
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Her Lady’s Melody



  	
	    
	      Also by Renee Dahlia

	    

      
	    
          
	      BeST

          
        
          
	          Count Me In

          
        
          
	          Strum Me Hard

          
        
          
	          Tune Me Up

          
        
          
	          Bisexual Sing Team

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Desiring The Dexingtons

          
        
          
	          Love Wasn't Built In A Day

          
        
          
	          The Secret Life of Spinsters

          
        
          
	          The Highwayman's Surprise Bride

          
        
          
	          The Summer of Second Chances

          
        
          
	          The Widow's Modiste

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Gamble Racing

          
        
          
	          Driven To Distraction

          
        
          
	          Driven By Passion

          
        
          
	          Driven By Ambition

          
        
          
	          Driven To Protect

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Great War

          
        
          
	          Her Lady's Melody

          
        
          
	          Her Lady's Fortune

          
        
          
	          His Lord's Soldier

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kapow

          
        
          
	          Out of Her League

          
        
          
	          His Buxom Beauty

          
        
          
	          Craving His Spotlight

          
        
          
	          Her Pregnant Rival

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Seraph's Burlesque Club

          
        
          
	          Show Up

          
        
          
	          Show Off

          
        
          
	          Show Queen

          
        
          
	          Show Time

          
        
          
	          Show Dance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Swain Cove

          
        
          
	          The Spy's Second Chance (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          The Pirate's Willing Captive

          
        
          
	          The Duke's Secret Bargain (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Shipwrecked Earl's Bride

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Renee Dahlia’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Her Lady’s Melody

Renée Dahlia

An aristocrat hiding from her past, a doctor hiding from her grief, a journey that will be a danger to themselves... and their hearts!

War doctor Luciana Stanmore was not healed by the signing of the armistice last year. Unable to face returning to England without the lover the war took from her, she goes instead to seek comfort with her grandmother in Amsterdam, where the beautiful widow next door catches her eye.

If anyone discovers Therese de Seletsky’s identity, it would be all over for her Russian aristocrat son. She lost her husband to the Bolsheviks and she’ll do anything to keep Pavel safe, including denying her own need for music and love. When he breaks his arm playing, Therese risks accepting the help of her mysterious new neighbour, and ignores the tug of attraction between them. 

An attempted kidnap of Pavel changes everything. Therese can only turn to Luciana, and England, to unlock the secret of why she’s being targeted. Along the way, they draw closer, but how can they love when the pain of the past is a present threat? 

A steamy girl next door lesbian story of yearning, hope, and new love after loss. HEA guaranteed.
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An avid reader, Renée Dahlia writes contemporary and historical queer romance. Renée is a bisexual cis woman who is fascinated by people and loves to explore human relationships, with a side of humour, through her writing. Renée has a degree in physics and mathematics, using this to write data-based magazine articles for the horse racing industry. Her love of horses often shines through in her fiction, and she loves a good intrigue and to escape the real world in the pages of a book. When she isn’t reading or writing, Renée spends her time with her four children, usually watching them play cricket.

To everyone who has loved and lost and been brave enough to try again.
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Welcome to HER LADY’S MELODY, the first book in the Great War series. 

This series is set in 1919, just after the end of World War One. If you want a series based around three friends who all worked during the war and need to figure out how to figure out the changed world around them, this should work for you. Her Lady’s Melody is a next-door neighbours story with a good dash of queer found family. 

Please note that this book includes references to PTSD/Shell Shock, war injuries, gun death, doctor humour, parental abuse/domestic violence (off page), threats of child kidnapping, and the Spanish Flu/pandemic. 

If you are keen to keep up to date on new releases and, more importantly, sales, I recommend you sign up to my newsletter, or follow me on social media. 

Social Media Links

Twitter

Facebook 

romance.com.au

Instagram 

BookBub

I hope you enjoy reading this book!

Renée 
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July 1919

Amsterdam

Desire was such an ordinary thought in these extraordinary times. A grounding sensation that reminded her of a simpler past. Luciana traced her finger along her bottom lip, musing on the forbidden lust inspired by her neighbour, as she stared blankly at the book she was pretending to read. Luciana had been living in Oma’s Amsterdam apartment for a few months and the need to know her neighbour’s name had grown into a slow burn in the base of her abdomen. All her desires were formed by the occasional sighting of her neighbour, and the cool sultry tones of her voice as she called out to her child. Luciana wished she were brave enough to introduce herself, but what would she say? That the sound of her neighbour’s voice sent tingles down her spine. The neighbour had a child—the chances she might feel the same desires as Luciana were so low as to be a fantasy—and Luciana’s desire for her neighbour came with a twist of betrayal for her darling Maggie. 

Betrayal of her true love. It’d been over two years since Maggie was killed in action doing her job as an ambulance driver. Her chest squeezed tight. She could almost still hear Maggie’s loud cackle, her head thrown back, red hair flying around her freckled face, and her arms spread wide, and her broad Australian accent with long vowels. “Go and enjoy yourself Lucy, you deserve it.” But did she? The ache in her chest increased. It was so unfair how one random shell could take away a piece of her heart. Could she allow herself new desires after such pain? 

“How are you feeling, Oma?” she asked. Speaking of aching hearts, Oma’s heart condition was getting worse. It was a miracle she’d survived the recent Spanish Flu outbreak, although at this rate of decline she wouldn’t last out the summer. A truly awful thought. Luciana held back a sigh. Her medical training had taught her to confront the depressing reality of illness. The only bright spot in her life, neighbour aside, was the weather. Today was another clear summer day with a chilly breeze that kept the humidity nice and low. The sun was high in the sky and the garden filled with butterflies and bees feasting on the flowers and herbs growing there. The Amsterdam of her childhood visits had smelled like coal smoke and soot but this summer the air was clean and floral perfumes lingered on the gentle swampy breeze. Luciana had forced herself to sit in the lounge, beside Oma, because it was better than staring at the small garden at the back of Oma’s apartment. How many hours had she stood there? Staring at the flowering herbs in the vague hope she’d catch a glimpse of the reclusive neighbour whose name she didn’t even know. 

“Good.” Oma’s body might be fading, but she still retained her old society manners and steel backbone. Those polite airs kept a natural distance between them, regardless of family relationship or Luciana’s informal task of caregiver. Oma belonged to a different age, one where maternal love wasn’t shown in cuddles, but in teaching the skills required to be a political and social helpmate to a high society husband. 

“Did you read the papers?” Luciana gave up on her book. Her thoughts were a mess, and the light-heartened novel was no distraction. 

“Beerenbrouck refuses to extradite the German Kaiser.” The new Prime Minister had granted asylum to Kaiser Wilhelm II at the end of the war and continued to show German leanings, just like the previous Prime Minister van der Linden. 

Luciana growled. “The Treaty of Versailles specifically said he should be prosecuted...” 

“For the supreme offence against international morality and the sanctity of treaties.” Oma finished Luciana’s sentence with a direct quote from Treaty which had finally been signed only a few weeks ago. The war had officially ended last November with the armistice, and this Treaty promised a future for Europe with boundaries redrawn and reparations to be paid for the war. “Today’s news has the Americans siding with Beerenbrouck for the sake of global peace, they say, and your King George has called his cousin a great criminal.” 

“The whole war was criminal. Too many good people were lost, and for what?” The memory of Maggie’s smile floated in her vision. Maggie loved life and to have her life cut short was the pinnacle of unfairness. Amsterdam prided itself on being neutral, but it was a hotbed for spies—even now after the war had ended—and no one could be trusted. Maggie would have hated it. She’d been brutally honest with an Australian forthrightness that Luciana adored. All this mincing around with no one saying what they really thought was a political dance of uncertainty that wouldn’t have sat well with Maggie. One thing was true, Luciana couldn’t let slip her desires; information like that would make Luciana an outcast from civilised society. Oh, who was she kidding? She’d seen enough in this war to understand no society was civilised. How many millions had died—like her darling Maggie—because of an argument between cousins?

“The only good thing in the news is that Beerenbrouck is proceeding with extending the Pacification Bill. Letting women be voted for, but not to vote isn’t enough. Change can only be real when everyone gets to vote. I’m exceedingly proud that my Marie showed the way forward, and you have continued that legacy.” Oma’s fierce opinions were refreshing in this climate of wariness, and a rare compliment about her war service warmed Luciana’s dulled senses. 

“Thank you. I hope Beerenbrouck achieves real change and isn’t just appeasing Troelstra’s supporters.” Appeasement didn’t mean change would happen; politicians said a lot of empty things to get what they wanted. 

“Yes, that’s the problem with the entire mess. Our government thinks it is neutral, but sometimes when you don’t choose a side, it gets chosen for you. And now, all the evidence points to us siding with the Germans.” Oma was correct, leaving nothing more for Luciana to say. She wanted to ask if things were different when Oma had been a child in Amsterdam. Oma had been born in England, moving here as a young child when her father, Luciana’s great-grandfather, had taken up a diplomatic position in Amsterdam. 

“Everyone is so cautious. I don’t know if the concept of neutrality has brought anyone any freedom.” Whenever Luciana left the apartment to do shopping or other errands, she’d noted how everyone here was wary of everyone else—and their motivations—and introductions were only done when the reason was obvious. She didn’t know if their caution was due to the war, or simply habit after the Spanish Flu’s virulent passage through the city. Regardless of the reasons, people didn’t just walk up to strangers and start talking. Luciana couldn’t just introduce herself to the neighbour. 

“Neutrality is a myth. It can’t exist and allowing the Kaiser to reside here will create bigger problems. At least, your England has enough sense to stand their ground.” 

“Your England too.”

Oma scoffed. “Pah, I’ve lived here virtually all my life. My friends are here, and your Opa’s grave is here for my weekly visits. The only downside is having Marie so far away, but you are here in her stead.” Oma’s voice shone with pride at the mention of her only child, Luciana’s Mama, who’d been one of the first women doctors in Europe, in that small group of twenty or so spread among different universities. Going through all the study and breaking down the walls that had prevented women from attending had forged a strong friendship between Mama and her two best friends. Mama, Dr Howick, and Dr St. George had become lifelong friends, each of them moving to England where their eight children—most especially herself, Priya, and Nell—had grown up like cousins.

A knock on the door interrupted Luciana’s ability to respond—she was a poor substitute for her mother—and Luciana tucked her negative thoughts away, hidden inside alongside her desires where no one could know about them. 

“I’ll get that.” Luciana rushed down the hallway to open the door, so her frail Oma didn’t have to get up. From war doctor to caretaker, the last few months living in Amsterdam had forced Luciana to take stock of her life. She had incredible surgical skills—thanks to years of practice patching up soldiers fresh off the battlefields—but no stomach for the work anymore. Luciana had been stationed at Remy’s Siding, near Ypres, for the entirety of the Great War, at first working alongside Mama. Being here with Oma was a holding position at best, a way to fill time and pretend she didn’t need to face either her past or her future. 

With typical doctor humour, Luciana planned to stay with Oma avoiding confronting her issues until Oma died. It gave her a vague timeline with an end that could be stretched out for as long as she could use her skills to keep Oma alive. The perfect avoidance plan. 

Before the war, it had seemed natural to follow in Mama’s footsteps and study medicine, and to work beside her had been a gift in the difficult conditions at the western front line. After Maggie’s death, having Mama nearby had been a great comfort. When Mama had suffered a minor injury just before the advance of Flanders in early eighteen, she’d gone home to the Stanmore family estate in England. Alone and with nowhere else to go, work had given Luciana something useful to fill her time with, so she’d stayed on after the war ended until a letter dragged her here to Oma. 

Luciana opened the front door. Standing there, as if summoned by Luciana’s vivid imaginings, was the neighbour. With dark brunette, almost black, hair piled up on her head, and grey sorrowful eyes, the neighbour had a strongly structured face with a slightly large nose and square jaw. Her wide lips were parted, and Luciana spied a gap between her two front teeth. The neighbour’s face wasn’t traditionally beautiful, but she was striking in a way that grabbed Luciana’s attention. Seeing her this close confirmed everything Luciana had wondered. The attraction she felt from afar was intensified by proximity, and her stomach clenched against the steady heat building inside her.

“Help. I heard that a doctor lives here.” A hint of thyme floated in the air around the neighbour, and Luciana nodded. Was that a tremor Luciana could hear in the neighbour’s voice? She’d listened to her dulcet tones so often over the fence, Luciana could pick up the change easily. Crease lines marked the neighbour’s features, lines of stress and worry. Initially, Luciana had dismissed them—everyone’s face was gauntly painted with the events of the last five years—but now she saw the frown was deep and her neighbour’s eyes brimmed with unshed tears. People didn’t ask for a doctor if everything was fine. 

“Yes. What is the problem?” Luciana forced herself to breathe to combat the way her blood sank, and she tried to ignore the sudden faintness in her head. Whatever had happened wouldn’t be as bad as anything she saw at the Battle of Pilckem Ridge only a few months after Maggie’s death. Over seventy percent casualties had led to an estimated 30,000 men through her hospital in just four days. None of the doctors, nurses, and other staff had slept—and as perverse as it sounded, she’d been glad—glad to have something to do so she didn’t dwell on not having Maggie beside her anymore. Not having Maggie’s cheeky smile to ease the anguish surrounding her job. Now she only had grief and an inability to perform the most basic of tasks for her job. 

“My son. He fell from a tree and his arm is—” 

Luciana nodded. “Broken?” Please let it be a simple break. She couldn’t stomach one more amputation. She’d done so many in the last five years that she could probably perform the operation with her eyes closed. No, that was ridiculous. Sadistic doctor humour as a way of coping with the ugliness of reality. No one operated without seeing exactly what they were doing, hence her problem. She swallowed down the rising acid in the back of her mouth.

“Yes. Please. Get the doctor.” The neighbour looked past Luciana down the hallway and the familiar dismissal of her gender switched the nausea rising in her stomach into irritation. This, she could deal with. 

“I am the doctor. Take me to your son.” Iron speared through her voice. A gladness that she hadn’t lost her ability to hold her own achievements high, warmed the chill on the back of her neck. The neighbour’s eyes widened, and Luciana didn’t find the stormy grey colour as thrilling as she might have been if the neighbour had accepted her statement without shock. 

“Come.” The neighbour spun on her heels, picked up her long skirt in one hand and walked the few steps along the street to the next-door apartment. These apartments were built with their front doors against the pavement. The need to know the neighbour’s name disappeared with every step as she dismissed Luciana, and those curvy hips swinging under the voluminous dress didn’t inspire the old sparkle of desire. Luciana let out a low breath. She didn’t need to be liked or respected to be useful. She could do this. All she needed was her bag. Think practicalities first. Worry about the nightmares later. Luciana quickly grabbed her doctor’s bag from its place in the lounge, and quickly checked she had a vial of morphine for the poor injured child.

“Oma. I will be next door. The boy has had a fall and needs to be checked.” She should be able to help without her fingers shaking. No one would be asking her to patch up endless numbers of men with limbs blown off. Not anymore. Everyone said this war would be the war to end all wars. If only she could believe it. The same men who’d begun this war were now claiming to have ended all conflict for the rest of humanity’s days; cynical logic defied the hope. 

Oma nodded once, her striking blue eyes alert. “He is a good boy. I hope he is fine. Please, also, look after yourself.” Oma knew about her troubled sleep—or lack thereof—since she’d arrived here, and sometimes Luciana wondered who was caring for who between the two of them. 

“Thank you.” Luciana paced out of the house, towards the hurt boy, her fingers clutching her doctor’s bag tight. So tight, her clipped fingernails dug into her palms, and she forced her hand to relax. The neighbour’s front door was shut, and Luciana knocked. 

“Come.” The lock clicked over, a loud clunk against the beating of her heart. The door swung open, and the neighbour waved her through. “He’s in the lounge.” This apartment had the same layout as Oma’s one—the whole row of apartments on Lomanstraat had been completed in the year the war broke out—modern and clean, and Luciana could see why Oma had moved here when Opa had died. Oma struggled with the stairs now, but the apartment was still as neat and fresh as it had been when she moved in six years ago. As soon as Luciana ducked her head inside the room and saw the small boy seated on a large chair, a wave of bile hit the back of her throat with an acidic burn. 

“Yes, that’s broken.” The child’s arm was bent in the middle of the forearm in a nasty fashion, although fortunately, none of the broken bone had pierced the skin. “He will need an x-ray. I can take him to the local hospital.” 

“No. No hospital.” The neighbour switched to accented French, which Luciana understood since most of her studies were in French, the main language of scientific papers. Switching back to Dutch, the neighbour repeated herself. “No hospital.” Luciana straightened her spine, ready to reprimand her neighbour, but the look of terror on the neighbour’s face stopped her. If anyone understood a fear of hospitals, it was Luciana with all her war experience, although for most people, their fear likely stemmed from the speed the Spanish Flu had torn through the hospitals.

“I will do my best. Without an x-ray, there is no guarantee the bones will be aligned correctly.” Marie Curie’s x-ray machine had been a godsend during the war—helping find shrapnel without having to dig around for it—and to check if bones were aligned properly after a break. The chance of the bones healing quickly was much improved if they were set straight. Luciana knelt before the boy and placed her bag on the floor beside her. 

“What’s your name?” She would need the morphine before she fixed the arm, but not too much. The boy looked to be rather scrawny, exacerbated by the relative size between him and the chair he was seated in, and she’d need him to be alert enough to let her know if he could still feel his fingers afterwards. The last thing anyone wanted was nerve damage. 

“Pavel.” The boy glanced at his hovering mother. “I’m sorry, Maman.” Was he sorry for falling out of the tree? Children were just children. It wasn’t their fault for testing their body’s limits as they played. 

“It’s fine.” The neighbour reassured her son, then turned to Luciana. “Can you fix him?” 

Luciana pulled out a hypodermic needle and syringe and filled it with a small amount of morphine, mentally adjusting the volume for the child’s size. “I will do my best.” She didn’t reiterate her comment about an x-ray, nor did she mention she’d worked in much worse conditions than the quiet clean lounge room of her neighbour. 

“Good.” 

Luciana ignored the acerbic comment. “Pavel. This will pinch a little, but it will take away your pain.” Luciana rose off her knees to stand beside the chair he was in. She cut Pavel’s shirt all the way up to the shoulder with her scissors, then injected the morphine into his tiny shoulder muscle. He took in a deep breath, and slowly closed his eyes. As the drug took effect, Luciana traced her fingers over the arm and felt the break. Pavel’s eyes flew open and his arm jerked. 

“No. Stay still.” Luciana glanced at the neighbour. “Maybe you could sit with him... Put him on your lap, tuck your arms around him and hold him steady as I work.” 

“Do you know what you are doing?” 

“Yes.” Luciana hissed between her teeth. Knowledge wasn’t the issue. It took several short breaths to focus on the arm in front of her. The neighbour carefully picked up Pavel then sat down with the child settled on her lap. She held him tight as if he were the most important thing in her world. What Luciana wouldn’t give to have someone hold her like that? For one more hug with Maggie. She blinked away the tears before they could take hold and focused on the job at hand. For years, she’d healed people in uncomfortable circumstances. The task before her was simple by comparison; she shouldn’t hesitate like this. Before she could further second guess herself, she grabbed a piece of fabric from her bag. 

“Bite on this.” 

The neighbour’s frown increased but she put the rag into Pavel’s mouth. Luciana nodded once, then straightened the arm, ignoring the rush of bile in her throat. Was it her imagination or could she really hear the bones grinding together? It must be in her head. All she had to do was focus on the science. Trust in the knowledge and experience she had. Pavel cried out as she pressed the break together, using touch to figure out if she’d aligned the bones correctly. Damn, an x-ray machine would be so useful right now. Quickly and efficiently, she wrapped the arm in a bandage to hold it in place. Practice helped her hands work while her brain screamed at her to get away. She’d never be a doctor again, not if she couldn’t cope with this simple procedure. All that training, all those years of experience, would be wasted if she didn’t learn how to control this vile rush of panic. Two quick breaths helped slow her erratic pulse. She needed to do some tests on the arm, then a more permanent cast could be applied. Pavel’s brow was covered in beads of sweat—a mirror to the ugly damp under her arms and between her breasts. She was perspiring as if she’d hauled an injured soldier onto the surgical table all by herself. Supressing a shudder, she removed the rag from his mouth, and he let out a long groan. Poor child. Maybe she hadn’t given him enough morphine, but she didn’t want to risk any more on such a small frame. 

“Tell me if you can feel this.” She squeezed each finger on the hand in turn, and each time he mumbled a yes. “And here?” She touched his elbow and then various points on his shoulder. Above the break was fine, and she tested the fingers and different parts of his palm again. 

“Why are you doing that?” 

“I’m checking for nerve and other internal damage. These checks help me make sure his blood is flowing properly and nothing else has been injured. A break is more than just fixing the bones.” Often there was shrapnel and mud to contend with, especially if it was an open wound. It would need cleaning to avoid infection. No, not this time. This was a simple childhood accident, far removed from the injuries she’d grown accustomed to seeing. The war was over. Pavel wasn’t going to bleed to death under her hands, or worse, die before she could begin healing him. She turned over her own palms and stared at them, unable to see the horrors they’d held so often. Her hands were pink from being scrubbed too much—another habit she needed to let go of—like Lady Macbeth’s obsession with the damned spot. The insistence of hygiene by the nurse’s matron was often the difference between death and sending a soldier back to the front. For her, it had moved from necessary for her job into an uncomfortable habit, a compulsion to clean away her memories. 

“And?”

Luciana blinked. She’d been lost in her own head. Again. “He has all the right responses. Obviously, I’d love to x-ray it to ensure it is aligned properly now, but since you don’t want to go to hospital, I will make up some plaster and put a cast on the break. It will take about six weeks to heal correctly.” Luciana didn’t say that it would take longer if it wasn’t set properly. The chances of that were low. It was a clean break and had realigned itself readily. The technicalities of healing hadn’t abandoned her, only her nerves for doing the job. 

“I do want... I’m sorry. Do you need anything else?” 

“No. Only some water, but I can get that myself.” Luciana stood up. She had to get the plaster cast on before her inability to work became apparent. The neighbour obviously doubted her ability to heal her son—she might be right but for the wrong reasons—and that gave Luciana the determination to prove her wrong. That familiar determination was virtually the only thing keeping her going as her stomach kept churning and nausea threatened. 

“Keep the arm still. Don’t move until I return.” She picked up her doctor’s bag and walked to the kitchen on wobbly legs, assuming this house had the same layout as Oma’s. Through the little window, she could see Oma’s herb garden over the wooden fence separating the small backyards of each apartment. Luciana went through the motions of making up some Plaster of Paris and coating a linen wrap in it. She carried the prepared wrap inside the bowl of plaster back to the lounge and bandaged Pavel’s arm. 

“There. Now we wait for it to dry and that should do it.” 

“You really are a doctor?” The neighbour’s voice had an edge to it, and Luciana wondered what she was getting at. 

“Yes. I studied at the London School of Medicine for Women.” Luciana knew she’d been fortunate to study at a Women’s College without the problems Mama and her friends had faced among the male dominated group at the Amsterdam Municipal University, where Opa had been Vice Chancellor. When Luciana had graduated, there had been over two hundred students, and it kept growing every year to the point where they’d been talking about expanding the facilities. But then the war had broken out, and she’d lost touch with the progress at the school. Hundreds of women had served during the war, using their skills in various military and civilian hospitals at the front. 

“Back in Ru... I mean, where I come from, women don’t do that.” Why did the neighbour have such a hesitance to mention where she’d come from? The neighbour switched between Dutch and French as she spoke, with her French being slightly more confident and natural than her Dutch. Luciana had initially assumed she was a local, but her tendency to use French made her wonder if she was from a French colony. Her accent marked her as not being from France itself. Many of those she had treated at Remys were French, Belgian, or English soldiers, so Luciana was used to hearing the variants between different European accents, as well as country versus city. But being able to speak French didn’t mean much, a lot of people spoke the language as it was one of the universal languages of Europe. 

“I’m sorry to ask, but what is your name?” Luciana changed the subject. She didn’t want to have an argument about her job, especially not while she was standing in the middle of the room clutching a bowl of Plaster of Paris as she talked to the neighbour and her son who were seated. She placed the bowl on a small table and straightened up to stare blankly at the painting of a church hanging on the wall. She should have told the neighbour that there were plenty of women doctors in Russia—Petrograd had an equivalent school to her college—and she’d met a couple of graduates from there at the front line. They’d all stuck together, Mama, herself, and the other women from around the world because they weren’t many compared to the rest of the doctors, and it made sense to form a collective against the sexist slights they all faced. Luciana shook off the memory—she needed to stay in the moment—not drift off like this, stuck in the past where her brain cycled through traumatic memories. 

“Therese.” To only give Luciana a first name nagged at her, because it was unexpected not to offer her full name, but Luciana parked the thought for later. First, she needed to deal with the assumption she wasn’t a real doctor. 

“Therese; women have been doctors for over fifty years. I’m not special, just one of many.” And wasn’t that the truth? The last thing Luciana felt was special, unless you counted being a doctor who couldn’t stomach the work anymore. Was that special, or a disaster? The plaster cast was starting to set. Soon, she’d be able to leave, leaving behind her work drama and most especially, she’d be able to forget her fantasies about kissing Therese. Those had been quickly destroyed by the truth of Therese’s dismissive character. The last person she’d want to kiss was someone who assumed her qualifications weren’t real. Maggie would have disagreed—she had a way of separating passion from person that always confused Luciana. “Kiss her first, then walk away with your head held high.” It was the only thing they’d ever argued about, and it had taken Luciana too long to trust that Maggie liked her for more than sex. So much wasted time. 

“Oh. I’m sorry.” Therese’s smoky voice broke into her internal reverie. “Sometimes I think I’ve been too sheltered from life, and these amazing achievements of women like you remind me of my own inadequacies.” 

On the other hand, maybe there was hope for Therese and her opinion of Luciana. “Don’t underestimate yourself. There is still time to achieve whatever you want.” Perhaps it wasn’t about her at all. Or maybe her desire to touch Therese’s soft cheeks, or caress her round arms, pushed Luciana to forgive too readily. Damn, her riotous thoughts wouldn’t just be quiet. 

“Says the doctor.” A glint of awe in those grey eyes didn’t nothing to quell the riot of emotion building inside her. 

“Yes. Says me.” Luciana heard the crack in her voice. She wasn’t just a doctor. She was a hurt and confused doctor who could barely fix a clean break without retching. She collected up her supplies, ignoring the tremor in her hands, shoving everything into her doctor’s bag. The hypodermic needle would need washing and sterilising before she used it again and she tucked it safely away in its case. Cleaning it could wait until later, when her stomach didn’t churn, and her vision wasn’t cloudy. Thundermugs, she needed to sit down before she fainted. She dropped her doctor’s bag at her feet and sucked in a deep breath.

“Are you well? You look unwell.” 

“I’m fine.” She wouldn’t sway on her feet. No, she wouldn’t faint, not here. Oh, blast. Black spots appeared in her vision and she slowly lowered herself onto a chair. At least she’d gotten the job done before the clamour in her head became too strong. 
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




She’d fainted? Therese carefully shifted Pavel off her lap, placing him beside her on the oversized lounge chair, then rose to her feet. The doctor’s medical instincts must have kicked in as she fell because she’d managed to select a landing place away from Pavel’s plastered arm. The slow collapse appeared to have too much control, faked, and Therese frowned. Was she simply assigning motive where there wasn’t one, because the doctor confronted her own idea about what a doctor should look like? Or was this fear gripping her chest based on the very real concern she had for Pavel’s safety. 

Therese reached out to comfort the doctor but pulled her hand back before she touched her just in case it was unwanted. There was nothing worse than waking up to find someone’s hand against your own. She’d been so focused on comforting Pavel from his horrific injury that she’d barely noticed anything about the doctor. Guilt at leaving him alone, in pain, even for a moment, as she rushed next door to ask about a doctor, added a jab of ugliness to the sympathetic hurt she felt. Her own arm ached as if it was also broken and she kept wanting to rub at it. 

There had been an intensity in the doctor’s brown eyes that gave them a glow of intelligence and empathy, and her petite hands were surprisingly competent for their tiny size. The doctor wore a simple light green cotton dress with pleated skirt that fell to just above her ankles in the latest fashions. Black stockings clung to shapely calves and slender ankles. Therese shouldn’t be staring at her legs while she lay prone, and so she forced her gaze back up to the doctor’s pretty face. Her light brunette hair was cut in a cute bob that covered her ears, although the tips poked out like a fairy from a legend, and the end of her nose tipped upwards a bit too. Like a pixie, not a scientist. Because she’d assumed a doctor would be a man, she’d also thought a doctor would be stronger, bigger, and more brutal. The doctor’s words had been defensive and short when questioned on her credentials and so she should. Therese was wrong in her assumptions—so very wrong—except now the doctor’s faint made her wonder if her first instincts hadn’t been right all along. 

“Maman.” Pavel’s little voice seemed even smaller as he lay back on the chair with the huge ugly bandage on his arm from his thumb up past his elbow. His breathing was shallow, and spot of pink coloured his cheeks.

“Yes, my darling boy?” Therese naturally focused her attention on her son, hating the way the past few years had created this doubt inside her. It’d been years since she’d spent any time in the company of other women. Her husband Alexandre had insisted she attend social occasions with him, on his arm like a fashionable possession, but he’d kept her separate from making friends. It was hard to blame him considering the circumstances of their marriage. She’d allowed herself to be pushed into a domestic routine, spending all her time with Pavel, and keeping her true desires buried under her obligations as a wife. As pretty as the doctor was, there something unusual about her pallor. She’d been silent as she’d worked, and her lightly tanned olive skin had paled into a greeny-yellow undertone that made her freckles stand out. Every comment Therese made had been followed by a long pause, as if the doctor was translating every word painfully slowly. Therese was glad for it as she’d only been learning Dutch for last year since they’d arrived here in Amsterdam. But she couldn’t comprehend why the doctor’s words were sharp. Intelligent. Punchy and yet precise in a soft voice that Therese only now realised had calmed and soothed her panic over Pavel’s arm. It all made sense until the doctor had collapsed on the chair beside Pavel. 

“Is the doctor sick?” 

Therese blew out a little sigh. “I think so. I hope so.” She wished she could trust the doctor, but this dramatic faint made it very difficult. No one could be trusted, and it was so easy to fall into wistful thinking, dreaming of the world as it had once been. But it would never be—the people had risen up and violently thrown out the Tsar and all her family and friends—leaving behind a tangle of confusion. Sometimes she agreed with them—broadly their arguments for fairness made sense and she liked the concept of equality—but then she was reminded of the pain they inflicted on her family. Today brought it all rushing back, like the opening to the overture from Wagner’s Der fliegende Holländer, frantic with staccato notes. From the blood curdling scream Pavel let out as he landed awkwardly among the fallow potato bed, to the way the doctor’s hands had trembled as she’d fixed his horribly bent arm. Pavel was her son, her only connection to a past now gone. Most of all, he was her heart walking around outside her body. Nothing made motherly love starker than a sudden injury. She knew she’d smother him over the next few weeks until he was driven to annoyance with it, but what was a mother to do but care for him so deeply. It was more than a mother’s love. He was all she had left. Her only family. It was unfair for a small boy to carry such an emotional burden—being her only connection to a past now demolished—and she did her best not to build any expectations for him. Let him be a child, happy in their small garden, before their past caught up to them. 

“I’m fine.” The doctor’s voice croaked a little and she slowly eased herself up in the chair until she sat ramrod straight, in total control of her body. The time she’d been out to it less than a minute, surely, so short a moment that Therese hardly had time to wonder and worry before the doctor recovered.  “I didn’t hurt you when I fainted, did I?” 

If only Therese could read the doctor’s mind and know what was going on. This was horribly disconcerting because the every-present doubt stopped her from offering the basic care the lady doctor might need. Was it instinct that made her want to stroke her hair, or something else? She rubbed her hands on her broad skirt to get rid of the odd tingles that traversed her skin when she imagined the texture of the doctor’s hair brushing over her palms. 

Pavel’s eyes widened. “No. You hurt me when you pulled my arm.” Only a seven year-old boy could look so affronted at being healed, and Therese’s heart thumped happily, in the rapid but swaying tempo of Glinko’s Ruslan and Lyudmila Overture, knowing he’d be fine now. 

“I’m sorry about that. Do you want me to tell you how I fixed you?” 

A grin fluttered around the edges of Pavel’s mouth, and Therese’s breathing slowly settled back to a normal rhythm. She hadn’t realised how tense she’d been until she saw her son’s smile. 

“Oh, I’m sure he’d love all the gory details. Boys, you know.” Therese’s fingers quickly made the sign of the cross against her hip where the doctor wouldn’t see, and she sent a quick prayer of thanks to the heavens that the injury hadn’t been fatal. 

The doctor almost smiled. “Yes, I do know. I have two brothers and one sister. And of course...” She stopped and closed her eyes again.

“Continue on.” Curiosity had always been Therese’s downfall. Her parents had married her off at the tender age of eighteen to a much older man. There’d been a little scandal at the music college where she’d spent two years training as a violinist, and the next thing she knew, she was walking down the aisle of a church towards a man she’d never met. A colleague and friend of her father, and more importantly, Count Alexandre de Seletsky was a valued political advisor to the Tsar. Fortunately, her husband had been kind enough to her, and they’d been blessed with Pavel almost straight away. Once he had his heir, Alexandre had gone back to his political games with the rest of the Tsar’s advisors, spending all his time with other men who also courted power. Therese cast a glance to the heavens as a bitter taste coated her tongue. He’d paid the ultimate price for jaunting around in motor cars with the other Princes, Grand Dukes, and Counts. How could he have not seen the uprising coming? It was their arrogance that led to the Revolution, and Therese had been on the pointy end of those egotistical decisions too many times. Neither side cared for her. The Imperialists considered her to be property. The Bolsheviks treated her like she was complicit in the leadership decisions, as much at fault for the state of society as the men who ruled. Maybe she was? Many of the women who supported the Bolsheviks wrote in the papers that she’d benefited from the system, even if she had less power than the men. 

“I was going to say, of course, I understand how boys think. Many of my medical colleagues were men.” She paused. “I’m sorry, this is difficult for me to talk about.” 

“What about my arm?” Pavel interrupted just as the doctor was starting to get interesting—what was difficult for her to talk about? From the way the doctor sighed, she didn’t want to hear from Pavel either. 

“Pavel. Let the doctor speak.” Therese admonished him lightly. She’d grown accustomed to treating him like a small adult in the last couple of years. All the old rules were gone, there was no need for formal separation between parent and child, and besides it was just the two of them. Even before the Revolution, she’d been an unusual type of mother among their peers, wanting to be close to Pavel, and in the end, it’d been a good choice because it had been the key to their survival. 

“No, it’s fine. I’m sure Pavel would rather hear about his arm than my... service as a doctor in the war.” She rattled the last one off in a hurried mumble as if she didn’t want them to know but also couldn’t bring herself to lie to them. What was it about her that made Therese want to know everything? Why was she attributing honesty to her mutterings? Therese should be applying caution to all their interactions. Trust couldn’t be given in these times. If anyone found out who Pavel really was, they might tell the Bolsheviks and he wouldn’t be safe anymore. She must protect him at all costs. 

“You were at the war? Did you see any big guns? Was it loud?” Pavel’s excitement annoyed Therese.  Friendship wasn’t for her—not just because Alexandre had prevented it—but for Pavel’s safety. They’d met the old lady next door when they’d first moved in and she was very polite and helpful without asking any questions that Therese would find difficult to answer honestly. When she’d heard that a doctor had moved in with Mrs De Groot, she’d stayed away. A necessary decision for Pavel’s safety. Mrs De Groot reminded her of her Babushka—polite and clever with the ability to be cutting when required—and she’d wanted to get to know her better, but she couldn’t because if she was anything like Babushka, she’d know all her secrets in no time. They’d have to leave this temporary safe haven sooner than she’d planned. Instinct told her to keep moving, slowly further from Russia and the potentially long reach of the Bolsheviks. If she could find a country far enough away where no one cared for either side of the argument, then she could stop looking over her shoulder, or worrying whether random strangers sympathised with one side or the other. She couldn’t allow this momentary empathy for the doctor to grow into more than an interesting snippet in her life—an interlude—brought together by the need to heal Pavel. A tingle of desire low in her belly only added more complications to the doctor’s presence. The realness of lust had been distant from her life for so many years that she had a sudden rush of light headedness, like seeing an old friend after years and remembering all the wonderful times together. If only the timing was better. Therese had to keep the doctor at a distance, for everyone’s sake. 
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