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For my mum and dad, for everything.
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No matter how fast moonlight runs, daylight catches up


– West Indian proverb






Prologue


Her hand hovering above the notepaper, she paused at how to sign the letter.


She couldn’t write ‘Mother’, as that wasn’t what she would be to this child. Writing her first name felt impersonal, overly formal. She frowned, panic rising in her chest.


Time was running out: the constant beeping of the machine beside her maternity ward bed marked precious seconds passing, each one drawing her closer to the moment her child would become someone else’s.


Blankets scratched her back, the material providing no comfort. The baby shifted slightly in her cot beside the bed, raising a clenched fist above her head. Her hair curled in dark spirals, sticking to her scalp in patches. Her eyes were bright brown, her skin so soft. The baby wriggled again, lifting her other arm in a defiant gesture.


The love that had been lacking throughout the pregnancy came crashing down once more, just as it had the minute her daughter had been placed in her arms.


She looked back down at the letter, not wanting to waste another second. Its page was already crumpled from having been screwed up in her hand and smoothed back out, the pencilled words creasing. She hadn’t known how to address it, and there was a slight smudge across its opening. In the end, she’d simply opted for:


My dearest,


How can I explain what I’m about to do?


After reading it once more, she decided how to end the letter, signing it and tucking the note into the baby’s blankets. She lifted the child from the cot, the baby’s solid weight anchoring her. They would only be mother and daughter for a few minutes longer. She dropped a tender kiss on the little girl’s forehead as she held her close.


She knew the baby wouldn’t remember this – wouldn’t remember her – but as she rocked the child to and fro, she repeated a lifetime of good wishes and I love yous and I’m sorrys under her breath.


For a second, she wondered if she could make it out to the phone she’d seen at the nurses’ station. Surely it wasn’t too late to reverse the decision? To pick up the cool plastic of the phone and dial, say she’d made a mistake.


But promises had been made, and there was no going back.


A knock on the door startled her, her head snapping up and her arms instinctively tightening around the child. She willed the door to stay closed, to let her exist in this moment for a second longer.


‘One minute,’ she called, the words stumbling out faster and louder than she’d intended. The baby stirred, doe eyes snapping open and locking with her own. She felt a tear snake down her cheek, and swiped it away before it could drop onto the baby. Her gaze darted back to the letter; she suddenly regretted her decision even to write it. The knock on the door started up again, sending ripples through the room’s still waters.


As the door handle slowly began to turn, she felt something within her fray and snap: she reached back into the baby’s blankets and grabbed the letter, stuffing it into the pocket of her hospital gown.


‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered to the baby she hadn’t known how to love until it was too late. ‘It will be for the best.’ A sob threatened to choke her.


The door finally opened and footsteps approached. She let her eyes fall closed, running her fingers up and down the baby’s chubby little arm one last time.


She’d meant what she said: this was for the best. Her daughter would be loved, and maybe this time, love would be enough?






PART ONE


Grenada, 1954
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Grenada, West Indies. Map sketch in pencil.
P. J. H. Anderson, July 1954.





telegram


28 June 1954


Father,


Left British Guiana last week – [stop] – Finished charting map – [stop] – Staying with John Coleridge for fortnight in Barbados – [stop] – Moving Sat 15.07 to Grenada – [stop] – tiny rock middle of nowhere – [stop] – Hope all well with you in Blighty – [stop] – Love to Moira – [stop]


Pat – [stop] –


P.S. Finished darning my socks: Hope Tiny Rock has more to do than BG.







July 1954


Chapter 1


Beatrice


Glancing up at the office clock, its ticking hands confirmed Bea’s suspicions: she wouldn’t be making it home in time for dinner. It was Friday, which meant fish in the Bell household. Bea could practically taste the salty-sweet meat on her tongue at the thought of spiced clams, saltfish patties, or fresh catch of the day fried in a tangy tamarind sauce. Bea’s stomach grumbled in protest at still being seated behind her desk, last month’s balance sheet splayed beside the typewriter.


The office radio trilled its countdown to the seven o’clock news, a plummy-accented Empire World Service reporter stating the headlines. Announcements of ‘… rationing officially over in Britain …’ and ‘… world’s first Boeing 367-80 aircraft takes flight …’ drifted over the click-clack of Bea’s typewriter and the scratch of her manager Julien’s pen. As she typed, Bea pictured the aeroplane casting great shadows over criss-crossed English streets, Brits decking terraces in Union Flags and taking gluttonous bites of sweet, buttery sponge cakes. The thought made her even hungrier, and she checked the clock once more.


Bea and Julien’s other co-worker, Seb, had left the bank’s bookkeeping office at least an hour earlier despite his books remaining unbalanced. His absence eased the tension in Bea’s shoulders by a notch – even if she knew, deep down, it would be her having to correct the faulty sums in his ledger.


Sitting back in her seat, she was about to turn to Julien to ask if he was joining the family for dinner that evening. Since he’d started courting her older sister, Millicent, he had barely been away from their hilltop house.


But before Bea could strike up a conversation, a noise caught her attention. Mr MacLean’s staccato-stepping heels drowned out the radio reporter’s drawl, and Bea rolled her eyes at Julien.


‘First drink tomorrow night says he asks me to stay late, and sends you home,’ she whispered as the footsteps got closer. She and Julien, along with her sisters and their shared circle of friends, were all heading to the carnival fund-raiser dance at the local high school that Saturday night. Bea’s youngest sister, Bette, was in her final year at Our Lady R.C. High. This gave the rest of them the excuse to go along in support, despite being the wrong side of eighteen to set foot in a school gymnasium.


Julien laughed, straightening his tie and leaning back in his chair. ‘You’re on.’ Bea was about to ask him what time they would meet at the dance, if he was joining them at the beach tomorrow afternoon and, if so, could she hitch a lift, but the shadow cast from the office doorway made her swallow the questions. Julien reached over and turned the radio down low.


Bea’s eyes landed on MacLean’s too-loud shoes before seeing anything else about him as he entered the room. She disliked looking directly at him; his face was constantly sunburned – despite his having arrived on the island at least two years previously – and he always seemed to be frowning at her.


As he strode into the room, Bea let her gaze drift towards the window. Even in dusk, the sea was just visible beyond the low harbour wall that wrapped its way around the Central Bank’s edges.


Bea often liked to watch the boats, large and small, bob towards the skyline when she needed a brain-break from the intense arithmetic of bookkeeping, wondering who was in each boat, where they were headed for that day, and what they’d catch. Whether they were ever tempted to turn on their spluttery engines and see how far they could get with the wind behind their sails. In these heady summer days, the water was so clear it often looked as though the boats were flying.


‘An excellent match yesterday, wouldn’t you say, Julien?’ Mr MacLean’s clipped voice sailed straight over Bea, landing squarely on Julien’s desk. Julien blinked, before nodding. Bea knew he had absolutely no idea what sport MacLean was referring to, despite the cricket match against Saint Kitts having drawn record crowds. She and Bette had attended to cheer on the local boys, while Millicent and Julien had probably been at a political meeting or campaigning for an obscure seafood to have greater representation on dinner plates. Bea could never keep up with their latest causes, although she did try to be as supportive as she could without actually having to do anything. She’d exhausted her efforts with the rallies and talks back in 1951, and since women had won the vote, she’d struggled to maintain interest in the more obscure campaigns.


‘I thought it was a lucky win, myself,’ Bea responded, saving a grateful-looking Julien. ‘Saint Kitts were the stronger team, after all.’ MacLean’s eyes tracked the full length of the room before landing on her, and for a second she saw herself through his eyes: the lady of the office, this woman bookkeeper he’d inherited when he’d taken the job at the Central Bank in 1952. How it must irk him that she always outshone Seb with her rows of neat, precise sums, getting on far better with their shared manager Julien. MacLean liked Julien because he had to, but it seemed he liked lazy, loud-mouthed Seb purely because Seb wasn’t Bea.


‘I didn’t think the cricket would be of interest to you, Miss Bell,’ MacLean replied, arching his eyebrow.


Bea threw a smile back at him, tapping out the sign-off on her letter to Westinghall Enterprises about their account balance. ‘My sisters and I go from time to time. It’s nice to support the local boys,’ she added, shrugging, as she began to pack up her desk for the day.


MacLean laughed, although it sounded more as though he was being momentarily strangled. ‘Of course – a good place to find eligible suitors.’ Bea wanted to throw back a rebuttal, but a wide-eyed look from Julien made her hold her tongue. ‘Now, I didn’t come in here to gossip,’ MacLean continued. ‘See what the influence of a lady in the office does!’ Bea’s cheeks grew hot with the effort not to hurl her typewriter at him. ‘Anyway, I will need you to stay a little later this evening, Beatrice, just to finish up a few errors that were made earlier this afternoon.’


‘Oh dear. What errors?’ Bea replied as innocently as she could manage. ‘Julien checked through my account summaries earlier, and all were in order.’


MacLean sighed. ‘We’re all a team here, Beatrice. Sebastien had a challenging account to finalise, but I’m sure you will be able to solve it if you work hard enough.’


Bea closed her eyes for a moment. ‘Fine,’ she said at last. He’s paid double my wage for half the work. ‘That’s fine.’ She pulled herself up a little straighter in her chair before adding, ‘And what time is the taxi collecting me?’


MacLean took a step back. ‘Taxi?’


‘I shan’t be expected to walk home by myself, after dark, shall I?’ Bea raised a hand to her chest, lifting her chin in what she hoped gave her a look of earnest concern. You want to treat me like some feeble little creature? Two can play at that game. ‘As the lady of the office, I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that my personal safety is paramount. We wouldn’t want customers to think we allow our female staff to wander around in the dead of night, would we?’ She turned to Julien, who nodded hastily in support.


Silence fell around them, and Bea had to avoid Julien’s eye so she wouldn’t break character. MacLean looked in physical pain when he eventually replied. ‘You’re quite right, Miss Bell. We couldn’t have you walking home on your own, like you say.’ He nodded curtly to Julien, signalling for Julien to join him. ‘I shall arrange the car for eight o’clock, and you tell your father I personally insisted we call you a taxi.’ With that, he turned on his heel. ‘Julien, walk with me,’ he called over his shoulder.


Julien stood up too quickly, sending a spray of papers onto the floor. ‘I’ll sort it out,’ Bea promised, and Julien gave her a grateful smile.


‘Thanks, Bea. I’m in your debt.’


She grinned back. ‘A couple of rum punches at the dance tomorrow night will see you right.’


He laughed, and waved goodbye. Bea rose to her feet, winding her neck left and right. She let out a long breath and switched the radio over to the local calypso station, turning up the volume louder.






Chapter 2


Patrick


In truth, the islands were a touch too hot for Patrick Anderson’s liking. He’d researched the Grenadines as best he could before stepping off the boat in Port Louis Marina that Saturday morning, but had found remarkably little information on what made the place tick.


All he could gather was Grenada’s geographical location (southernmost island in the Lesser Antilles, Caribbean Sea); its main languages (English, some French – he also assumed some Creole); and the latitude and longitude of its principal city, St George’s (12° 3ʹ N, 61° 45ʹ W).


He didn’t think this information would be particularly useful for his three-month placement on the island, so thought it best to find out in person what sort of customs, music, sport and entertainment he could expect from his stay. Even he could acknowledge that cartography wasn’t as interesting a topic to other people as it was to him, so he’d need some other conversational avenues.


He only hoped there were no hyper-local customs he should be aware of, like the time he’d met a Japanese ambassador and marched straight into his house still wearing clunky outdoor boots. The memory always made him shudder.


Lugging his holdall down the gangplank, Patrick’s eyes struggled to adjust to the shapes and colours before him. He blinked, wondering if too long spent below deck was making his eyes sensitive.


No such thing had occurred; the island unfurled before him in a tapestry of bright hues and glorious colour. Windswept trees blanketed undulating mountains, their emerald green leaves beckoning him on to land. The lapping shore foamed like the candyfloss he’d eaten as a child at Rosslare or Brighton Pier, the water a shade of blue he’d say was unnaturally bright if he saw it reproduced in a painting.


He reached for his pocketbook, flipping far enough to find a page without a sketched city outline or distance calculations, and jotted down a reminder to write of what he saw to his father.


‘You clearly aren’t from around here if you’re taking notes already.’ A friendly face came into view as Patrick looked up from his page. In front of him stood a tall, broad man with a deep voice and a head of thick black hair. ‘I’m just messing with you,’ the man said, sticking out his hand for Patrick to shake. ‘You’re the new surveyor, right? Anderson?’


‘That’s right.’ Patrick grinned, shaking the man’s hand enthusiastically. ‘Patrick Anderson. I’ve just come over from Barbados.’


The man cracked a smile. ‘You don’t sound Bajan. Don’t look it much, either.’


‘Ha!’ Patrick returned the man’s grin. ‘I was just there for a short project between postings. I was staying with John Coleridge from the Commonwealth Office – do you know John? I was a boarder at Hartbridge with him, and we’ve worked pretty closely ever since. He was here in ’52 or ’53, I think. Good man, John.’


‘Can’t say that I do, but I’ll take your word for it. I’m Ron, by the way – Ron Allen. You’ll be lodging with me.’ Ron smiled again and gestured towards Patrick’s large holdall. ‘Give me that bag, and I’ll show you the way.’


After a hike that made Patrick curse his lack of workout regime, the house they eventually approached brought him great relief.


It stood on slightly rickety stilts, its white painted exterior bright in the late morning sun. Heavy shutters hung from their hinges, off duty until the next hurricane required them to be shut up tight. A towering fruit tree Patrick didn’t recognise swayed above the steps that led to the door, its branches full and bending. The house was even trimmed with a hardwood veranda, which wrapped around the front and sides: two chairs and a low table placed to look out at the town below. Propped up beside the door was an old bicycle, and Patrick smiled at the overall impression: this would certainly do. Ron gestured for him to head inside, and the two men started up the steep, narrow steps to the porch.


‘I think I’ll go and get a little refreshed at the beach,’ Patrick said, placing his last crumpled shirt on the rail and stepping into the kitchen. The house held two bedrooms, a kitchen-cum-lounge and a washroom, with Patrick’s bedroom just off the kitchen. ‘Would you like to join me?’ he asked his new room-mate, who sat reading a paper at the table.


Ron shook his head, looking up from his paper. ‘I’m good, thanks all the same. You can borrow the bike out on the veranda if you like. It’s a little old but it goes just fine.’ He paused for a moment, his pencil hovering over twelve down in the crossword. ‘A few of the fellas are heading to a dance tonight, actually,’ he added. ‘Come along, and I’ll introduce you around. If you aren’t too tired from your travels?’


Patrick grinned, pulling himself up a little taller. He was tired, but he didn’t like to admit it. ‘A dance. Haven’t been to one in years, probably since school.’ His mind was momentarily cast back to his days as a boarder in his early years in England, forced to dance with the girls’ school down the road for any Christmas or Easter occasion. They’d laughed at his faintly Irish accent, gained from his first five years in Dublin before his mother had passed away; their jeers had caused him to bury his accent over time until he’d drowned it out entirely. ‘I imagine a dance will be a bit different, here.’ He pulled himself back to the present, shaking his head a little to dislodge the memory.


‘It sure will,’ Ron said, with a short chuckle. ‘And if you can solve this one,’ he indicated his crossword puzzle, ‘you’re in. It took me ages! Seven letters, has to start with an S. “For having fun after, fly first to the stars.”’


Frowning, Patrick leant back. ‘For having fun after … so a synonym for “fun” has to come last in the word? I’m out of practice with crosswords, to be honest.’


‘You’re close! A word for fun is the second part, it’s something that can fly …’


Patrick hesitated. ‘Skylark?’


Ron slapped the table, shaking his head. ‘Good man. Be ready by six tonight. I’ve already promised some friends I’d give them a ride, but I can show you the way. The walk won’t be far.’


Propping up the rickety borrowed bicycle, Patrick stood at the sand’s edge and exhaled. This white-gold bay had so much more life about it compared with the cold, rain-soaked pebbles of England’s coast.


Small groups peppered the shore, a colourful patchwork of sun hats and towels and umbrellas bathing in the afternoon sun. While Patrick had mostly known drizzly British and Irish summers, the sun saying, All right, I’ll come, but only for an hour, this island sunshine called out, Relax, put your feet up, I’ve got all the time in the world.


Before he could muse too long at the international differences between shores, a scrap of laughter caught his attention. To his ears, it sounded like sheet music coming to life: the pitch and rhythm perfectly syncopated, its melody singing. He’d heard of jazz sounding blue and classical songs sounding green, but this was a shade he’d never heard before. It seemed to glow gold. He glanced round, suddenly overtaken by the need to find where it had come from.


It didn’t take long to home in on the sound: standing just at the edge of the water, seemingly encouraging others to join her in taking a long run-up, was the most beautiful woman Patrick had ever seen. She was waving her arms, calling to two other women who sat upon towels a little further up the sand. One of them relented and unwrapped a silk scarf from her hair to join in. The two looked related to each other, with the same oval faces and bouncing curls.


Patrick could just about hear a countdown – followed by a ‘ready, set, go!’ – before the two women threw themselves right into the swell. White foamy waves pulled them in, and they stayed below the water for a second before shooting to the surface and throwing their heads back with a flourish. Patrick knew by this point that he was staring, but he couldn’t drag his eyes away.


The girl he’d first noticed had a tight mass of black curls cut just below her chin, and huge brown eyes. As she swam, her skin sparkled with seawater droplets. Her long arms and legs brushed through the water as though she were painting the landscape with her body, a red bathing suit outlining her curves as she swam further and further out to sea.


Watching her dive beneath the water reminded Patrick of all the Romantic poems he had been forced to read, then accidentally enjoyed, throughout school. The waves beside her danced; but she outdid the sparkling waves in glee.


He was suddenly all too aware of himself. If only he’d stayed up at the house and rested before the dance that evening, or gone straight into the sea on his own. But then he wouldn’t have seen this woman and wouldn’t have felt the ground shift beneath his feet. My heart leaps up when I behold.


He knew he had to go over, make some kind of contact and introduce himself as she clambered out from the waves. Even just to say, ‘Hello, I’m new here – fancy showing me around?’ It had to be worth a shot.


Squaring his shoulders, Patrick could picture himself doing just that: standing up and striding over without a care in the world. The suave Englishman of storybooks, the luck of the Irish on his side. Arm outstretched, cracking a joke and throwing her a winning smile.


Of course, Patrick did no such thing. He was 27 years old, and still positively terrified of beautiful women.






Chapter 3


Stepping back from the hallway mirror, the three Bell sisters took one last look at themselves. Millie’s sunny yellow skirt beside Bette’s dark green and Bea’s deep red complemented their line-up, and all three beamed at their reflections. Music oozed from the kitchen radio, smooth beats swaying through the hall.


‘Just a second, Bea, come here,’ Millie instructed, reaching to straighten the waist belt of Bea’s dress. ‘There. Perfect.’


‘Thanks.’ Bea gave a twirl to make her sisters smile. She grabbed Bette’s hand and spun her under one arm in time to the music. ‘Looking good!’ she enthused. ‘That dress suits you far better than it did me.’


As Bette spun around the room, catching Millie’s hands and dragging her into step, Bea remembered, momentarily, the night she’d worn that green dress she’d given to Bette. She’d been waving off her oldest friend, Nella, who had headed to London. Nella had seen an ad for nurses in the new National Health Service after years of umming and aahing about whether or not to leave the island – and her golden ticket had turned out to be a smart starched uniform and cap. ‘They’re inviting us, they want us islanders over there to fix them up after the war. Can you imagine – me, neighbours with the new Queen?’


Except Bea hadn’t had much time to imagine, as it had become a reality when Nella’s crossing was booked and she was away within a month of posting her application. Nella wrote regularly, but Bea had been feeling the lack of Nella’s arm in hers each day that had passed.


Millie’s voice brought her back into the present, and Bea realised she’d been involved in a conversation the entire time she’d spent daydreaming. ‘So what do you think? You’ll do it?’ Millie asked earnestly, still tapping her feet to the beat.


Bea cursed herself. She hated admitting to Millie that she’d zoned out, but her big sister had a tendency to drone on about her work in the school, or the latest campaign or recent injustice that demanded her attention. Bea gulped, hoping she wasn’t agreeing to attend another picket line. Her arms always ached after holding signs up for too long. ‘Um … sure. Why not?’


Millie clapped her hands together. ‘I knew you would. We always have way too many people doing the acting and no one to help with props or curtain or anything like that. You’ll be great. Ron can show you the ropes, he did prompt book and curtain last year.’ Millie nudged Bea, her smile widening. ‘Get it – show you the ropes? For the curtain?’ Bea’s face stayed blank. ‘Oh, never mind.’


As Millie marched into the kitchen to say goodbye to their mother, Bea turned to Bette. ‘What have I just agreed to?’


Bette shrugged. ‘I’d switched off, too. I think you’re doing backstage for the next am dram show. Millie’s directing again. She decided today.’


Bea frowned. ‘Aren’t we meant to vote on who directs?’


Bette shrugged again, adding a final flourish of kohl around her eyes. ‘Yes, but no one else turned up to the meeting. So Millie chose herself and wrote it up on the noticeboard in the community centre. I saw it after class this afternoon.’


‘Sounds about right,’ Bea agreed. She smoothed down her skirt, wondering if the perfume-sized bottle of rum in her handbag would be enough for the evening. ‘What play are we even doing?’


‘It’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, another Shakespeare. She already said I should be the Fairy Queen, Titania.’ Bette rolled her eyes, although Bea knew she loved taking centre stage. Shakespeare might annoy some of the group – too many lines, too many outdated jokes – but Bea perked up at the thought of another classic. She’d always found Shakespeare plays strangely emotive, like listening to music in a foreign language.


The three sisters observed one another’s hairdos when Millie returned, patting it down or bouncing it up as required. While all three of them took after their mother’s paler complexion, their hair couldn’t have been more different. Millie always wore her beautiful coils in a display, tied with a silk scarf atop her head, while Bette’s hair was grown out long and worn dancing around her shoulders in tight spiral-curls. Bea’s was bobbed short, much to her mother’s disdain, with decadently layered curls creating a halo around her face.


‘Right, enough preening,’ Bea instructed, just as Millie fixed a final pin to Bette’s updo. ‘What time is Ron coming to get us?’


‘Before you go, girls, your mother has asked me to have a quick word.’ Their father’s baritone sang out from his office as he emerged and leant against the door frame. Mr Bell was still holding some casework in his hands, his days spent presiding over the island’s courtroom often bleeding into home life. ‘All right.’ He reached behind him to place the paperwork down. ‘Girls, you behave yourselves now, and don’t you let me see you in court for drunk and disorderly behaviour.’ He raised his eyebrows, lingering a little too long on Bea.


‘Pop, that was once, and you know they only dragged me in as a joke.’ She rolled her eyes, feeling Bette nudge her in the ribs from behind.


‘Well, don’t go letting it happen again, child. You have a responsibility, all of you, not to embarrass your mother.’ Mr Bell’s eyes twinkled, as Bea and her sisters waited for the inevitable cry from the kitchen.


They were not disappointed. ‘That wasn’t what you were meant to say at all! Girls, ignore your father.’ Mrs Bell appeared, flicking a tea towel at her husband. ‘Don’t embarrass yourselves, and for the love of God, do not let anyone accuse you of poor comportment. You represent more than just yourselves, you know.’


‘Yes, Momma,’ the three sisters chorused, saved from any further protestations by the car horn beeping outside.


Thanking Ron for the ride, Bea grabbed her sisters’ arms and dragged them straight into the dimly lit hall.


The quartet – singer, sax, steel drum and guitar – were illuminated by a spotlight the school hadn’t had when Bea had been a student, their rhythmic tunes giving no other option than to tap your feet and sway your hips. Heels clicked on the gym floor as arms encircled waists, multicoloured skirts spinning and catching the light from overhead lamps. The hall felt like midnight, spiced rum thick on its breath.


Evenings like this made Bea miss Nella, and she made a mental note to write and tell her all about it. Nella was in English dance halls now, going to jazz clubs playing imported American music. As Bea stepped in time to the music alongside her sisters, she wondered, not for the first time, what it would have been like to go to the Mother Country with Nella. Throw her favourite books and shoes and dresses into a packing case and sail off to see what lurked below the horizon. But there had been no ads for bookkeepers.


‘You look miserable!’ Bette shouted in Bea’s ear, leaning over and grabbing both her hands. The two of them were standing near the dance floor. ‘It’s a party, you know.’ She pulled Bea towards her in an elaborate spin, and Bea couldn’t help but laugh. They wound to the beat, changing direction as the music sped up. Bette almost collided with Millie as she returned from the bar, balancing three colas, ready for Bea to spike them with rum she’d smuggled in her purse. ‘The punch looked disgusting, so we’ll have to go with Plan B,’ Millie explained, passing a cup to each sister.


‘You didn’t get a drink for your chauffeur?’ Ron appeared beside Bette, making her jump.


‘Lord, Ron! You scared me.’


He laughed. ‘Didn’t mean to.’ He slapped Bette on the back as though she were his kid sister, and she rolled her eyes at him. ‘You got any of that rum left, Bea? I wouldn’t say no to a dash.’


Bea smiled, as Bette saw a friend from school and floated back towards the dance floor. ‘I suppose I can get you a cola, spare a drop of rum or two.’ Millie waved to someone standing behind Bea, throwing a ‘back in a moment’ behind her as she left their circle.


Ron nodded. ‘Two sounds good. I gotta introduce you to my lodger.’ He turned, but no one was standing behind him. ‘Eh? I swear he was just here.’


Bea scanned the crowd, unfamiliar faces always easy to spot. ‘What does he …?’


But she knew exactly what he looked like, because her eyes had landed squarely on an incredibly tall, unreasonably handsome man she’d never seen before. This has to be him.


The stranger smiled at one of the blokes he was talking to, revealing a row of straight, white teeth. His smile crinkled his eyes, which, even through the shadows of the hall, Bea could tell were the kind of blue the sky turned just after sunrise.


Despite herself, Bea felt a wave of self-consciousness roll over her. She reached her free hand up to touch her hair before smoothing down her skirt. She ducked away, in case he saw her and she wasn’t ready. This was odd: Bea usually felt ready for anything.


If Ron noticed her strange behaviour, he didn’t react. ‘I think he must’ve gone outside. Er … how about you get us each a drink and I’ll find him? You’ll love his stories, he was telling me about England the other day.’


‘I think he’s …’ But when Bea turned to point towards the man, he’d gone. ‘Never mind. I’ll grab the drinks.’ She marched over to the bar, wondering if she’d made up the handsome stranger after all. They didn’t get handsome strangers appearing out of nowhere on this island.


‘Two colas, please,’ she ordered, for Ron and his lodger, sensing someone standing behind her. Her skin prickled. Can it be …? She plastered on a winning smile, thanked the bar lady, and spun around.


Her shoulders dropped. It was Ron.


‘Let me give you a hand with those.’ He gestured to the drinks, relieving Bea of the paper cups. ‘Anyway, as I was saying, I gotta introduce you to my new lodger, Patrick. The new surveyor for land and ordnance, working out of the government office next door to mine.’


‘Surveyor, eh? The ones who make maps.’ Bea nudged Ron playfully, despite the churn in her stomach. ‘So we could say he’s “putting us on the map”?’


An unfamiliar laugh caught Bea off guard, and she looked around to find the source.


‘I like that one. I’ve heard it before, but it’s always good.’


His accent sounded sharp, like a June plum sauce that hadn’t had enough sugar added to it. Up close, the man – Patrick – was even more handsome than she’d first thought: sweeping brown hair just brushing above his eyes, light blue shirt revealing strong arms beneath, broad chest that she could already imagine leaning into.


Bea realised she was supposed to say something back. Ron might have been talking, but all she could focus on was the man standing before her. Her skin felt as though it would melt a little if his hand shook hers. Her mouth went dry as she shifted her weight to steady herself, a feeling too close to seasickness washing over her, her eyes locked on his, his face breaking into a smile.


Zoning back in at the sound of her name, she caught the end of Ron’s words. ‘… is Bea. One of the Bell sisters who I drove down this evening. Bolted from the car the second we got here, had to chase her down for payment in rum.’


‘If Patrick had been in the car with you, I might have stayed a while.’ Did I just say that out loud? Apparently. ‘What I mean to say is,’ she added hastily, her cheeks growing hot, ‘I’d have been far more polite had I known Ron was escorting a new visitor to the island. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Patrick.’ Her body was being pulled towards his almost of its own accord, as though she were caught in a trawler’s net being hauled along the seabed. Without realising, she’d taken two steps forward and reached to shake his hand.


‘A pleasure to meet you, too.’ He glanced to the door, his hand clasping hers in a firm grip. ‘Shall we catch our breath?’


Bea thought her breathing might stop altogether. ‘We could step outside. But—’


Before Bea could ask if he’d care to dance, arms were encircling her from behind. ‘Bea, it’s our song!’ Millicent shouted into her ear. ‘Get over here!’


And before she could protest, Bea felt Patrick’s hand fall from hers as she was dragged into the centre of the dance floor. A familiar tune twirled her under its arm as Millie, Bette and even Julien danced in the centre of the room, their arms outstretched to pull Bea into the fold. She turned back, hoping to gesture towards Patrick to join them. But he and Ron had gone.






Chapter 4


Patrick


Patrick couldn’t believe it: the girl from the beach. He’d been just about to ask her to step outside and talk awhile when she’d been spirited away, and Ron had walked him out to meet some more of the guys.


‘So,’ Patrick began as the two men he’d been introduced to headed back inside, ‘did you say that girl’s name was Bea? Is that short for anything?’


Smooth, Patrick. Why not just ask to see a copy of her birth certificate while you’re at it?


Ron smirked. ‘Do I detect an interest in the middle Miss Bell?’


Patrick didn’t know what to say, and Ron just clapped him on the back. ‘I’m messing with you. Bea’s great – sure she’d be happy to dance with you if you asked.’


‘Is that … Is that how it goes?’


‘How else would it “go”?’


Patrick opened and closed his mouth. What he meant was, Is it proper for me to ask her to dance, just like that? In front of all these people? What if she’s spoken for, or she doesn’t want to? Will she feel obliged?


But instead, he said, ‘I mean, she’s not married?’


Ron raised his eyebrow. ‘Did you see a ring?’


‘And she’s not … you know – stepping out with anyone? I wouldn’t want to make her uncomfortable.’


At that, Ron snorted. ‘If Beatrice Bell is ever uncomfortable, she’ll be sure to tell you.’


Patrick nodded. ‘All right, then.’


‘Is he going back in? He’s going back in!’ Ron slapped Patrick on the back, throwing back his head and laughing.


Patrick dismissed Ron with a wave, determined to find Bea again.


And across the hall, there she was. Yet again, he saw her from a distance and felt the breath leave his body, just for a second.


She was looking back at him – there was no mistaking it; her eyes tracked across the room before landing to meet his. Is now the time to make my move?


He started to walk towards her, ready to ask her to dance. Did people say may I have this dance here? Or was that old-fashioned? Can I have the next one? No, that couldn’t be it. His palms started to sweat.


Just as he reached her side, ready to tap her on the shoulder and see what invitation tumbled from his lips, she slipped away again – pulled out of the side door by a friend. Or a sister – he couldn’t tell.


Only one thing for it, he said to himself, and marched out after her.


She stood with her back to him, in conversation with a tall, striking woman with her hair tied up in a colourful scarf. He steeled himself, ready to go over.


Just as Patrick approached, he heard footsteps pounding behind him. ‘I’ve got you, Pat,’ Ron said, appearing beside him. He raised his eyebrows, gesturing for Patrick to join the two women before them.


‘Millie, so glad I found you,’ Ron began, addressing the tall woman Bea was speaking with. ‘I hate to do this at a party, but I have some urgent questions about the staging for the play. Can I discuss it with you, now?’ Ron threw Bea a look as Millie nodded and ushered him inside. ‘Bea, you wouldn’t mind keeping Patrick company for a moment?’


To Patrick’s amazement, he and Bea were left standing alone. He owed Ron a drink.


‘Hi,’ Bea said, turning to face him.


‘Hello.’ Why did his voice sound like that? Calm down, Patrick. ‘Nice to meet you, properly.’


Bea smiled up at him from under long lashes, and Patrick could feel in his bones that he was done for.


‘Sorry Ron stole your friend.’


‘Millie’s my sister,’ Bea said. ‘She will love it, don’t you worry. She could talk about the play for hours.’


‘What’s the play?’


‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream, with our amateur dramatics society. It’s just a bunch of us young people, a good excuse to meet up of an evening.’ Bea turned and faced him properly. ‘You should join us, if you’re going to stick around. I can lend you a copy of the play if it’s something you’re into.’


Patrick nodded enthusiastically. ‘That would be great, thank you. I’m here for a few more months yet, and I like a Shakespeare comedy.’


‘The tragedies a bit much for you?’


‘Aren’t they a bit much for anyone?’


Bea laughed, the sound hitting Patrick like a breaking wave. ‘Not the way Millie stages them. You should’ve seen her version of Romeo and Juliet – the local paper called it “a captivating masterpiece”.’


Patrick gave a wry smile. ‘I went to an all-boys school, so I’m probably just a bit scarred. There’s nothing less captivating than a teenage boy reciting iambic pentameter.’


To his delight, Bea laughed again. He could have spent all evening listening to that sound. ‘Too right. They should have just let you do a farce, or something modern.’


‘That’s what I said, too.’


He wanted to keep her there, her eyes locked on his. They’d looked brown when they’d stood at the bar, but in the moonlight, he could see flecks of amber and honey and gold. Everything about her was gilded, as though just moments ago she’d escaped from the frame of an oil painting and found herself swept into the land of mortals. ‘And how about you?’ he asked. ‘Did you go to school here? On the island?’


‘Of course. My sisters and I went to the convent school,’ she leant a little closer, her tone conspiratorial, ‘so if I never see a nun again, it will be too soon.’


‘Ha! I know the feeling. I’m Catholic, too – Irish Catholic.’


Bea’s eyebrows rose. ‘You don’t sound very Irish.’


‘I get that a lot. I was born in Ireland, schooled in England after my mother died …’


‘Oh goodness, I’m so sorry.’


He raised one hand in the practised manoeuvre of dismissal. ‘Thank you. I was very young … It … um … you know.’ He coughed lightly, wondering at what age he’d grow out of that tickling feeling in the back of his throat every time he mentioned his mother. ‘Then it was boarding school until National Service in Palestine until ’49, then straight into the Commonwealth Office and out across the Empire.’


Bea’s eyes flashed with interest. ‘Where in the Empire?’


He paused, in pretence of trying to remember all the fascinating places he’d visited with his map-making kit in hand. He could name the locations to the area code, and dates to the hour, but hoped the pause gave him some sort of gravitas. As though he were totally at ease being the sort of man who flitted across the world at a moment’s notice. ‘First to Kenya for a couple of years, then back in London, and some time in Belfast on desk duty. My aunt lives in Dublin, so I stayed with her most of the time. Almost sent to Korea, but then the fighting broke out so I went to British Guiana instead. A quick stint in Barbados for a month or so, and now I’m here. On placement for the next three months, until the end of September.’ He shrugged, hoping he seemed more like an international man of mystery than a mathematics fanatic who’d simply asked his schoolmaster what job he could do to use maths and be outdoors as much as possible.


‘And being a surveyor got you to all those places?’


‘Yes. I calculate distances and angles between land points to create maps and—’


She laughed, cutting him off with a hand on his arm. ‘Yes, I know what a surveyor does. Think I’d enjoy it myself, what with all the arithmetic needed.’ She pulled her shoulders back, bringing her arm to her side and smoothing down the deep red folds of her skirt. ‘I’m a bookkeeper, at the Central Bank. Have been for almost six years now, since I left school.’


‘And what’s that like?’


She shrugged. ‘It’s just fine. I like the work, don’t mind the late nights or even the most complex accounts. Have to sit a couple more exams, too, but the studying isn’t so bad.’ Her eyes grew distant, her gaze leaving him and tracking out beyond the schoolyard. ‘I just doubt I’ll ever do much more than I’m already doing, you know? There’s a promotion coming up, and I can already tell my boss won’t even consider me.’ She went quiet for a second, and Patrick’s hand reached out to gently graze the bare skin of her upper arm. At his touch, her eyes darted back up at him. ‘Sorry, I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. You’re barely off the boat and I’m here pouring my problems out to you.’ She gave a short laugh, her eyes glancing down to where his hand had brushed below her shoulder.


‘Hey, I asked a question and you answered. Some people might even say you were being polite.’


She scrunched up her face in an expression that made Patrick laugh. ‘Polite. One of the most boring descriptions you can give to someone.’


‘And here I was thinking I was paying you a compliment.’ He took another step towards her, dropping his hand from her arm so their palms touched. ‘What would you prefer I say?’


The way she threw her head back to look up at him, for a mad second Patrick thought she would close the gap between them entirely and place her lips on his.


But instead, she said, ‘I’ll think about that. Shall we go inside and dance?’


He nodded, taking Bea’s hand as she led him onto the dance floor. Bolts sparked when their hands touched, and coursed from his fingertips to the hairs on the back of his neck. So this is what it feels like.


The next song began, a faster one than before, and she moved his hands to her waist and swayed her hips in time, stepping out and in and twisting so her red skirt flashed around her legs. He kept to the rhythm, catching her eye. He wanted the clock to stop as he felt the other dancers fade away, the world slowing outside their embrace as the music drew them closer, her cheek pressed to his.


And then the music paused; the hall came back to life around them. Patrick was instantly aware of the murmured conversations, footsteps, bottles opening and shouts of goodbye and goodnight.


‘Can I walk you home?’ he found himself saying.


Bea’s eyes darted past him. ‘Not tonight, I need to get back to my sisters.’ Her gaze returned to him, making his stomach flip. ‘But I’d like to see you again.’


She started to pull away, but he reached out to touch her hand. ‘Tomorrow?’


She gave a small nod, keeping her voice low. ‘Meet me at the end of my road, where Lower Lucas Street crosses Cox Alley. Around four p.m.?’


‘Perfect.’


They held each other’s gaze a second longer, the only two static bodies in a whirlpool of movement. She was the one to break the spell when someone called her name from the back of the room, turning on her heel and disappearing into the crowd.






Chapter 5


‘Working, on a Sunday! This bank man, does he not understand that it’s a day of rest?’ Mrs Bell clucked, the concern in her voice pricking Bea’s heart. She couldn’t tell her mother the truth: that she was running off unescorted to meet a foreign man.


She wasn’t even sure what had brought the invitation tumbling from her lips when she’d suggested meeting Patrick. Her logical brain told her they’d only danced, talked a little. What am I so hung up on?


But she’d danced with male friends and boys trying to court her at parties gone by, of course – she’d just never felt so aware of her own quickening breath and the tingle of sweat on her brow before. Something urgent told her she simply had to see this man again.


‘I’ll tell the bank you disapprove, Mom. It won’t be for long, we just need to sort out the end of month reports.’ She straightened up from slipping on her shoes, reaching to collect her hat from the peg in the hallway. Her sisters were both out – Bette was sailing with a friend, Millie had gone to some kind of political meeting – and her father’s head was buried in his books. The afternoon was hers, and the whisper of guilt that brushed its lips to her ear for lying to her mother was quickly silenced by an excitement so palpable she could hear its heartbeat.


‘You and your sister, both so hard-working.’ Mrs Bell nodded, as though Bea had been waiting for her approval. ‘Millicent is never out of the schoolhouse these days. You know she’s back in her classroom today, preparing for their carnival pageant in class?’


Bea frowned, realising she wasn’t the only one lying to their mother about where she was going that afternoon. Millie had definitely said something about a protest group when they’d been walking home from church that morning: some kind of political agitation. She’d spoken in hushed tones, which Bea had assumed was just to coat her words in drama. Now she understood.


‘Yes, Millie and I spoke about both having to work on a Sunday. We’re lucky to have such fine jobs, we shouldn’t complain.’ Her mother beamed at the line, nodding again and making her way back towards the kitchen.


‘Don’t be too late. I’m doing banana fritters for after supper.’


Bea smiled, placing her hat on her head and tightening the sash around the waist of her dress. It was a pale lavender and fairly worn, but it suited her beautifully. ‘Sounds delicious. I’ll see you later.’


Her stomach flipped as she slipped out of the house, pausing to take a breath beneath the shade of the guava tree. Theirs were modest by island terms, but the trees laden with guavas, mangos and breadfruit jostled for space along the length of their one-storey house. Bea and her sisters had grown up playing hide-and-seek among their branches and leaves, and she could tell just by looking which branches could take a girl’s weight and which would snap. She could also tell, to the day, when the fruit would be most sweet for harvest. Her mother’s guava stew was a favourite of Bea’s, its syrupy sweetness the flavour of sunbeams.


She rested her back against the mango tree’s trunk for a second, hoping to slow her pulse. It had started racing the second she’d stepped out of the house, its beat drumming a bassline which grew stronger with each step she took. All this, for a man she’d laid eyes on for just one night?


‘It’s all right if you’ve changed your mind, you don’t have to hide from me.’ A low voice with a funny accent weaved its way through the small crop of trees, and Bea emerged to see Patrick, hands in pockets, wearing a faded green shirt and slacks. In the full afternoon light, set against the single-track road that curved its way up and around the crest of the hill, he looked like a Hollywood movie poster. His dark hair was as floppy and soft as she’d remembered, his eyes kind. The way he looked at her made her chest swell.


‘I haven’t changed my mind,’ she replied, readjusting her hat and stepping out from the trees’ shade, ‘but we’d better go. If my mom sees you hanging around the house, she’ll have you.’


He looked puzzled, but didn’t take his eyes off her. ‘Right, best be off then. Where are we heading?’


‘I thought we could go down to the cliffs, round the corner from Grande Anse beach.’ Bea joined him on the road, looking left and right. ‘Didn’t you bring the truck?’


He shook his head, a twinkle in his eye. ‘I thought we could cycle.’ As he spoke, Bea’s gaze landed on the rickety-looking bicycle propped against a breadfruit tree on the other side of the road. ‘You didn’t tell me where we were going,’ Patrick continued, ‘so I wasn’t sure how far we’d have to walk.’


‘Don’t you walk around measuring hills for a living, basically?’


He laughed. ‘I’ve never heard it described in that way, but pretty much.’ He walked over to his bicycle, gesturing for her to join him. ‘And since I’m now off the clock, I need a break from all that walking.’


She hesitated, enjoying the uncertainty she felt. It had been so long since something had surprised her.


‘You’ll be fine! I’m an excellent cyclist, I promise.’ He mounted the bike, throwing her a lopsided grin. ‘Come on, you sit up on the handlebars and I’ll spin us down. I think I remember the way to the beach. Left at the bottom of the hill and along the track?’


Bea nodded, wondering how she’d describe this to Nella when she wrote to her next. Millie would scold her for running off with a stranger; Bette would congratulate her on taking a chance. Her mother would have a heart attack if she saw Bea resting her behind on handlebars. She silenced these voices in her head, and before she could really think about what she was doing, she found herself hurtling down the hill’s winding streets and heading on towards the cliffs.


It was a hot but windy afternoon, and she pulled her hat from her head so her curls bounced above her shoulders. She kicked her legs out as they sped along, ducking and laughing as she narrowly avoided the overhanging branches laden with nutmeg and cashews. Patrick tried to say something, but the breeze snatched the words away before they could reach Bea’s ears.


For that second she wasn’t a bookkeeper, someone’s sister, someone’s daughter; she was simply soaring, skimming across the sky like a pebble thrown out to sea.


‘This view … it really is something,’ Patrick said, his words slightly drowned out by waves crashing against the cliff below. They’d strolled along the cliff path discussing how he was settling into island life – Have you felt heat like this? Yes, in Nairobi. Nice sea breeze here, though. Eaten food this flavourful? Almost – Guianese fruit tastes nearly as sweet. Heard music so soulful? Never, I wish I could fit a record in my packing case – and headed out towards the horizon line. The cliff stuck out perpendicular to the road, with the sweeping gold of Grande Anse Beach to their right and tree-shaded Morne Rouge Beach to their left. The wind whipped Bea’s curls around her neck, which was growing hotter each time Patrick’s hand brushed hers.


‘It’s stunning, isn’t it?’ Bea agreed. ‘We used to come up here all the time as children, to play hunting. We still do, from time to time.’ She dared reach for his arm, trying not to smile too widely when her fingertips clasped his wrist. ‘If you come out just to here,’ she said, pulling him closer to the edge, ‘you can sit. It’s perfectly safe.’ She gathered up her skirt and sat down so her legs dangled over the cliff edge, her hand lingering on his arm.


‘If you say so,’ he agreed, sitting down beside her so their thighs touched. He looked out at the view for a second, before turning to face her with a bemused smile on his face. ‘Sorry … did you say “hunting”? What would you hunt from a clifftop?’


‘You might see now, if we’re lucky.’ Bea raised her eyebrows, enjoying the wondrous expression on Patrick’s face. Her arm still rested on his, and she gave him a playful nudge. ‘Prey might come swimming into view.’


They didn’t have to wait long: a few moments later, a cry arose from the beach beside them. A red-and-white striped beach ball bobbed into view, and Bea reached out to point towards it. ‘There, you see?’ At the confusion in his eyes, Bea laughed. ‘We’d come up here with Pop’s old rifle, an ancient thing he used to shoot away pests from the fruit trees, and we’d aim for the beach balls.’


Patrick looked incredulous. He raised his hands, disbelieving, but his eyes crinkled as he spoke. ‘You’d never shoot one from here, surely. Rifles are way too inaccurate.’


‘We got a lot of practice over the years,’ Bea replied, a memory of Nella shooting down a bright orange beach ball filling her with joy. How she’d clapped Nella on the back after she’d shot it, and they’d all gone to the beach bar for gin served inside coconuts by way of celebration.


Patrick leant back on his elbows, laughter making his whole body shake. ‘I’d love to see that. You’d probably make an excellent sniper, with that sort of aim,’ he added, gesturing to the beach ball now floating further and further out to sea. ‘How do you do it?’


Bea scrambled to her feet, pulling Patrick up alongside her. The heat and weight of his hand in hers made her almost lose focus, and just before she let go, he gave her hand a light squeeze.


Her head snapped towards him, but he was looking out to sea. ‘Almost sunset,’ he remarked as though he hadn’t just caused her heart to beat double time. He turned back to face her, gesturing to the view. ‘So how would you do it, if you were here with the rifle?’


Bea exhaled, steadying herself. She hadn’t noticed time ambling on. The sun had started its full descent behind the water. She squared her shoulders to turn in profile, her feet a hip’s width apart. ‘Well, I’d raise it up like this, hold the stock, elbows down.’ She borrowed the words from her father, from the memory of him teaching her and her sisters. ‘We got clever with it after a while, taking shots standing on one leg or something,’ she said with a grin.


‘Surely not!’


‘On my honour.’ She placed her hand on her heart, making Patrick laugh. ‘But you just have to make sure the butt of the rifle is in tight, snug, on the shoulder. Then it’s just a case of taking position, aiming properly, staying patient, and then … bam.’


She mocked a shot out at the beach ball, picturing it deflate and spiral along the water. ‘Hey, I think you got it,’ Patrick said, rubbing her shoulders and pointing out to sea. She laughed, not wanting to turn away from him. She angled her face up to kiss his cheek, sparks firing when he turned at the last moment so their lips met.


‘What time do you call this?’ Millicent hissed, catching Bea right as she slipped through the front door.


‘Relax, I told Mom I was at work. Did she save me a plate, or shall I sort something out myself? Do you want anything?’ Bea spoke over her shoulder as she untied her shoes and removed her hat, her skin still flushed hot. She’d only kissed Patrick for a second before pulling away, and they’d walked back down the cliff to make sure she got home before dark. Their hands had stayed intertwined the whole walk back as they’d talked about books they loved and books they hated (Agatha Christie’s my favourite, too – how could you not figure out the twist in Murder on the Orient Express?), music (I didn’t realise you’d get Billie Holliday here. Of course we do, what do you take us for?), schooling, jobs, her siblings and his lack thereof.


She’d told him about Nella leaving back in the March of that year – how everything felt jumbled since. He told her of his friend John, whom he’d known from his boarding days, both now in the same Surveying and Ordnance department, but often in opposite corners of the world.


She offered to lend him a copy of A Midsummer Night’s Dream and conversation had lapsed into Shakespeare, poetry, their favourite classics. Sorry, but Austen is far better than Dickens. How many stories about Victorian orphans do we need?


She could have gone on talking with him until the moon made itself known. After he’d dropped her home, she felt so bright she’d turn bitter cocoa sweet just by drinking it.


‘You want me to relax?’ Millicent snapped, her stormy expression cutting through Bea’s thoughts. ‘Bea, I saw who just left here. Mom would’ve seen, too, if I hadn’t hurried her into the kitchen! What are you thinking?’


Bea frowned. ‘Coming from the one who was out planning some kind of protest this afternoon. You want me to run and tell Mom about that?’


Millie scoffed, dragging Bea by the arm into the empty sitting room.


‘Beatrice, is that you?’ their mother’s muffled voice called out from the kitchen. ‘There’s oil down on the stove for you, some dumplings need doing to go with it.’


‘Thanks, Mom. I’ll be there in a minute,’ Bea called back, shooting a questioning look at Millie.


Millie sat down on the couch, pulling Bea beside her. ‘You know why you can’t see him again, don’t you?’


Bea almost laughed. ‘I’ve only met him twice, Millie, what’s the big deal?’


But Bea knew what the big deal was. This wasn’t like the handful of dates she’d been on with boys she’d known all her life: walks along the beach surrounded by others; trips to the picture house or picnics packed by mothers. She’d agonised on such afternoons, waiting for that spark to hit. She’d waited and waited to feel a shift, to experience what she’d previously only read about: Cathy describing feeling with Heathcliff that whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same; Elizabeth seeing Mr Darcy, realising ’til this moment, I never knew myself. Until that afternoon, she’d wondered if it had all been exaggerated for fiction.


But then she’d drawn back from Patrick on the cliff, and she’d known that was it. We are such stuff as dreams are made on.


‘He’s just some foreigner come over for a month or two, right?’ Millie said. ‘One of the government boys staying in Ron’s spare room?’


Bea disagreed with the exact description, but nodded. ‘Yes, he’s here a while yet.’ She tried desperately to resist playing with her hands in her lap. ‘He doesn’t leave until the end of September.’


Millie shook her head. ‘Bea, that will fly by. What do you think a man here for five minutes is really after? Especially,’ she dropped her voice to a deep hush, ‘a British man? Do you have any idea what they’re like?’


Bea’s stomach dropped. ‘You don’t even know him.’


‘Neither do you! You met him less than twenty-four hours ago!’


‘Just because you can’t stand the thought of committing to someone,’ Bea threw back. ‘Julien’s desperate to marry you, and all you can think about is your classroom or your oh-so-important causes! We’ve got the vote now, so things are bound to start changing without you needing to meddle.’


Millie flew to her feet, and Bea wasn’t far behind. Their voices were rising, and Bea knew they’d be heard if they didn’t calm down quickly. ‘Don’t bring Julien into this. He supports me, and you have no idea how much more work there is to do. The vote is just the start of it, Bea, come on.’ Millie took a deep breath, raising her hand to silence Bea before she could give a rebuttal. ‘You can’t see Patrick again, and that’s the end of it. The English have been coming over here for centuries and doing nothing but take, take, take.’ Millie’s eyes met Bea’s, her gaze level and serious. ‘We mustn’t let this one take you.’


Bea rolled her eyes. ‘Millie, you don’t need to make everything political. You’re being—’


‘Stay away from him. I don’t want to see you together in the street, at the beach, if he comes to the play – nothing. It’s one thing to dance with a foreign white man of an evening, but to continue to see him after the fact? It can’t happen. It stops now.’


As Millie turned on her heel to leave the room, Bea played her ace. ‘And so where were you this afternoon? You think you can tell me who I can and can’t spend time with, based on acts of their forefathers, but you won’t tell our mother where you were on a Sunday afternoon?’


Millie froze. ‘She wouldn’t understand.’


‘None of us will, if you don’t tell us.’ Bea softened her voice, trying to keep her breathing even. ‘What have you gotten into?’
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