. ‘I’m not going anywhere yet, I have too much to do here first. And when I do, it’ll just be for a few days.’ She paused, choosing her words carefully. ‘You said it yourself – I have nothing to wear and, besides, I need to pay my respects to the British Ambassador, Sir Miles Lampson. I have a letter from Uncle George to give him as they’re old school friends.’


It had not escaped Aida that the ambassador would be a useful person to get to know. The Embassy was actively engaged in helping local Cairo law enforcement track down any smugglers of antiquities. The British prided themselves on their active involvement in trying to put a stop to the trafficking. If she was to play detective, then Sir Miles was a good place to start. Though Naguib was right, she was a woman alone and would need to tread carefully.


Dada Amina patted the side of Aida’s arm as the young woman enveloped her in a hug. ‘If you go to Cairo and stay at a hotel you’ll be drawn into the social circle there and we won’t see you again. When you return, you’ll find it too quiet and will get fidgety, as when you were a young girl. Whenever Ayoub Bey took you to Cairo, you always found ways of staying longer.’


Aida frowned. She was not entirely convinced that people in Cairo would welcome her with open arms. Unlike Naguib, she was under no illusions that Egyptian society would have forgotten who she was. As soon as the news got out that Aida El Masri had returned home, her old acquaintances might turn their backs with the same scornful disapproval they had shown her when she fled Egypt. Still, if rebelliousness was in the El Masri blood, then so too was determination, and Aida would have to rely on this to carry her through.


‘Maybe,’ she answered pensively, releasing Dada Amina from her embrace. ‘In any case, in those days I used to stay in Gizeh at Kasr El Ghoroub, the Pharaony House. I can’t do that now.’
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She looked wistful, remembering all those times with Camelia, to whom she hadn’t spoken since she left Egypt. ‘By the way, how is Camelia? Do you ever hear anything of her?’


‘ Meskina Sit Camelia, poor Mrs Camelia, her husband died in a car accident alal tarik el sahrawy, on the desert road between Cairo and Alexandria. They didn’t have time to enjoy their married life.’


‘Oh no!’ Aida was horrified. In these last eight years Camelia had been married and widowed. Naguib had said nothing about it.


‘Poor little one, she mourned the Bey like a turtle dove mourns his mate. Dada Fatma, who brought the Sit up and moved to Mounir Bey’s house when they were married, told me that day and night Camelia’s eyes rained down tears … she grew pale and wan as the young moon in the month of Ramadan.’


Aida loved the theatrical terms and imagery the fellahin sometimes used in their speech. Some of the phrases were so poetic that she had often thought to collect them in a scrapbook.


‘Where is Camelia now?’


‘She lives here at the Sunrise Farm Estate, Esbat El Shorouk, but I think that she often goes to Cairo. Especially when Phares Bey is at the Anglo-American Hospital in Zamalek.’


‘Phares Bey works in Cairo too?’


‘ Ommal, of course, as I have told you, da garrah add el dinya.’


‘I’ll get in touch with Camelia. We were good friends. I can’t blame her for what her father did,’ she added, without thinking.


Dada Amina’s eyes widened. ‘ Allah! You still carry that idea around with you? Let it go, habibti. Kamel Pasha had nothing to do with your father’s arrest. You are wrong, ya binti. I know that girl Souma filled your head with all this nonsense, but it was all lies, trust me.’


Aida lifted her head sharply. ‘How can you know that? Why would she have lied?’
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‘ Eblees yaaraf raboh laken yatakhabeth, the devil knows his Lord but still practises evil. Souma is a person who thrives on intrigue. You could never trust her.’


‘Well, she was always pleasant around me. Anyway, if Souma wasn’t telling the truth, I’m going to find out why.’


‘Don’t stir up a hornets’ nest, Sit Aida. No good will come of it. Souma is long gone, and good riddance to her. You will only bring the evil eye closer by meddling.’


‘I can look after myself, Dada, don’t worry,’ answered Aida, folding her arms. The conversation was going down a route she would rather avoid.


Dada Amina shook her head disapprovingly. ‘ Mafish fayda, it’s no use … you are so stubborn when you get an idea into your head.’ She hauled herself out of her chair with a sigh. ‘I will not waste my breath trying to convince you. I’d do much better to run you a hot bath so you can have an early night. Maybe when you’re not so tired, you’ll be able to think more rationally.’


Aida’s irritation softened. ‘I don’t think so, but thank you, ya Dada, I would love a bath.’


It would be a change not to worry about hot water. In England, everyone had been careful with it as coal was rationed. For all the backward ways of Egypt, at least they still had their luxuries.


Aida counted herself lucky that for the time being at least, she would enjoy everything her homeland had to offer.


Her mind returned to Camelia Pharaony. Tomorrow she would explore the estate and perhaps even try to see her friend if she was in Luxor.





* * *


Sheer exhaustion brought sleep to Aida that night. As dawn pointed, she was woken by the musical chant of the muezzin, half a mile away in the centre of Luxor, calling the Prophet’s
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followers to prayer from the tall minaret of his mosque. She had always found that faraway sound rather romantic, floating like an echo over the countryside at sunrise or at dusk.


Aida sprang from her bed and pattered quickly across the room to the veranda to watch the sun come up. The moment was so short! Like dusk in this part of the world, there was scarcely a dawn – it was night, then day, as suddenly as a cannon’s flash.


The whole of the sky was deeply flushed as the sun appeared low on the horizon, casting slender shadows on the gardens below and the date palms in the cultivated fields beyond. The Nile, the feluccas, the ancient city on the opposite bank were all tinged with colour. The air was like wine and held a thousand scents.


Aida loved this hour when the countryside was waking: flocks of turtledoves were rustling round the trees, cocks were crowing, donkeys braying, water-wheels creaking.


She washed and dressed swiftly. Choosing a sleeveless white cotton broderie anglaise dress with a full skirt and a square décolleté, she girded her tiny waist with a wide blue belt. Slipping on a pair of white pumps, she crept noiselessly downstairs, out of the garden and into the fields that bordered the grounds. Today, she wanted to make a pilgrimage to the places she had always loved.


Her heart contracted as she set out on foot along the familiar road, which she had often taken on horseback at her father’s side, at the end of which lay the trees dividing the El Masri land from the Pharaony Estate. As the sun was still gentle, she perched her sunglasses on top of her head to see the countryside in all its glorious colour.


The trees had been planted by an ancestor as an indelible marker between the two properties. In these villages so close to the Nile, when the river overflowed in early summer and flooded the fields, it often washed away any other boundary marks between the plots. In the past, landholders could have great


C h a p t e r 1


39


difficulty in ascertaining the outer limits of the land they owned, resulting in family feuds that lasted for generations.


The sandy lane was fringed with date trees. Palm groves and cotton fields stretched afar on either side. The years seemed to roll back as Aida gazed around her, the pungent aroma of the sun-warmed earth and fecund smell of the Nile taking her back to her childhood. The fellahin were already hoeing and planting.


The land was being prepared for the new cotton season. In one field a wooden plough was being pulled by two cows. Further away in another, groups of men were using picks to make even furrows in the ground, while others hoed the land between the rows of plants. A few women in long brightly coloured robes were coming and going on the path, carrying baskets on their heads and shoulders. One of them was returning from the river with a heavy pitcher on her head; Aida had always been fascinated by the gracefulness and amazing balance these peasant women had, their carriage that of a queen.


Groups of men by a stretch of canal near the road were hauling up water with a shaduf, an irrigation tool dating from the pharaohs, many of which could be seen up and down the Nile. It was composed of a long pole supported in seesaw fashion on an upright frame, from the end of which hung a wooden bucket to draw water from the river. Next to it the saqia waterwheel was turning, another irrigation mechanism devised by the Ptolemaic dynasty. Driven by buffalo, Aida had always been fascinated by it, watching for hours as it slowly lifted water and slopped it into irrigation ditches. She found it one of the most beautiful machines invented by man, combining aesthetic grace with bestial energy.


A fellah ambled past, dangling his legs and oscillating on the back of a small donkey. He smiled at the young woman.


‘ Sabbah El Kheyr, ya Sit, good morning, my lady,’ he said as he went by. Aida smiled in return and answered his greeting. She
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had no doubt that everybody at the Esba, and probably around Luxor, knew that the daughter of Ayoub El Masri was back.


She had been walking for an hour. By now, the sun was blazing down on her from a sky of cloudless blue. Aida loved the sun, although just now she was starting to feel it becoming almost too hot as she’d come out without a hat. The belt of high trees which separated the El Masri land from the Pharaonys’


sugarcane plantation was now in view. She could either turn left down the path that bordered the trees and circle back homewards, or follow the wide side track in front of her, of which she had no recollection. She was not tired; on the contrary, this walk in the countryside, where the air was so pure in comparison to the polluted atmosphere of London, had energised her.


The new path proved delightfully cool after the sunny sandy lane. Soon it ran alongside another narrow canal banked by willow trees, their branches spilling into the water. On the other side of the path tall flame trees shed their mottled shade.


The silence was deep; only her footfall could be heard, the hush broken now and again by the chirping of a bird.


On the opposite side of the canal Aida spotted a village where most of the fellahin who laboured on the El Masri land lived.


A rabbit warren of low mud huts, they were all connected by the same crumbling walls. Their flat roofs were covered with cotton stalks, and they had no windows, only narrow doorways where a man had to stoop to enter. Black-gowned women sat on the ground, grinding corn or tending little odorous fires, their children in filthy rags staring at her, with matted hair and grime-encrusted faces. In one place a blindfolded ox patiently walked in an endless circle, turning the great flat wheel of a saqia; in front of a tiny whitewashed mosque an aged sheikh was expounding the chapters of the Koran to an attentive group of youths.
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There were more paths opening on the right. Lost in thought, Aida turned down one of them, then down a second, until she found herself in an enclosed space where a group of buffalo were standing, one of them being milked by a fellaha. Aida realised that she was probably lost. The peasant woman flashed her a smile of welcome.


‘ Sabah El kheyr ya Sit, can I help you?’


‘ Sabah El nour, I think I’m lost. Where am I?’


‘You’re at Esbat El Shorouk.’


Aida frowned. ‘The Sunrise Farm Estate? You mean this is Pharaony land?’


‘ Aywa ya Sit, yes, my lady . ’ The woman got up from her milking stool, dipped a tin cup into the pail of foaming milk and held it out to Aida. ‘ It faddally, please have some.’


Aida did not like to drink milk which hadn’t been boiled, but she took the cup so graciously offered. ‘ Shukran, thank you.’ She drank it, to the delight of the fellaha, who beamed at her, and thanked the woman again. Then she turned and headed back the way she had come.


She had been walking for almost half an hour when she realised that she must have taken another wrong turning. She found herself on a narrow track bordered by ancient fig trees planted closely together. Their interlacing branches formed a canopy above her head like a natural loggia, barring the entry of sunlight. Only glimpses of the hot blue sky could be seen through small gaps in the broken roof. Bees flew across her path, vanishing with a buzz into the juicy flesh of the ripe fruit that were bursting open from the heat.


Further along, as Aida emerged from the shadowed canopy, the track turned and opened out on to a great clear space with a house and a few carob and date palm trees. Low and built in stone, the house had whitewashed walls and blue wooden shutters, between which the leaded panes of glass of the windows shot


42


forth flames of rose and green, orange and gold. A stream cooed on the side of the house and the long grass around it was dotted with clumps of colourful wild flowers.


She remembered this old cottage of Kasr El Shorouk. How could she forget? How fantastic and beautiful and out of this world it was. Aida stood there on the edge of the sunlight with the dense trees behind her, watching spellbound as the door to the little cottage opened and a figure emerged. Without thinking, she quickly pulled her sunglasses down to cover her eyes.


A man strode forward. He was over six feet tall, with the supple, sinewy body of an athlete, and there was strength in the alert vigour of his movements. The breadth of his shoulders fitted with his height, and thick, unruly hair fell a little over a high forehead. He wore a cream cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and his long, muscular legs clad in a brown pair of riding breeches strode towards her.


‘Where on earth have you come from?’ he demanded.


The voice was deep, almost curt. He had addressed her in perfect English. There must be something about her clothes or looks that branded her a foreigner. Aida recognised him immediately.


He was as autocratic and arrogant as ever, she decided, and for a dizzy moment her heart stopped beating. However, it seemed that he hadn’t recognised her – her face disguised by her sunglasses – and for the moment, it suited Aida to have the upper hand.


He was even more handsome and charismatic than she remembered, with a strong jaw and an almost golden tint to his tanned face as though he carried the reflection of his family’s wealth and greatness in the very moulding of his features and the hue of his skin. She remembered the last time she had seen him, stern in a navy suit, finely pinstriped, wearing an expression that had unnerved her immeasurably. She took a deep breath and licked her lips, which had suddenly gone dry. A silent curse
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went through her mind. She hadn’t seen him for eight years and it took no more than the sight of him for her to go weak at the knees.


Phares Pharaony. Phares, meaning knight, the man who had been the knight of her dreams until the day of the tragedy. He stopped in front of her and seemed not to notice how his proximity made her stiffen. His large almond-shaped eyes settled severely on her face, so startling in their density that they made Aida think of coals with a flame at the centre where passions might be quietly smouldering. They were fixing her now with a look that tested her nerves to the utmost limit.


She recalled how that same look from those eyes had made her feel like an irresponsible schoolgirl the day she dared to accuse his father of deceit and treachery. But eight years on, and they had a different effect, making her conscious of herself as a woman, and this strange new feeling was even more alarming.


‘Who are you? And how did you get here?’ The strong and dominant voice was achingly familiar.


‘I’m afraid I’m trespassing,’ she said, tilting her head up to him.


‘You must have been aware of that for some time,’ he observed with a significant glance behind her towards the path by which she had obviously come.


Aida was not going to tell him who she was, and that she had got lost. ‘Maybe, but the countryside is so beautiful around here …’


‘… That you decided to explore the place, even though you knew it was wrong,’ he finished her sentence abruptly. His gaze travelled over her face as if trying to discern her expression behind the sunglasses then dropped to her lips, lingering there and making her heart beat frantically.


‘Well, now I’ll go back again.’


‘Just like that.’
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Aida’s chin went up belligerently. ‘Yes, just like that.’


‘I’ve caught you trespassing and you will pay your forfeit, Miss


… What’s your name?’


The rebellious teenager of eight years ago would have spluttered that it was none of his business, but Aida had grown more poised and confident since then. She kept looking at him, but didn’t answer.


Phares regarded her coolly, a faintly mocking smile hovering about his full mouth. His eyes flickered over her hair. ‘Okay, then


… Goldilocks.’ Aida instantly recognised the same, sudden, unexpected flash of humour and tenderness in his smile that could transform his whole expression. Yes, she did feel like the girl who had gone for a walk in the forest and ended up at the three bears’ house, somewhere she shouldn’t have been.


Taking her cue from him, she entered into the game: ‘Goldilocks came to no good.’


‘That I can believe,’ he replied, giving her a steady, appraising look … There was something about the way he spoke, about the brightness and vitality of his gaze, the tanned bronze of his complexion, the crisp waves of his raven-black hair that made him seem twice as vividly alive as most of the men Aida had so far encountered in her life.


They didn’t speak for a few moments. ‘You must have been walking for quite a while to have come in from the back of the house and it’s still early,’ he observed pensively. ‘Adjoining our land is the El Masri Estate. Presumably you crossed that property too. What were you doing out at the crack of dawn?’


Phares glanced down at her disapprovingly. ‘Has no one told you that it is dangerous for a khawagaya, I mean a foreign woman, to walk alone in these villages?’


She concealed her turmoil with an offhand smile. ‘You surprise me. Since my arrival, I have only encountered courtesy here. I was kindly welcomed by one of your farm women.’
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‘Welcomed by one of my farm women?’


‘Yes, she was milking, and very hospitably gave me a cup of milk.’


There was a sardonic tilt to his eyebrow. ‘Really? And did you drink it?’


Aida nodded.


‘You drank it, though I presume it hadn’t been boiled?’


‘I am not usually so …’


‘Reckless? Do you know that in this part of the world raw milk can cause tuberculosis?’


She folded her arms. This was just like the old Phares. ‘How could I have refused such a spontaneous gesture?’


‘You still haven’t answered me. What were you doing out in the countryside at the crack of dawn? You must be a guest somewhere.


We’re too far from the centre of Luxor for you to be a tourist.’


‘I was exploring this beautiful countryside.’


‘You like our country?’


‘Very much so.’


He smiled, showing a row of brilliant white teeth. ‘It must seem quaint to you, as if suspended in another time.’


‘That’s what I like about it.’


‘Come,’ he said, his expression becoming imperious, ‘I told you you’d have to pay a forfeit. You’re going to have coffee with me.’


‘I think I ought to go back.’


‘You can go back immediately afterwards and I’ll show you a much shorter way out of our esba, I mean our farm.’ His voice was gentle, and when she didn’t answer, his eyes became a velvety caress. ‘Is my suggestion not clear enough?’


For a moment the coal flame dancing in Phares’s black eyes had her hypnotised. Aida smiled, but remained silent.


‘Come,’ he said again, ‘do as you’re told.’


Aida started at the command, feeling a surge of indignation –


she hated machismo in men, always had – but she smiled to
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herself. Phares hadn’t changed; he’d always been bossy and slightly arrogant. ‘I don’t think so, thank you.’


Phares gave a soft laugh, watching her with amusement.


‘I think you were going to accept my invitation, so what brought up the prickles, Goldilocks?’


She decided to ignore the taunt. He used to indulge in this sort of innocent banter when she was fifteen and in those days she was happy for the attention, now his patronising tone merely irritated her. ‘You said there was a shorter way out of your property?’


‘No coffee then?’


‘No, thank you.’


‘I’m coming with you.’


‘If you give me directions, I’m quite capable of finding my way alone.’


‘Possibly. But I’m not going to allow you to do so.’


Aida gave up. In silence they crossed the garden, striking through the Pharaony sugarcane plantation towards the Nile.


Here, a path ran straight to the main road along the river, not far from the El Masri fields of cotton and the lane that Aida had taken that morning. It was less than half the distance of her morning walk.


‘There you are,’ said Phares. ‘Now you’re on the main road.


And since you haven’t told me where you’re staying, I can’t give you any more directions.’ He studied her face intently. ‘I assume you’re a guest at one of the large farms beside the river. Whichever side you’re on, in each direction you’ll find a bridge which leads to the opposite bank.’


Aida smiled. ‘Thank you very much.’ She held out her hand.


‘Goodbye.’


He took it in his own strong palm and as their skin touched it seemed to Aida that she was warmed from head to toe, making her almost gasp aloud. It was as if the firm hand holding hers
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infused its own vitality, an electric current galvanising her cold, bewildered self to life. Never in her life had a handshake caused that to happen. Right away she wanted to break the contact and, as if sensing this, Phares increased the pressure of his grip. Heart beating furiously, she stood looking up at him, into those magnificent dark, laughing eyes, and to her irritation, Aida felt her cheeks colour.


The sun meshed him in gold. He conveyed an air of inherent authority that seemed to be as much a part of him as his tall, sparse figure and raven black hair. ‘I am Phares Pharaony …


Dr Phares Pharaony. Will you come and visit me again now that you know the way?’ The initial hardness in his voice had disappeared and been replaced with a low-pitched warmth and vibrancy.


‘Goodbye, Dr Pharaony.’


Phares was still holding on to her hand, locking it within his, as if telling her without words that she was now in the power of the Pharaony family and there was to be no escape from him.


‘Say that you will come and see me again.’


His nearness overpowered her; he looked at her in a way that was overwhelming; not even when she was younger had she felt like this, and she wanted to distance herself from him to dispel the effect. Gently, she managed to disengage herself from his warm grip. ‘Goodbye,’ she said determinedly.


Phares flashed her an easy smile with those fine even white teeth showing again as his lips parted.


‘Stubborn, aren’t you? But I’m more stubborn still. I will find you and we will meet again before too long.’


‘Will we?’ she challenged him. ‘ I don’t think so.’


The air between them crackled with intensity and they stood there mesmerised for longer than Aida knew. In the silence, the young woman felt the atmosphere become charged with a force that seemed elemental … as if a storm were coming.
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Had Phares felt it too? For a second, a furtive questioning look flashed in his dark pupils, then he said abruptly, ‘You must go, Goldilocks.’ There was a low note of urgency in his voice.


‘Yes, I must.’ But Aida’s feet were rooted, an odd glow of warmth rising in her face; she would not have moved unless Phares, with a nod and a smile, hadn’t turned away at that moment and gone briskly off towards the path. Aida was freed then, and with a fleet step and a beating heart went speeding down the path alongside the Nile, still in a daze.


She was stunned by the feelings that had assailed her in Phares’s presence – the same lightheadedness she felt years ago when he was in the same room, but with something more, a totally alien emotion that had stirred every nerve in her body. It must be the heat, she thought, or physical exhaustion, or perhaps the lack of food; she had gone out this morning without having any breakfast and now it was almost time for lunch.


The river was flowing timelessly between its banks, grey and tranquil amid green rushes, papyrus and other water plants. It had a romantic magic that was all its own – tranquillity plus mystery, ancient yet untouched by time – a magic that had surrounded her for the first eighteen years of her life. And now she was back and it was as if she had never gone away. Yet her future here was uncertain, complicated by the mission she had given herself. After all, eight years had passed …


If she was to believe Naguib Bishara’s words to her yesterday, Aida supposed that once Phares knew who she was – and he would eventually – he would ask her to marry him; and she would of course dismiss him as she had previously.


But would she? The young man had always fascinated her, and still did.


Wouldn’t she find it easier to investigate the truth if she didn’t let on about her intentions and merely rolled with the waves?


Wouldn’t it be more astute to get closer to the Pharaony family
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instead of distancing herself from them? Still, that option, she decided, felt wrong. No, for so many reasons, Phares could never be hers nor she his.


Nevertheless, as she walked back to Karawan House Dada Amina’s favourite quote rang like a presentiment in her ears: Al maktoub alal guibeen la bodda an tarah el ein, what is written will be fulfilled. Aida didn’t know whether she wished this, or feared it.


ChaPter 2


Alone in his powerful MG TC two-seater, lost in thought, Dr Phares Pharaony was driving back from El Amal, his hospital in Luxor, to Kasr El Shorouk, his home on the outskirts of the city. The narrow, uneven road, which ran perilously close to the high bank of a deep canal, was teeming with the usual hordes of people and animals. He was accustomed to the familiar medley of large buffalos and their calves snorting; small donkeys trotting stiffly in the middle of the road, loaded with berseem –


the native clover on which all animals were fed; mangy dogs barking; children shouting and running after the car; and the fowl, geese and ducks flying haphazardly about, clucking furiously.


Sometimes this swarm of unruly, happy-go-lucky people and their flocks made him smile indulgently, but today, Dr Pharaony was grim-faced at the wheel. He blasted his horn irritably as the roadster constantly swerved from side to side while he tried to avoid collision with either man or beast by a hair’s breadth, and the mass scattered wildly.


Strangely enough, the reason for Phares’s black mood could be laid at Aida’s door. The young doctor had spent most of his Sunday trying to find out discreetly the identity of the beautiful siren who had appeared so unexpectedly in his garden that morning, but his enquiries remained fruitless. No new group of visitors had arrived in Luxor, either by train or plane, during the last forty-eight hours. The only person who had come on
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the Misrair plane from Cairo the day before was Sit Aida, Ayoub El Masri’s daughter, whom he remembered all too clearly had been a plump girl of no great beauty, albeit with intelligence and wit, and a fiery and reckless nature that he secretly admired.


Phares was blessed with striking good looks, as well as great charm, intelligence and a magnificent constitution, and had not lived to the age of thirty-four in monk-like austerity. Westernised, educated in France and well travelled, he’d had his share of passing affairs, like any other man of his age and background. Cairo being a cosmopolitan place, Phares hadn’t needed to poach his pleasure among the more conservative Egyptian and Turkish families, but had found it in the company of light-hearted Western women who, like him, were looking for carefree passing flings.


Phares’s experiences had given him insight and wisdom; he knew women very well, liked them tremendously and judged them shrewdly. He was a man of strong passions, firmly reined in – when he chose to do so – but he was far from a saint. Because of his wealth and good looks, any inclination he might have had towards excess could easily be indulged, but his innate strength of character had ensured that he’d become mature and ripened but not spoiled. Wise, kind and responsible, yet still quick to respond to the pleasures of life, he pulsed with life and energy.


However, despite his experience and sophistication, one thing so far had been lacking in him: Phares had never been in love.


Not that this was of great relevance. In accordance with the custom of great landowning families, he was now of an age where society thought that he needed a wife. In fact, before the war there had been talk of him marrying Aida El Masri, the only daughter of Ayoub El Masri, his father’s best friend and the owner of the neighbouring esba. Marriage to his childhood friend Aida would not have been without its challenges but it would have combined their estates, something his father Kamel had set his sights upon. In any case, that had been prevented by
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the sudden death of Ayoub El Masri, and Aida had left the country for England just before the war broke out, so matters had stood as before. And as the war continued, Phares had found neither the time, nor the reason, to marry, and his father Kamel remained hopeful that one day Aida would return and the knot would be tied, or the young woman would eventually sell to him. In either case the land would become part of the Pharaony estates.


Phares sighed. He knew that if Aida El Masri was back, his father would be raising his hopes once more that his eldest son would do his duty.


Hathor, the Pharaony residence in Luxor, named after the Ancient Egyptian goddess of love, rose against the sky above the eastern bank of the great river. An imposing wrought-iron gate announced the entrance to the esba; on one of its inlaid wooden panels was etched a mural of the nearby Temple of Hathor at Denderah, while on the other gate, a poem was carved in hieroglyphics, in which Hathor, goddess of the Nile, exalted her husband Horus, god of the sky.


Phares passed the gatekeeper’s lodge and swept up the broad driveway of the noble house edged with elegant palm trees and crossed by gravel paths. Built of white sandstone in the old colonial style, it was square and pillared and substantial. A tall colonnaded porch dominated the entire frontage, and all along the upper storey, set further back, long, green-shuttered windows led from the first-floor bedrooms on to the balcony above. It was a gracious home and because it was so lovingly maintained and cared for, the years had been kind to it.


Coming to a stop in front of the fine marble steps leading up to the front door, Phares was surprised to see that the shutters of his father’s apartment were wide open. His frown deepened.


Kamel had left for Assiut earlier that week on business and was not expected to return for at least two weeks. He had planned to extend his journey to Cairo and then onwards to call on his elderly
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mother Fardus, who lived in the Pharaony family home in Alexandria and whom he visited every three months. It was not in the pasha’s habit to cut short these trips unless something of importance required a change of plan.


Phares was overcome by a wave of concern and he rushed up the steps; Kamel had a weak heart and the young doctor’s immediate thought was that his father had been taken ill. As he reached the threshold, he was met by Daoud the head suffragi.


‘ Masa’ al-khayr ya, Daoud, good afternoon. Why are the shutters of Kamel Pasha’s apartment opened? Has my father returned?’


‘ Masa’ al-khayr ya Bey. Yes, Saat El Basha, His Highness the pasha arrived about an hour ago. He told me to ask you to join him on the main terrace as soon as you came in. He is waiting for you.’


‘Fine. I will join him immediately. Is he well?’


If Daoud was surprised by his master’s question his impassive expression revealed nothing. ‘Yes, he is well. He is having a glass of karkadeeh. Would you like one as well or would you prefer tea or coffee?’


‘I will have the same as the pasha, shukran.’


While the outside of Hathor was stately – beautifully designed by an Italian architect to be a clear statement of wealth and status, with its balconies, porticoes and terraces well-hidden from the road by hedges of blooming tropical shrubs and great flowering vines – the interior of the house was no less impressive.


Its hall was a large circular space with a considerable domed ceiling of night-blue Venetian stained glass, scattered here and there with tiny golden stars, and below this representation of the firmament, a floor of diamond-shaped white-and-grey granite and black tiles. On the right was the grand marble and wrought-iron stairway and gallery leading to the floors above; on the opposite side was the wood-panelled dining room, its dimensions ample for a banquet, elegantly furnished with highly
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polished furniture upholstered with leather embossed with gold.


While the whole interior of the house was filled with exquisite Persian carpets and was highly ornamented, often with gold leaf, none of it was overdone. It was furnished in elegant European style with corresponding furniture upholstered in delicate brocades, all in the very best of taste.


Phares made his way down one of the many corridors to the main terrace at the back of the house, where he found the pasha waiting for him. Kamel Pharaony was seated in an armchair at one of the small tables, sipping cold karkadeeh, an infusion of hibiscus flowers renowned for lowering blood pressure – its effect somewhat undermined no doubt by the large plate of pastries he was comfortably working his way through.


Kamel beamed as Phares stepped on to the terrace. ‘Ah, there you are, Phares, my son.’


‘I’m surprised to see you, Father. You were supposed to be back on Sunday. When I saw your shutters were open, I was worried. Is anything the matter?’


‘No, no, no, nothing to worry about. Everything is great.’


Kamel Pharaony was a handsome portly man in his early sixties, his skin tanned to a deep bronze and with thick white hair and a big white curled-up moustache. An air of greatness flowed around him. At first glance it might have been difficult to credit that Phares and the pasha were father and son, but the two proud faces, the brilliant dark eyes, high-bridged noses and the charisma emanating from both men spoke of a strong resemblance, and at a second glance their kinship was unmistakable.


Kamel had never wanted to remarry after Gamila’s death, not only because he had loved his wife deeply, but also because he did not want to bring a stepmother into his children’s life.


A man of the world, farsighted and wise, he had realised that he was young enough to remarry and have more children,
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children whom in some sense might usurp part of the place Phares and Camelia occupied in his heart. Besides, he could not believe that any normal woman would not put her own children first. Added to this, there was the question of inheritance: what would happen to Phares and Camelia if something happened to him and he had had more sons? Phares hadn’t needed his father to explain his reasoning to him; he understood and admired the sacrifice Kamel had made on his behalf, and was grateful to him.


‘Sit down,’ the older man commanded.


‘I’ll stand for a while if you don’t mind,’ Phares answered, leaning against one of the marble columns that lined the terrace.


‘I’ve been too busy to go for my usual walk today.’


‘Suit yourself.’


Phares eyed his father suspiciously. Kamel was acting out of character. He was usually calm and collected, but this evening he could sense a restless excitement in the old man. ‘What’s up, Father?’


‘Well, you’ll never guess …’


Phares’s eyebrows went up enquiringly.


‘Ayoub El Masri’s daughter is back …’


Ah, so he was right. Now he had no difficulty in guessing at what was behind his father’s strange behaviour. Phares shrugged nonchalantly. ‘So? I don’t see what’s so surprising in that. She had to return one day. Her house is in a sorry state and if it hadn’t been for us, her land would have fallen into the hands of squatters. It’s high time she came back to Egypt to look after her affairs.’


‘But, my son, can’t you see? This is a wonderful opportunity.’


Phares’s tall figure stiffened, his dark eyes growing wary. He readied himself for the onslaught, for he knew that the pasha was shrewd enough to have a hundred and one arguments to support his point.
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The old man cast his son a keen glance, saying in a controlled voice, ‘I know there have been other women you have considered, but I do not want to discuss that now. It was always accepted that you and Aida would be married … and if it hadn’t been for that terrible tragedy, our two families would have united.’


Phares chose his words carefullly. ‘And you think, after the accusation she made against you, she would welcome a proposal from me?’


The pasha’s face darkened. ‘She was young and in shock. That was a long time ago. It is all forgotten.’


Phares raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes, Father, it was a long time ago.


Aida might be married by now or engaged. She must be in her mid-twenties and—’


‘She is neither married nor engaged, I have checked,’ Kamel cut in. ‘You are my only son. Your sister will probably remarry one day, and move away from home.’


Phares crossed his arms. ‘Camelia would never want to be far away from Hathor. She loves it here.’


‘Anyhow, the esba and refinery are too big a load for a woman to carry,’ Kamel continued. ‘You are the one hope for our family business to survive and be handed down to the next generation.


I know you are a medical man, but you have always loved the land. Happily, you have built your hospital nearby in Luxor, making your life here in Upper Egypt so you can commit yourself to both. All this will be under your control one day. If you and Aida El Masri were finally married, it would double the size of our estate and both families would benefit. She is alone in the world – we can support her. Anyhow, you are thirty-four and it’s high time that you were married. I was already a father of two at your age. As we say in Egypt, Baytun bila mra atin ka annahu maqbaratun, a house without a woman is like a graveyard.’
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Jaw tensing, Phares felt suddenly that he was a child of ten again but before he could offer a retort, Daoud appeared with a chilled glass of karkadeeh on a tray. Phares nodded his thanks and took a slow sip.


Once the servant had left, two pairs of eyes – so alike – met and measured each other. Phares knew that Kamel had the advantage of age: an expectation of subservience and obedience from his son was traditionally his right.


‘Times have changed, Father. You can’t force people into marriage nowadays,’ he argued, trying to control the tone of his voice. Never one to be easily bullied, even when younger, now he was a man for whom, he knew, even his powerful father felt a healthy respect. The older man could, and did from time to time, lay certain commands upon him which he obeyed, but they had never concerned his private life. Phares knew that he wasn’t prepared to tolerate interference in what he considered to be the most important decision he would ever make.


Kamel changed tactics. He smiled at his son, a mollifying smile whereupon the young doctor’s eyes became warier still. Phares was very fond of his father, but he knew him well enough to be careful when he displayed this smooth blandness.


‘You are right, my son,’ the pasha conceded. ‘Times have changed. There is no rush. I don’t think the girl is going anywhere for the time being. I am told she had a hard time of it in the war.


And now that she’s come back to Luxor to take over her estate


…’ There was a hiatus in his speech, before he added pensively:


‘… she’ll have her work cut out for her. This is the Said, Upper Egypt. It has never been easy for a woman in these parts to take on the management of an estate, let alone one as large as the Ayoub esba, which now of course is in a rather bad condition.’


Phares thought back to the rebellious teenager and wondered what kind of woman Aida had become. He had always found himself drawn to her unrestrained nature; she certainly knew her
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own mind and as such was a stimulating challenge, though he had never admitted that to anyone. ‘From what I remember of Aida El Masri – if anyone can, she can,’ he said. Perhaps her infuriating stubbornness would finally prove useful, he thought privately.


Kamel’s look brightened. ‘In that case, you and she would indeed make a strong partnership.’


Phares shot him a wry look. ‘We would never agree on anything.’


Kamel frowned and took a sip from his glass of kardadeeh.


‘You and I will discuss this matter again when I come back from my trip. I am leaving early tomorrow morning.’


‘You needn’t have come down to Luxor to tell me this,’ Phares answered, endeavouring to keep the impatience from his voice.


‘We could have talked over the telephone, or it might have waited.


All this toing and froing is not good for your heart, Father. You know that.’


‘Tut, tut, tut … you’re a great worrier. I feel perfectly well. Never felt better, in fact. There is a flight from Luxor tomorrow morning to Cairo which I’ll be taking and Camelia will come with me. She has a fitting with Madame Salha, who is making her dress for Princess Nazek’s charity ball. Have you received an invitation?’


‘Yes, I have. It arrived yesterday.’


‘I presume that you will be going to it?’


‘I’m not sure yet, but most probably. I am due a visit to the Anglo-American Hospital as I’ve an operation scheduled and the dates tie in nicely.’


‘Very good, let me know as Camelia would like to attend the ball, and if you’re not going to be there, I will ask your cousins Sélim or Amir to accompany her.’


‘You can count on Sélim and his wife, I’m sure, if they’re free, but I doubt very much that Amir will accept. You know how he feels about that sort of party. I’d be surprised if he’s even received an invitation.’
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The pasha shook his head. ‘You are right. Well, in shah Allah, God willing, you’ll be attending. If not, I will have to take your sister and forgo my game of bridge that evening.’ Thereupon he stood up. ‘I’ll be in my study for an hour before dinner. I have some letters to write.’
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