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			Muna Shehadi’s enthralling and evocative novels have been richly praised:

			 

			‘Her vivid characters walk right off the page and into your heart’

			VICKI LEWIS THOMPSON

			 

			‘I absolutely adored this beautiful book. Profoundly moving and very wise, this stunningly original and touching tale is one to savour and re-­­read . . . So very beautiful and thought provoking on so many levels, this is a must read for everyone, a wonderfully absorbing tale that I guarantee will make you think, question and change . . . An immersive delight of a book’

			RENITA D’SILVA

			 

			‘Very compelling . . . wonderfully heartfelt . . . The unravelling plotline tantalises the reader with its clever twists and turns – impossible to put down!’

			SARAH STEELE

			 

			‘Captivating right out of the gate. This unique and beautifully told tale, laced with mystery and secrets, will keep readers hooked . . . A deeply moving and insightful story that will stay with me for a long time’
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			‘I loved the combination of mystery and love story – every time I put it down, I couldn’t wait to get back to it. I really enjoyed Muna’s writing style, too’

			EMMA ROBINSON
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			Author’s Note

			Alma Phil was born in Moscow in 1888 to a family of jewelers. A talented artist, she was hired as a draftsman by the House of Fabergé in St Petersburg at the age of twenty. Her job there was to enter detailed drawings of the jewelry produced into a log book, along with material costs and hours. In her spare time she made entirely self-­taught sketches of her own designs. Her uncle, master jeweler Albert Holmström, happened on those sketches and was so impressed he brought them to the attention of the sales department. Her pieces were put into immediate production.

			Alma’s career skyrocketed when a Fabergé client, Emmanuel Nobel, requested quick delivery of forty brooches of unique design, to be distributed to his dinner guests in their table napkins. Sitting by the window on a January day, Alma was inspired by frost formations on the glass to produce six intricate snowflake designs. These inspired a whole line of jewelry and eventually led to a commission for an Imperial egg, a gift from Tsar Nicholas II to his mother, the dowager empress. The Winter Egg, glowing white in Siberian rock crystal with zigzags of miniature diamond ‘frost’, opened to a springtime basket of wood anemones carved from white quartz.

			The following year Alma received another royal commission, this time an egg for the tsar’s wife. The Mosaic Egg was a colorful jeweled marvel inspired by the minuscule squares of Alma’s mother-­in-­law’s cross-­stitch. Inside the egg, a medallion with the faces of the tsar and tsarina’s five children painted in profile.

			

			In 1917, the Russian Revolution forced the closure of the House of Fabergé and cut short Alma’s promising career. She fled with her husband to Finland, where she taught German and art and inspired a new generation of devoted students, who had no idea of her former illustrious career until years after her death in 1976.

			The jeweled blue ‘lotus flower’ egg in this book is my own fabrication.

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			 

			In July of 1915, Ibrahim Sayed, the immensely wealthy Cairo jeweler, contacts the House of Fabergé in St Petersburg, Russia, to commission a jeweled egg, one of those most famously associated with tsars Alexander III and Nicholas II. It is to be a tenth-­anniversary present for his Greek wife, Cora. He requests that the egg be designed by Alma Pihl, the only female ever to have created one of the Imperial eggs. Ibrahim would like this egg to fit into a piece he already owns, a model of Apollo’s chariot, commissioned from a young jeweler on the Greek island of Crete. The chariot’s base holds a secret compartment in which he hid his wife’s engagement ring when he proposed. He asks that the key to this hiding place be disguised in the egg’s interior.

			Fabergé agrees to the commission, and Alma designs an egg incorporating Egyptian elements with a shape and decorations to complement those of the chariot. A twist of the jeweled and enameled falcon top causes the egg to open like the petals of a lotus flower, revealing a tiny king and queen wearing enamel robes and the traditional crowns of the pharaohs. The queen holds a bouquet of ruby roses, the king an ornate scepter, cleverly made from the key to the carriage’s hidden drawer.

			

			When the egg arrives in Cairo in 1916, specially delivered by an emissary from the House of Fabergé, Ibrahim is delighted. On the anniversary day, he takes his wife out of the heat of Cairo to El Alamein on the Mediterranean shore for a feast he has arranged to be served in a private tent, flaps left open to catch the salty breeze. When the meal is nearly over, he retrieves the egg. For my queen, he says, bursting with excitement, and bows, handing over the little box. Cora chuckles and ruffles his hair affectionately, accusing him of flattery. When she opens the present, she is stunned and deeply touched by the egg’s beauty, then teasingly says she doesn’t deserve anything so extravagant and pretends to be cross with him. He can see she is enchanted, and that night they make love with more than their usual passion.

			To the everlasting grief of his devoted wife, Ibrahim dies in 1934, at the age of fifty-­three.

			On her own deathbed decades later, Cora gives the egg and carriage to their son, Fadil, who has taken over the Sayed jewelry business with his wife, Leila. She also entrusts him with the secret of the hidden carriage compartment and its unique key.

			To their sorrow, Fadil and Leila are able to conceive only one child, Sami, the light of his mother’s life, the despair of his father’s. Sami is charming, handsome, lazy, opportunistic and not above playing chameleon with his beliefs and values to get what he wants. Fadil often despairs about passing their shop on to a Sayed who doesn’t value the family business.

			However, in 1951, when Sami is a teenager, a member of the Egyptian royal family, the beautiful Princess Fawzia, comes into the shop to commission a necklace. Sami is smitten, and Fadil grudgingly allows him to try his hand at designing. Sami comes up with a sketch of such grace and beauty that a proud Fadil awards him the commission, relieved that his son has finally become a true Sayed.

			

			Tragically, in January of 1952, during the uprising against the British occupation and those who benefited from it, Fadil and Leila are killed trying to protect their shop from looters and arsonists. The exquisite diamond necklace, completed and awaiting delivery to Princess Fawzia, disappears, presumably stolen. At seventeen, Sami is forced to give up his life of pleasure and take over the business. He never learns the secret of the carriage.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Friday, April 9, 1976

			Lilianne Maxwell strode briskly through the crowd in Cairo’s Tahrir Square. For the month she’d been in Egypt, she’d been escorted everywhere by colleagues who insisted foreign women should not go out alone. Breakfast, lunch and dinner, mornings, afternoons, evenings, all were fair game for the invitations that poured in, from her father’s friends in diplomatic or business circles, from higher-­ups at the Cairo National Bank, from Egyptian government officials eager for American business involvement, even from the family across the hall in her apartment building.

			Egyptian hospitality was legendary. But today, a glorious Friday afternoon with the city calling as loudly as her wanderlust, Lilianne had declined all invitations and succeeded in sneaking out, thrilled to be on her own.

			The thrill hadn’t lasted long. Lilianne’s genes had stubbornly ignored her mother’s Egyptian blood in favor of her father’s Anglo-­Saxon coloring – back in her mother’s bloodline, an Abdallah must have married a Jorgensson. Tall and blonde, she attracted male attention everywhere she went, even when conservatively dressed in the beige linen suit she’d worn to work, even wearing dark glasses to avoid eye contact. Obviously non-­native, she was also an immediate target for people persistently trying to sell jewelry and souvenirs.

			

			Through Cairo’s familiar chaos, she passed between the black stone lions guarding the entrance to the Qasr el Nil bridge. Car horns honked incessantly in the ubiquitous traffic as their drivers jockeyed and maneuvered for space, ignoring lanes, signs and signals in a series of constant near-­misses that would terrify even a New York cab driver. A bus inched by, packed so full that the dozen or so men on its rear platform had to lean out to fit. As it passed, two more men ran to grab the offered hands that swung them up to find invisible footholds on board.

			Ignoring the usual comments and come-­ons from the predominantly male bus passengers, Lilianne continued on to the bridge, stopping halfway to gaze at the river, the lifeblood of the country. On arrival into Cairo, she had seen from her airplane window the Nile’s fertile valley, resembling a narrow green stem through brown desert, eventually blooming into the delta that emptied into the Mediterranean. Here on the ground, the river was wide and glorious, conveying sailboats and barges past the apartments, palaces and hotels crowding its banks.

			Half of Lilianne belonged here. Her mother, a native Cairene, had fled the city’s tight embrace aged eighteen, for the relative freedom and openness of the US, a move that caused a complete break with her disapproving family. Somewhere in this crowded, remarkable sprawl lived strangers closely related by blood. Grandparents, uncles, cousins . . .

			A man stopped next to her, complimenting her fair complexion in broken English. A small group of grinning teenagers blocked her escape route, proffering beads and statuary: ‘Special price for you, beautiful lady.’ Lilianne cut them off in fluent Arabic, pushed through and kept walking. Heartless, but there were so many needy and only one of her.

			

			On the other side of the bridge lay Zamalek, an island dividing the Nile, home to embassies, stores, restaurants, gardens, sports fields and the Cairo Tower, a phallic upthrust decorated with lotus-­flower lattice stonework, built in the 1950s by then-­president Gamal Nasser as a symbol of Egyptian pride.

			At the top, Lilianne was rewarded not only with a break from the harassment and crowds below, but with a breathtaking view of the city, bisected by the glittering river, sprawling toward the distant pyramids, its horizon spiked with minarets that five times a day sent out the adhan, or call to prayer. A fascinating mix of ancient, medieval and modern, fading into hazy eternity.

			Her eyes drifted guiltily toward Shubra, where her mother, Dina Abdallah, had grown up. Lilianne hadn’t yet told the Abdallahs she was in town. Her mother had made it sound as if once Lilianne contacted them, not a moment of her time would be her own. Not only that, they’d disapprove of everything she was and everything she’d done, and would try to change her.

			Granted, Mom had a particular point of view, but since graduating from college, Lilianne had been fiercely independent, and the idea of becoming enmeshed in the sticky web of a family she barely knew did not appeal.

			Yet now, looking out toward their neighborhood, she couldn’t help wondering about her grandparents, Zahra and Braheem, about Mom’s brothers, Khaled and Ramy, all of whom Lilianne had encountered only in black and white, reluctantly shared images from her mother’s photo album. Over the past month, there had been times Lilianne felt she could sense her relatives, like phantom limbs, reminding her of what belonged to her but was not present.

			She should call. If only she weren’t so busy . . .

			Back at street level, Lilianne strode through the Al Zohriya gardens, longing to slow down and savor the green spaces being enjoyed by Egyptian families escaping concrete and noise. But, like a shark, she needed to keep moving to avoid drowning in the sucking turbulence of men and peddlers.

			

			Wearing her best ‘don’t-­mess-­with-­me’ expression, she passed the grounds of the Zamalek Sporting Club and headed toward the elegant Omar Khayyam Hotel, one of the oldest in the city, a palace built in 1869 by the reputedly wastrel leader of Egypt, the khedive Isma’il Pasha. The building beckoned as a respite from the overstimulation of the city, a place where Lilianne could sip a drink and be deliciously ignored.

			The Khayyam was a fantasy in stone at the Nile’s edge, a splendid mix of Arabic and European influences. Carved marble and latticed wood, hanging metal lanterns and crystal chandeliers, Oriental carpets and decorative ceilings, French Empire furniture and paintings, a style symptomatic of a country looking to define itself after decades of colonization.

			Lilianne sank into a seat in the elegant bar room, breathing in the quiet, and ordered a Scotch and an International Herald Tribune. Along with the drink and paper, the waiter brought a dish of olives with a small bowl of labneh and the ubiquitous baladi bread, a thicker version of pita sold fresh daily at government-­subsidized prices from donkey-­drawn carts throughout the city’s neighborhoods.

			As she sipped her Scotch, tearing off pieces of baladi to scoop up the addictive combination of briny olives and creamy, tangy labneh, she skimmed the headlines. Fire in a Malaysian shopping complex, NFL draft starting in the US, a sunken cargo ship off the coast of Greece.

			A throat-­clearing made her glance over. Two tables away, a man expensively dressed in a tan linen suit with a white shirt and paisley silk tie was immersed in the sameissue of the Tribune she was reading. His thick hair was neatly combed, his skin a deep gold with the permanent five o’clock shadow of hair too dark to be invisible. Very handsome. Just as Lilianne was about to turn away, he met her gaze. She tensed, but he only smiled, nodded a greeting and went back to his reading.

			

			Relieved, Lilianne finished the paper and her snack, paid her tab and wandered into the palm-­tree-­lined hotel courtyard, weighing the annoyance of further pestering if she ventured out again against the pleasures of discovering a new neighborhood.

			As she stood undecided, the evening call to prayer – the Maghrib – filled the air, dominated by a nearby mosque, the sound overlapping with dozens of other prayer calls from mosques throughout the city, a mesmerizing cacophony that never failed to elicit in Lilianne an emotional response.

			She leaned against a marble column, closed her eyes and let the hauntingly exotic tonality fill her. Allah is great. I testify that there is no god but Allah. I testify that Muhammad is the messenger of Allah. Come to prayer. Come to salvation. Allah is great. There is no god but Allah.

			When the last echo faded, Lilianne roused herself and consulted her map, feeling, rather fancifully, as if the call had carried a message for her along with the faithful. She’d walk, even if she had to resort to combat.

			‘May I be of some assistance?’ The words were pronounced in the perfectly enunciated English peculiar to foreign speakers.

			Lilianne looked into the dark eyes of the man who’d been sitting near her in the bar. Had he followed her, or was this a coincidence?

			‘Thank you.’ She smiled tightly. ‘I’d like to explore Zamalek, but I’m not sure of the best route.’

			‘If you will permit, I’d be delighted to play guide and escort. Zamalek is safer than some of the city, but it can be difficult for women to walk alone in Cairo.’

			

			‘So I’ve noticed.’

			‘But you walk alone anyway.’ His eyes crinkled in a grin. He wore the air of someone who knew he was attractive, though he stood at a respectful distance and his eye contact had none of the appraising ‘how-­do-­I-­get-­in’ quality of a predator. Lilianne guessed he was ten years older than her, which would put him around forty. ‘Very brave.’

			‘Brave or foolish, often the same thing.’

			‘Forgive me for not introducing myself. I am Sami Sayed, third-­generation owner of a jewelry shop on Brazil Street, here in Zamalek. We Sayeds are an old and respected Cairo family. My mother taught me good manners and respect for women. Both are at your service.’ He clicked his heels and gave a slight bow, an old-­fashioned gesture that charmed her.

			Lilianne had been told about – and experienced – the extraordinary friendliness, hospitality and generosity of Egyptians toward friends and strangers alike. In New York City, a guy offering to show a woman around would be given a suspicious dismissal. The gesture here was more routine politeness. She folded her map, musing on the irony of having to be with someone in order to feel independent. ‘Thank you, Mr Sayed. You’re kind to offer.’

			‘It will be my pleasure.’ He held out his hand. ‘You must call me Sami.’

			‘Lilianne Maxwell.’ She liked his handshake, firm and brief. ‘You must call me Lilianne.’

			‘Lovely to meet you, Lilianne.’ He extended his arm gracefully toward the street. ‘Et fadaleh.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘Do you speak Arabic?’

			‘Some.’ The lie came easily, her protective instinct at work. The less he knew about her the better. She’d studied Arabic since college, to honor the heritage her mother did her best to deny, and counted herself as decently fluent.

			

			‘What brings you to Cairo, Lilianne?’

			‘I’m here for work.’

			‘What kind of work do you do?’

			‘I’m a senior analyst for a US investment firm.’ Her father’s company, Maxwell Investments.

			Sami’s eyebrows nearly shot off the top of his forehead. ‘Senior analyst! I’m impressed.’

			If she were a man, he wouldn’t have blinked. ‘And you own a jewelry store.’

			‘Yes, I own the store, and the store owns me. I grew up in an apartment above it, as did my parents and their parents. We Sayeds can’t stay away from the gems.’

			A bitter note in his tone told her there was more he wasn’t saying, but she stayed silent, walking toward the Nile under the 26 July Corridor bridge, where they encountered an elaborate brick residence. Sami told her it had been the home of Aisha Fahmy, sister of Ali Fahmy, who’d built the palace and lived in it until his murder in 1923 by his wife, a former Parisian courtesan. Scandal! Next to it, a magnificent neo-­Gothic mansion built early in the century by a Frenchman, currently housing the Venezuelan Embassy. ‘Many of the old palaces along the Nile are embassies now. They give our little island quite the panache.’

			He took her elbow to cross the street, since doing so was a matter of stepping out into the never-­ending line of cars and hoping you didn’t get killed. Lilianne allowed his touch, but was pleased he released her when they reached safety on the opposite curb.

			‘You’ve never left Cairo? For school or maybe jewel-­shopping?’

			‘I have gone in search of good stones and good deals, yes. But to live? If you asked my parents, they’d say you might as well ask Adam and Eve if they wanted to move from Eden.’ He winked. ‘I have great plans for someday, inshallah – God willing. I would like to travel more, not be so tied to the shop. For now, it’s a good life, an honorable life at a good moment for our country. Ah, you must try this.’

			

			He’d stopped at a cart selling charcoal-­roasted sweet potatoes and bought one after haggling officiously with the man over the price, which seemed more than reasonable to Lilianne.

			Sami handed her the steaming potato, stuck with two forks so they could share. The orange flesh was smoky, tender and sweet. ‘You like this?’

			‘I like this.’ She took a second bite to show her approval. ‘Where would you go if you left here?’

			‘Ah, that’s easy. Paris first. City of light and love.’

			Lilianne stopped eating, struck by a pang of homesickness. She’d just spent two of the best years of her life in Paris, for the last several months surrounded by three people she’d become closer to than any she could remember. Connie Pappas, colorful flower-­child – still in Paris, but knowing her hummingbird nature, not for long. Helen Kenyon, shy, sheltered Midwesterner who’d blossomed during her all-­too-­short time in France. She and Lilianne had parted bitterly over the handsome, brilliant photojournalist Gilles Aubert, whom Helen had fallen madly in love with, and he with her. What should have been a happy ending was ruined by Helen’s cowardly decision to return to her farmer fiancé in Kansas. Connie had been philosophical. Lilianne had been furious. Watching Helen and Gilles together, the natural way they complemented each other, the joy they took in spending time together, had finally given Lilianne an inkling of what romantic love could be. Before that, the concept had seemed messy, complicated and unnecessary. ‘I lived there before I came to Cairo.’

			

			‘I envy you.’ Sami patted his heart. ‘Such a beautiful place. So civilized. Everything Egypt should be but can’t quite manage.’

			‘Why do you think that is?’

			He shot her a look. ‘Egyptians.’

			They wandered on. With Sami next to her, Lilianne was finally able to look around more comfortably. Zamalek, like so much of Cairo, was a mixture, old and modern, rich and poor. All around, reminders of the ancient city, intricately carved entrance doors, some half open to reveal stone courtyards, some with enormous decorative lanterns hanging ready to light the entryway. Now and then a stray cat – the pigeons of Cairo – would skulk across their path.

			And everywhere food! Souped-­up cafés for diplomat lunches next to carts selling fruit or counter kitchens selling chips, falafel and fried dough balls soaked in syrup. Men dominated the streets, in groups or singly, but there were women as well, in groups or with men, nearly all in jeans or other Western clothing. Among them, a healthy scattering of foreigners, probably embassy personnel as well as tourists from all over the world, walking the same city Egyptians had been walking since thousands of years before Christ. A humbling thought.

			Everywhere they were greeted as if they were old friends. Men joked with Sami, welcomed Lilianne to Egypt, to Cairo, shopkeepers handed her samples of whatever they were making, invited her to taste more, asked her how she liked their country and city. The street felt like a community she’d become part of simply by being there. This was exactly what she’d been after when she’d naïvely left the office that afternoon – some sense of the city outside of the carefully curated outings she’d been taken on since she arrived.

			In between Sami’s lessons on the history of Zamalek, first populated by royal palace workers, then gradually taken over and renovated by the wealthy, they ate food Sami insisted Lilianne try from what he assured her were the neighborhood’s top spots. Koshary, Egypt’s national dish, consisting of spiced rice, pasta and lentils doused with tomato sauce, topped with chickpeas and crisp fried onions, then laced with garlic vinegar for a superb mixture of tastes, temperatures and textures. Ta’ameya, Egyptian falafel, made with fava beans instead of chickpeas, tucked into baladi bread with tomato, pickles, cucumber, onions and parsley, under a blanket of creamy tahini sauce. Just as Lilianne’s stomach was about to burst, Sami insisted she try feteer meshaltet, an Egyptian layered pastry known for its delicate, flaky texture and rich, buttery taste.

			

			All with Egyptian dinner time only a few hours away. Lilianne was doubly glad she’d claimed tonight for herself.

			‘How do Egyptians keep from being overweight? I see people eating all day long.’

			‘That’s easy. The rich stay thin to maintain their status, the middle class stay thin to appear rich, and the poor don’t have enough to eat.’

			Lilianne took the last bite of pastry her stomach could manage. ‘There has to be more than that.’

			‘We have a healthy diet. Much more than Americans, who I think eat only hot dogs and French fries. You can see here and here, and there.’ He pointed to two stalls and a cart, each loaded with melons and strawberries, banana-­cluster chains dangling from the ceiling, oranges, grapes, dates and a few other fruits Lilianne didn’t recognize. ‘We eat vegetables and fresh fruit. Ah, the fruit! Wait until summer and autumn, when there will be three times the variety.’

			‘My mother jokes that in New York if you want to hear someone talk without stopping, ask an Arab cab driver where to get good grapes.’

			

			‘Ah yes?’ Sami acknowledged the greeting of a man across the street. ‘And how does your mother know this?’

			‘She’s Egyptian.’

			He stopped walking, eyes even wider than they’d been when Lilianne announced she was an investment banker.

			‘You are joking?’ He pointed to her hair. ‘Your father must be, what’s the word . . . all white everywhere?’

			‘Albino? No.’

			‘Why didn’t you tell me this before?’

			‘Because “Hi, I’m Lilianne, I’m half Egyptian” is a strange way to introduce myself?’

			‘Half Egyptian!’ He slapped his thigh. ‘Then we are brother and sister.’

			She shrugged, smiling, glad she’d let him show her around. ‘Could be.’

			A black car with tinted windows slowed and stopped next to them on the narrow street. The back window rolled down to reveal a middle-­aged man, prevented from sitting upright by an enormous stomach. His pudgy, freckle-­spotted hand emerged from the car, followed by a thin, raspy voice. ‘Sami Sayed.’

			A character straight from an Egyptian Godfather movie.

			Sami clasped the offered hand. ‘Abraam Al-­Kalib, al salamu alaykum.’

			‘Wa alaykum al salam. My friend has a necklace that needs repair. An old one, from her family.’

			‘I am honored. Please have her come by the store whenever it’s convenient. For you and your friends I am always open.’ Sami gave his slight bow, and made a move to withdraw his hand, but the man’s fleshy fingers must have tightened, because he gave up the effort.

			The car behind them honked its displeasure at being blocked. Al-­Kalib’s enormous chauffeur got out, folded his massive arms and glared at its driver. The honking stopped.

			

			And cut! That’s a wrap. Good work, everyone!

			‘How’s business, Sami?’ Al-­Kalib’s eyes were shrewd and cold.

			‘Very good, Alhamdulillah.’

			‘Let’s hope it stays that way, eh?’

			Lilianne took in a quick breath. She was not imagining the threat in those quiet words.

			Fascinating.

			Sami blanched. ‘Yes, yes, inshallah.’

			The fingers released. The window rolled back up. The chauffeur unwrapped his arms from his manly chest, got into the car and moved on.

			Lilianne glanced at Sami, who was straightening his cuff, looking mildly shaken. Was he in some kind of trouble? Mob trouble? Loan shark? Both? ‘Who was that?’

			His full lips were pinched. ‘One of the most powerful men in Cairo.’

			‘He doesn’t look like someone you’d want angry at you.’

			‘Who does? We cross here.’ Sami casually stepped out in front of a car, which slowed without any sign of annoyance from the driver.

			She followed his lead, both in crossing the street and dropping the subject of the man in the black car. ‘People must be regularly run over here.’

			‘Not that regularly.’ Sami approached a storefront gleaming with gold, and opened the heavy wooden door with his family name lavishly scripted across the interior glass panel. ‘Ahlan wa sahlan, welcome to Sayed’s, jewelers to the common people, the middle class, the rich and the royal. Please come in.’

			

			She walked in and nodded to a somber dark-­skinned young man lolling behind the counter, who snapped to alarmed attention when he caught sight of her escort.

			‘Thank you for taking over while I was out, Youssef,’ Sami said in Arabic. ‘You may go back and finish your work.’

			Youssef nodded and disappeared into the back of the shop.

			‘Your assistant?’

			‘A talented young man. I still do the design, but he’s taken over a lot of the actual workmanship. My eyes aren’t what they were when I was twenty. Neither is my patience.’

			‘Your shop is beautiful.’ She wasn’t flattering him. This was a far cry from the tourist stuff sold downtown, where shelves were crammed with gilt busts of King Tutankhamun and Queen Hatshepsut, gold bracelets hanging edge to edge, and dense mats of necklaces. The jewelry in Sami’s store showed clear loyalty to Egypt, with a predominance of gold, the vibrant blue of lapis lazuli, green emeralds and opalescent pearls in the traditional symbols – ankhs, scarabs, lotus flowers, falcons and snakes. But these pieces had been brought into more modern times, graceful lines that only hinted at the original shapes, or asymmetrical takes on the ancient forms. A set of bracelets with unusual curves that formed a series of overlapping circles on the wearer’s arm. A necklace dangling a lapis lazuli scarab whose gold legs extended and blended into a sinuous golden frame. A pin of multi-­hued turquoise lotus flowers that tangled with each other in a glittery bouquet.

			‘Thank you. Many of the pieces are my own work.’

			‘I’m impressed.’

			Sami leaned closer, conspiratorially, though they were alone in the shop. Lilianne was struck again by his clean-­shaven good looks: deep-­set, nearly black eyes with long lashes under neat brows, a fine high forehead and cheekbones, and a long, sharp-­bridged nose. His aftershave was delicate and subtle, his clothes a perfect fit. A very attractive man.

			

			True to her nature, she felt nothing. No interest, no chemistry, no sexual curiosity. Nothing. A shameful and tragic flaw she’d confessed only to one person, which had turned out to be one too many.

			‘I once designed a necklace for a princess of Egypt. Fawzia, daughter of King Fuad and Queen Nazli. The finest piece I ever created.’ His eyes gleamed with pride. ‘I was sixteen and fell madly in love with her the second she walked into our shop. I begged my father to allow me to submit a design. He indulged me by letting me try, but had no intention of choosing my work. I slaved for weeks. A lacework pattern of diamonds in the shape of the Egyptian collar necklace historically worn by royalty, scaled down for her beautiful neck. My father couldn’t believe what I’d done, and I couldn’t believe he chose it for Fawzia. The proudest moment of my life.’

			‘She must have loved it.’

			‘No, this is the tragedy.’ He stepped back, his fine features clouding. ‘She never saw it. The work had just been finished, then came the riots in 1952 against foreigners in Egypt and against our profligate king. The city was a disaster, our shop burned. Our safe, in the back of the store, was intact, but the necklace was gone. My father must have hidden it elsewhere, or tried to, but both he and my mother were killed in the violence, along with many others, and the necklace never resurfaced.’

			‘I’m sorry.’ She was struck both by the senseless loss of the story and by the dry way Sami recited the words, as if he’d said them so many times they no longer held meaning.

			‘I haven’t forgotten the sounds of those riots, the smell of the fires. The panic at age seventeen when my parents didn’t come home and didn’t come home . . . What was I to do? How was I to live? It was a terrible day. My parents were dead and I’d let down my princess. Poor boy!’

			

			His mocking tone further surprised her. ‘That is a terrible day. How did—’

			‘Life goes on, Alhamdulillah, thanks to God.’ His eyes came abruptly back to life. ‘One day I’ll show you what I’m working on upstairs.’

			‘In your design studio?’

			‘The shop studio is in the back room there.’ He gestured toward the door Youssef had disappeared through. ‘Upstairs is my personal studio, in my apartment.’

			‘Ah.’ Lilianne bent her head over a glass case to avoid commenting further. Where she came from, inviting a woman up to your apartment to see your jewels . . . She’d heard that one before.

			Her eyes came to rest on a bracelet whose thick gold band parted to embrace a scarab holding two tiny diamonds between its front legs, its head blue from lapis, its body a deep red. On either side, two lotus flowers inlaid with turquoise bloomed from tiny lapis-­striped vases.

			Lilianne was not that keen on jewelry, rarely saw anything that appealed, but the little beetle had caught her fancy.

			‘What do you see?’

			She pointed. ‘That one.’

			‘Ah! A lady of discerning taste. That’s one of my designs. You must try it.’ Sami took a ring of keys out of his pocket, unlocked the case and handed her the bracelet.

			Lilianne slipped it on. The metal was cool, the colors glowed against her skin, fairer than Sami’s, but with the same olive tint.

			‘In our history, the scarab was associated with the sun god Khepri, a symbol of daily rebirth. The god was believed to roll the sun across the sky. Which is how these little beetles became important. You know what the scarab is also called?’

			

			‘No, what?’ Lilianne looked up from the bracelet to find Sami’s eyes glinting with amusement.

			‘Dung beetle. They roll their eggs into balls of dung, which they also eat in large quantities. So you see what we Egyptians hold sacred.’

			Lilianne laughed, the feeling strange until she realized it had been a while since she’d done so out of more than politeness. ‘I think it might go deeper than that.’

			‘Yes. I don’t remember details.’ His smile was sheepish and endearing. ‘The symbol has thousands of years of precedent in Egypt, so I can’t claim to have designed it, only added my own interpretation.’

			‘It’s beautiful.’

			He inclined his head. ‘I’m honored. And I would be even more honored if you’d let me take you for a real Egyptian dinner tonight. Not the tourist places.’

			‘Dinner?!’ Lilianne put a hand to her stomach. ‘I ate enough on our walk here to last me until breakfast.’

			‘Ah, no.’ He lifted a warning finger. ‘While you’re here, you must learn to eat like an Egyptian.’

			Lilianne slid the bracelet off and laid it on the counter, weighing how to phrase her rejection. ‘I’m afraid I have dinner plans. And you’ve already been so generous with your time.’

			‘It’s been nothing but a pleasure.’ He went behind the counter and rummaged in a drawer, coming up with a business card he handed to her. ‘You’re here for a while, though, yes?’

			‘Until I hear otherwise.’ She examined his card, black and white script with a diamond nestled in the Y of his last name, pleased he wasn’t pushing harder for her company.

			‘Come, I will find you a cab.’ He walked outside with her toward the river and flagged a taxi within a few minutes. ‘Where to?’

			

			‘Maadi.’

			The driver nodded. Sami slipped him some money and said, in Arabic, ‘Treat her like your own daughter or I will hear about it.’

			‘Thank you, Sami.’ Lilianne offered her hand, pretending she hadn’t understood his warning to the driver. ‘For the escort, the food and showing me your shop. Ma’a el salama.’

			‘Goodbye.’ He shook her hand with a big smile, his black eyes warm. ‘Ashofak bokra, inshallah. See you tomorrow.’

			She nearly fell into the foreigner trap of correcting him. Tomorrow? But here, where time was ignored almost as often as traffic rules, the phrase meant more along the lines of ‘hope to see you sometime’.

			There was more to translate here than just Arabic.

			After a traffic-­clogged ride back to her spacious furnished apartment, provided by Maxwell Investments, Lilianne changed into jeans and a sweater, then poured herself a glass of water and went out onto her balcony overlooking the evocatively named Street 85, east of Mostafa Kamel Square. She was feeling oddly empty and restless. Curious, since she’d so been looking forward to her precious first night free of social obligation.

			Her phone rang. She jumped up, telling herself it was undoubtedly a business call. But wouldn’t it be wonderful if it was Connie calling from Paris with news that Gilles was safe, or even better, a call from Gilles himself? He’d been so gutted by Helen’s rejection that despite Connie and Lilianne’s pleadings, he’d requested a transfer to cover the raging civil war in Lebanon, practically a suicide wish. Lilianne had heard from him every few days over her first couple of weeks in Cairo, but nothing since. She told herself he was just busy, but the worry persisted.

			Hearing his deep voice would go a long way toward lightening her mood tonight.

			

			‘Hello?’ She crossed her fingers, waiting for the response.

			‘Lilianne Maxwell?’

			Lilianne wrinkled her nose. Not familiar. ‘Yes.’

			‘John Baker, US State Department. We met at the embassy last week.’

			Uhh . . . Her mind clicked through a mental Rolodex of recent contacts.

			‘Yes, I remember.’ Vaguely. Dark suit, short hair . . . That described half the people in the building. If she was right, John Baker was average height with handsome features, rigidly parted hair, perfect teeth, a brutal handshake and vaguely musty breath. A political officer, she thought. Not someone she’d been thrilled to meet, or someone she was thrilled to have interrupt her evening. ‘How are you?’

			‘I’m doing fine, how about yourself?’

			Herself was annoyed. ‘What can I do for you?’

			‘Wondering if you’d have a minute to meet Monday morning?’

			‘Let me check.’ Interesting. What would his division want with her? She dragged her day planner out of her briefcase, then flipped the pages until she landed on April 12. ‘Ten o’clock?’

			‘That would be fine. I’ll have you on the list for entry.’

			‘Okay . . .’ She turned, pulling the phone cord with her. ‘Anything you can hint at? My family all right?’

			‘I’m sure they’re fine.’ He chuckled drily. ‘Can’t talk more now. See you Monday.’

			Lilianne hung up the phone and stood frowning. ‘Can’t talk more now’ could mean classified. Was he CIA?

			During her master’s program at Harvard, Lilianne had been recruited by the CIA, and participated in training at Camp Peary in Virginia, aka ‘the farm’. She’d excelled, and at first thought she’d found a way to define her career. Then two things had happened. One, her father had had a mild heart attack, and had to cut back his duties at Maxwell Investments while he recovered, and two, Lilianne had begun to suspect she was too much of a loner to be all-­in on teamwork, and she wasn’t willing to be so thoroughly controlled in her career, told where to live, what to wear, whom she could be friends with. She also couldn’t see any women at the top, which was where she wanted to be.

			

			Maybe John Baker knew something about her investigation into Maxwell Investments’ proposed partnership with the Cairo National Bank, though she had yet to find any red flags. She could think of nothing else that made logical sense.

			But as she returned to the balcony to resume trying to enjoy her solitude in the cooling evening, the voice of intuition Lilianne had learned to trust over the years told her the Monday meeting would signal a turning point in her stay.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Monday, April 12, 1976

			Lilianne met John Baker in the lobby of the US Embassy. Downtown, not far from Tahrir Square, it was another former palace, ornate with turrets and decorative stonework, balconies and windows that arched to an elegant point.

			She braced herself for the bone-­crushing handshake. ‘Hi, John. Good to see you.’

			‘Thanks for coming in. Any trouble finding us? Is it still beautiful outside? Supposed to get hotter later in the week. This way.’

			She followed his breakneck pace, lips curved in amusement. Apparently she was not required to answer his questions. But yes, it was still a beautiful day, in the mid seventies, sunny and breezy, as it had been most every day. Lilianne had yet to experience Cairo’s summer heat or one of the hellish sandstorms that blew in from the desert.

			‘How are you liking Cairo? I was overwhelmed at first, but love it now. Mind if we take the stairs? The elevators are slow here.’ He marched briskly toward the dark wood of the lavish curving staircase. Lilianne followed, wondering if he ever let his friends and/or family respond, or if he just kept talking past them as well.

			He tore down a tile-­patterned hallway and stopped to open a carved-­wood door that led into a room that was similarly tiled and elegant. ‘After you. Thanks for coming, have a seat.’

			

			The decor in his office clashed horribly with the exotic ambience – modern business furniture, light wood, sharp angles, and chairs upholstered in baby-­blue corduroy.

			‘So.’ John sat behind the desk and folded his hands. ‘Sami Sayed.’

			Lilianne managed to keep the surprise off her face, and the dismay. John was CIA. She’d been followed yesterday. Or rather, Sami had been. He was either causing trouble or could lead to people who were. The man in the black car, maybe, Abraam Al-­Kalib.

			‘Seems like a nice guy,’ she said evenly. ‘You’re keeping an eye on him, I take it.’

			‘He’s a person of interest, yes. You know the drill.’

			Lilianne nodded, resisting the urge to shift in her chair. Yes, she did, and was glad that drill wasn’t hers. Being at Maxwell Investments had its own difficulties – the boss was family, and her quick rise had caused some resentment – but her work was generally respected, especially after Paris, where she’d exasperated everyone by insisting something was off in the company Maxwell was targeting for acquisition. After weeks of stubborn digging, Lilianne had triumphantly uncovered irregular accounting practices that could have been a major problem if the deal had gone forward. Her looks and gender were still liabilities in a man’s world, but that coup had gone a long way toward proving she’d earned her spot, and she hoped it would help when the time came to move further up the ladder.

			John sat back, elbow on one of the armrests, chin on his hand, sizing her up. ‘Seems like the two of you were pretty friendly yesterday.’

			

			Lilianne did not like the way he said that. ‘He offered to show me—’

			‘That will actually suit us fine.’

			‘I see.’ She eyed him steadily, showing that even though she’d left the CIA, her training hadn’t left her. She had a pretty good idea what would come next. Lilianne would agree to serve her country, of course, but it meant seeing Sami again and dealing with the consequences of forging a fake friendship. ‘What do you need exactly?’

			‘Nothing big. Just spend time with him. Let us know if names or places come up that seem worth passing along.’

			‘What’s the focus?’

			‘That’s classified.’

			She’d bet Al-­Kalib. ‘Anything you can tell me about Sami?’

			John leaned forward, hands apart on the desk, another pose that came across like he practiced at home before deploying it in public. ‘He’s a small player, maybe a hustle or two on the side, but as far as we can tell, harmless. Jewelry store’s been in the family for generations. Western-­styled Egyptians, long-­time wealth, tied to the old royal regimes.’

			‘Okay.’ Points to Sami for honesty. ‘You want to know who he hangs out with and what he says about them. Reports would go to you?’

			‘I’ll give you the name of an officer. Send them in bank envelopes.’

			‘And the terms?’ She didn’t need the money, but she strongly believed that the higher the price tag, the more people and things were valued.

			He named a low figure; Lilianne countered until they agreed on a price, then she tossed in the story of meeting Abraam Al-­Kalib for free, satisfied when he looked pleased.

			‘Should I initiate the next contact with Sami?’

			

			‘Better if he finds you. He likes to hang out at the Cairo Cellar for a drink, plays tennis Tuesday and Thursday mornings at the Gezira club. We can get you a membership. You play?’

			She nodded, remembering the hated childhood lessons at the Fairfield Country Club in Southport, her mother insisting she learn both tennis and golf. Without those skills, Lilianne would inevitably marry a worthless bum who'd never rise beyond a beggar’s salary. That was how things worked in Dina’s world.

			As much as Lilianne hated to admit it, her skill at both games had come in handy.

			They chatted a few minutes longer about logistics, then John escorted her out of the building and said goodbye with another finger-­mangling handshake.

			Lilianne strode away, inhaling the warm air, feeling as though she’d been dragged into an alternate universe. She’d come to Cairo to delve into the inner workings of a local bank and to reconnect with her heritage.

			Now she’d also be working as a spy.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Present day

			Sophie Aubert sat in the snack-­house pavilion at the Fairfield Country Club in Southport, Connecticut, having a late high-­fat lunch with her BFF since first grade, Belinda Zimmerman, aka Beezy. Early-­afternoon sun glinted off the children of extreme privilege splashing through the waves of the Long Island Sound. Behind them, over the fence, more happy splashing in the junior Olympic pool just outside the clubhouse cabana.

			Sophie was not splashing happily; she was gritting her teeth under a fake smile, because bending boobs-­forward over their table, bleached blonde hair accented by a wide pink headband, was Cathy Adamson, whom Sophie called the Catheter because she got right up into you and made you pissed.

			‘I wanted to make sure the cookies you agreed to make for the Pequot book sale volunteers will be—’

			‘You betcha, they’ll be ready.’ Out of the corner of her eye, Sophie saw Beezy smirk. ‘You betcha’ was the type of phrase Sophie used only when irritated. ‘Ginger cardamom, lemon rosemary, Earl Grey chocolate and sesame chocolate-­chip.’

			‘Oh.’ A frown marred the ivory surface of Cathy’s forehead. ‘How unusual.’

			‘Yes.’ Sophie was not thinking about the cookies. She was thinking about the Incident, and had decided that the best way to stamp it so far into the ground it would never rise again was a direct attack disguised as sweetness. Always a winner if the balance was right.

			

			‘All the Pequot Library events are stellar. We’re so lucky to have that place.’ Cathy flashed a smile, teeth as straight and white as she was. ‘Enjoy your lunch. And have a great rest of your—’

			‘One thing, Cathy.’ Sophie grimaced as if she were terribly reluctant to go on, which she wasn’t. ‘I wanted you to know you were overheard at the Davises’ party saying that since Peter divorced me I’ve gone downhill. I’m sure you didn’t mean it the way it sounded.’

			Cathy froze, turning headband-­pink. ‘I . . . I . . .’

			‘Don’t even think about apologizing.’ Sophie waved that super-­silly thought away, bolstering her smile to keep it from turning feral. ‘I know you were just worried about me and it came out wrong. But, well, I guess other people thought you were dissing me.’

			A snort escaped Beezy, quickly disguised as a cough.

			‘So . . .’ Sophie injected her expression with extra earnest warmth. ‘I wanted to reassure you that I’m fine. It’s just that divorce is hard. Even three years later.’

			She let her voice crack with emotion. The Catheter, now the color of sunburn, took a step back from the table. ‘I’m so sorry. But . . . yes, I’ve been worried about you.’

			Sophie’s turn to hide a snort. Like hell. Cathy worried only about Cathy.

			‘Thanks. That’s sweet. But you don’t need to, I’m fine. See you tomorrow!’ She waved as if Cathy were already far away, which quickly became reality.

			Sophie’s smile disappeared. There was a group of women in her small town, probably in every small town, who’d never left high school, emotionally speaking. Still in the same cliques, still trying to make themselves feel more important by putting other people down. It made Sophie tired. Most Southporters were gems, but as the saying went, the few bad apples should be thrown into the woods to be eaten by squirrels.

			

			‘That was the best smack-­down I’ve seen in years.’ Beezy’s freckled face shone with admiration. ‘You came out smelling like a rose. We all know what she smells like.’

			‘Politeness is an underrated weapon.’ Sophie picked up her sandwich, wishing she could feel rose-­smelling and triumphant, but the interaction had sapped her.

			‘I think the new you is fantastic,’ Beezy said. ‘Total change, leave the old behind. It’s exactly what you needed.’

			Sophie shrugged, scrubbing her hands through her hair, shorn from the thick, dark length she’d worn since girlhood into a funky cut with spilling-­over bangs, short around the sides. She’d also double-­pierced her ears and had a morning glory vine tattooed around her left ankle. Maybe not the most appropriate look to take on at forty-­five, but after the divorce, she’d felt compelled to look as different from Sophie-­married-­to-­Peter as she could.

			Not in the rebellion-­look plan were the twenty pounds she’d gained, but she didn’t miss a thing about fretting over every calorie. ‘You are a great friend.’

			‘I’m an honest friend.’ Beezy tugged at a strand of her glossy blonde mane. ‘I’d totally do it but I don’t have the guts. And Jim would have a heart attack.’

			‘No reason for you to.’ Sophie and Beezy had been joined at the hip since they met in first grade, when Beezy’s family moved to Southport. They’d called themselves the Twin Negatives – Sophie dark, born on Crete and adopted to the US at five months old, Beezy a towhead of Scandinavian heritage. The only other person Sophie had been that close to was her imaginary friend Lulu, who appeared after Sophie’s many pleas for a baby sister were rudely ignored.

			

			‘What’s on your schedule this afternoon?’ Beezy pushed back her crumb-­sprinkled plate.

			‘I’m doing prep for a catering job at Ross and Angela’s tonight, then going over to Willow Street to see Mom and Dad and finally meet their friend Helen. They’re back as of late morning.’

			‘Oh, that’s right! The big RV road trip from Kansas. After all those years hearing about their vacations together, it will be fun to meet Helen.’

			‘I loved those trips. I got to stay at your house and help drive your parents crazy.’

			‘Wasn’t it great? I was bummed when they stopped.’ Beezy bent to pick up her bag. ‘I gotta run. Scotty has softball this afternoon so I must return to mom duty. By September I am so ready for the school year, I can’t stand it.’

			Sophie stood and pushed in her chair. Beezy’s life was perfect. She had a romance-­novel marriage, two smart, delightful children and a successful career as an interior designer. She was beautiful, funny and kind, and all of it came easily to her.

			For a while Sophie’s life had been that perfect too, except for not being able to have kids. Fertility specialists of course couldn’t find a thing wrong with Peter. He had Olympic-­athlete sperm in ginormous numbers. It was her. Of course it was her. Bad eggs, they theorized. Put ’em in a bowl of water and they’d float.

			She and Beezy walked together to the parking lot, dodging wet, sandy kids and the parents trying to keep them under control.

			

			‘I keep meaning to ask, how’s the blitz going?’

			Uhh . . . Sophie had promised herself a focused effort this month to drum up more clients for her faltering personal chef business. In fact, she’d made herself tell Beezy about the marketing plan so it would be too humiliating to wuss out and not do it.

			She hadn’t done it. ‘It’s not going.’

			‘What? Why not?’ Beezy stopped at her sunshine-­yellow Mercedes coupe. ‘People aren’t responding?’

			‘I have yet to blitz.’

			Beezy pout-­frowned at her. ‘Why?’

			‘I hate that part of the business. I just like the cooking.’ She felt like a traitor to women’s rights causes everywhere, but it was true.

			‘So quit. You’ve got alimony, your condo is paid for . . .’

			‘This business is my only remaining identity and source of pride. I chef, therefore I am.’

			‘No, no, no.’ Beezy launched herself at Sophie with her trademark bear hug. ‘Don’t be that way. You have much to be proud of.’

			Like . . . ?

			‘I know. I’m being dramatic.’ Sophie relaxed her half of the hug, ashamed to admit that she didn’t hate being financially dependent as much as the thought of what it would take to free herself from the handouts. ‘See you tomorrow?’

			‘Tomorrow I’m playing tennis.’ Beezy waggled her salon-­shaped eyebrows. ‘With Nanny and Booboo.’

			‘Say hi from me.’ Sophie waved and got into her Prius, chuckling. Nanny and Booboo were grade-­school nicknames for Nancy and Barb, good friends who’d once made the mistake of gloating over a lacrosse victory during PE. Sophie and Beezy had come up with the names at Beezy’s house over a giant bowl of popcorn and collapsed into giggles so long and loud that Beezy’s little brother had pounded on the door, ignoring the sign that said Private Keep Out: Especially Brothers, demanding to know what was so funny.

			

			Sophie started the Prius – paid for by her parents, sigh – worried, not for the first time, that since the divorce, she’d been depending too much on Beezy for social and emotional support. Beezy had her own perfect life to live.

			As she was about to pull out, her phone announced an incoming text.

			It was from her mother: We’re back! Long lines at Stop & Shop, Gilles delayed at studio, Helen alone at home, ill, not answering texts, probably asleep, but are you free to check on her?

			Sophie texted back immediately. Just leaving the club, be there in five.

			She drove past the golf course, inhabited by clusters of people who could afford the exorbitant entrance fees. On her left, picturesque views of sailboats and yachts moored in the long protected finger of the harbor.

			Sophie’s adoptive mother, Lilianne Maxwell, had been born here, as had her maternal grandfather, Franklin Maxwell, and on and on back to the seventeenth century, when Southport was still part of Fairfield. The village had changed over her lifetime, from a picturesque hamlet of quiet old-­money wealth to a showy bastion of the entitled. Its beauty was intact, its charm undiminished – if you looked in the right directions – but increasingly, fantastic eighteenth-­ and nineteenth-­century houses were being razed and replaced with soulless McMansions whose only purpose was to show off the wealth of their owners.

			Peter, and his new improved wife, Lexy, had invested their combined gazillions into ten thousand square feet on two acres next to Long Island Sound. Five bedrooms, six bathrooms, pool, hot tub, tennis courts . . . Every night from their second-­floor master bedroom suite they could hear the sea.

			

			Divorced Sophie lived in fifteen hundred square feet in Southport Woods Condominiums, a place her parents bought her after Peter wanted out of their marriage. Every night from her bedroom she could hear the I-­95 traffic.

			Not that she was in any place to complain about her parents’ extraordinary generosity. Her bitterness came from losing the love of her life to a young, pretty, ambitious, successful and all-­around ideal woman.

			All things Sophie had tried so hard to be.

			A few minutes later, she pulled into the driveway of the 1830 Victorian she grew up in on Willow Street. Arriving here, even after so many years, still felt like coming home, which in her current broody mood made her feel mildly pathetic. Forty-­five years old and Mommy and Daddy’s house still felt like her own.

			She got out of the car, striding toward the side entrance along the row of hedges lining the driveway, where Lulu would wait for her every day after school, sometimes springing out to surprise her. That memory always made Sophie smile. She’d begged to be able to bring Lulu to school, but while Mom indulged her fantasy by setting a place for her imaginary friend at the dinner table, she’d put her foot down about school, saying Lulu would be much safer and happier at home.

			Sophie mounted the steps of the side porch – no one used the front door except guests – and knocked quietly to be polite. When no one answered, she stepped inside.

			‘Hello? Helen?’ She climbed the curving wooden staircase, glancing in at her old room, most of whose contents she’d stolen to furnish the new condo, including her childhood quilt, knick-­knacks and posters. After growing up in this wonderful old house and living in an equally wonderful old house with Peter, she’d done as much as possible to cram her bland, antiseptic divorcée habitat with color and character.

			

			Down the hall, the guest room door was open. She peeked cautiously inside. A couple of suitcases, twin beds still made. No Helen, but on one of the beds lay a large doll, nearly two feet long, head on the pillow as if she were taking a nap after her long journey. She was dressed in a stunning green gown with matching evening slippers on her tiny feet, and a fur cape with a jeweled brooch closure. Crowning her dark curls, a sparkling tiara. Her expression was one of such mournful beauty that Sophie immediately wanted to comfort her.

			‘Well, hello.’ She lifted the doll into her arms, feeling a sense of déjà vu, as if she’d been around this remarkable creature before, long ago. She didn’t see how that could be possible. ‘What’s your name? Do you belong to Helen?’

			She touched the round pink cheeks, admiring the dark eyes and meticulously painted brows and lashes. The only flaw to such perfection was the hair, which sloped crookedly to one side of her smooth forehead. Impossible that the creator of such a gorgeous creature would have made a mistake like that. Sophie’s guess was that the doll had been exposed to dampness or heat that had slipped her wig. The fix would probably not be much harder than loosening and resticking. A quick look and gentle tug showed that the glue was indeed fragile.

			Sophie was dying to straighten it. Crooked drove her crazy. Back during the so-­good days of their marriage, Peter would teasingly knock pictures and rugs askew in their house to see how quickly she noticed and put them right.

			Very quickly.

			Back downstairs, still cradling the doll, she found the famous Helen – who else could it be? – stretched out asleep on the couch in the living room under a mound of blankets, in spite of the room’s temperature being over seventy.

			

			Sophie seated the doll on a chair and pulled out her phone to text her parents. Helen asleep, all well.

			‘Lilianne?’

			The weak croak made Sophie’s head jerk up; she crossed to the couch to introduce herself. ‘Sorry if I woke you.’

			Helen’s blue eyes widened, and she gasped. ‘Connie! Connie! My God. What are you doing here? How did you get here?’

			Oops. Sophie knelt to show her face more clearly. ‘I’m Sophie. Gilles and Lilianne’s daughter. Sophie.’

			Helen continued to gape, obviously trying to fit pieces together. Her cheeks were flushed, eyes bright. From the nap, or fever? Sophie was tempted to touch her forehead to check, but . . . boundaries.

			‘No, no. Of course. Connie isn’t . . . Oh, but you take after her. You really do.’ A tear rolled down her unnaturally rosy cheek. ‘Dear Connie.’

			This was extremely weird. ‘Who is Connie?’

			‘She’s . . . We were friends in Paris. I thought . . . Oh no. Oh dear.’ Helen blinked a few times, then passed her hand over her eyes and lay still.

			Sophie stiffened. Was it time to panic? Because she was close enough that she could do a bang-­up job. ‘Helen?’

			She was about to nudge her when Helen uncovered her eyes. ‘I’m so sorry. I just made a terrible mistake.’

			‘No, no. It’s all good. Not a problem.’ Sophie spoke soothingly, still worried that Helen was not well. Mistaking her for someone else was at worst embarrassing. ‘You must have been dreaming. How are you feeling?’

			‘Better.’ Helen pushed off the blankets, slowly swung her legs off the couch, then pulled herself up to sitting, Sophie ready to help if she wavered. She was of slender build, but tall, like Sophie’s mom, dressed casually in blue cotton pants and a blue and white striped top. The hand reaching for her glasses on the coffee table was steady. ‘I had a good nap.’

			

			‘Mom is stuck at the supermarket. Dad’s at his studio. I’m sure they’ll be back soon. They asked me to check on you.’

			‘They shouldn’t have bothered you. I’m fine.’ She put on the glasses and studied Sophie’s face anxiously. Helen was beautiful, must have been a stunner in her youth. ‘Sophie. Of course. Please ignore what I . . . As you said, I must have been dreaming. I made a mistake.’

			‘It’s no big deal.’ Sophie got to her feet, surprised that Helen’s error had so unsettled her. Maybe she was a perfectionist, like Lilianne. ‘Can I get you anything? Water? Something to eat?’

			‘No, no, thank you.’ Helen smoothed her gray bob and looked around. ‘This is such a lovely house. I spent so much time imagining what it might look like.’

			‘I’ve spent that much time imagining what you look like.’ Sophie sat opposite her. ‘When did you all get back?’

			‘Not long ago. Or, actually, I have no idea what time it is.’ Helen looked perplexed. ‘Your parents never showed you pictures of me? Or of our trips? Or of all of us in Paris?’

			‘Not that I remember.’ Her parents shared nearly nothing of themselves. ‘It’s almost three.’

			‘Ah. I’m a little out of it still. I had surgery a while ago for a broken hip, back home in Kansas. Your parents showed up last month in the world’s largest RV, total surprise, and scooped me up to come visit. On the way I got sick, somewhere around DC. It was probably too soon for me to travel, but we had so much fun. Your mom and dad have taken such good care of me.’

			‘They’re good at that. I loved being sick when I was a kid.’ Sophie got up to bring the doll over to Helen. ‘I found this beautiful lady up in your room. I hope it’s okay that I brought her down. I’d love to know more about her. I feel like I’ve seen her before.’

			

			‘Ah.’ Helen relaxed back on the couch, gazing affectionately at the doll. ‘That’s Sarah. Sarah Bernhardt, one of your mother’s and my closest friends. She’s very old and, we found out, very valuable and totally unique. There’s not another one like her. A friend gave her to me in Paris, then I left her with your mother when I came back to the US. I imagine Lilianne wouldn’t have brought Sarah out to play with you often because of her value, but that’s probably why she looks familiar. Isn’t she lovely?’

			‘A work of art.’ Sophie gestured to the doll’s forehead. ‘Except for the crooked hair.’

			‘Yes, that is strange.’ Helen lovingly stroked the dark curls. ‘I don’t remember that in Paris, but it was crooked when Lilianne and Gilles brought her back to me in Kansas several years ago.’

			‘The glue must have loosened in heat or humidity, then stuck again.’ Sophie hesitated, itching to mend the doll, not sure of her right. ‘I’m pretty good at crafty things . . .’

			‘And a good cook. Lilianne and Gilles brag about you.’

			‘They absolutely should.’ Sophie smiled, loving Helen’s giggle, though she doubted her parents had been bragging. A high-­powered corporate lawyer and a renowned photographer had little to boast about with their housewife-­turned-­leech child. ‘I don’t think it would be a complicated fix. If you trust me, I can investigate.’

			‘Well.’ Helen frowned briefly. ‘I’d love to see her back to her old self. If you promise she won’t come to any harm, then yes. Thank you.’

			‘You’re welcome, and I promise.’

			The side door opened, followed by careful masculine footsteps on the entranceway tile. Sophie laid Sarah down on a chair, excused herself and half ran toward the sound. ‘Dad? That you?’

			

			‘Sophilu!’ Gilles grabbed her in a hug, using the combined nickname for her and Lulu he’d invented when she was a kid. He seemed unusually animated.

			‘Welcome home!’ She hugged him back. ‘So glad you guys are back safely. I loved all the pictures you sent.’

			‘It was a great trip, but good to be back.’ His eyes went toward the living room. ‘How is she?’

			‘She’s fine.’ Helen’s voice was strong. ‘Come see for yourself.’

			Gilles let out a loud laugh and strode into the living room. Sophie followed, mildly taken aback. Her quiet, careful father seemed to be shooting off energy. Had he had good news at the studio?

			‘You look much better.’ Her dad was standing over their guest, hands on his hips, grinning for all he was worth. Helen must have been quite sick. ‘You had us worried. You had me worried. Lilianne knew you’d be okay.’

			‘Lilianne knows all. You should listen to her.’ Helen beamed at him, then coughed, hand to her throat. ‘I hate to ask, but could I have that glass of water now, Sophie? I’m awfully dry.’

			‘No problem.’ Sophie went into the large sunlit kitchen, where she filled a glass with filtered water from the refrigerator door dispenser, absently admiring the colors thrown by the crystal hanging in the window. She’d bought that for her mother in seventh grade, thinking it was the most precious and magical thing she’d ever seen. A diamond that shot out rainbows! Mom had faked immense pleasure, bless her, and hung it there, and as far as Sophie knew, it hadn’t moved.

			She carried the glass back toward the living room, then stopped abruptly in the doorway. Her father was leaning down, hand cupping Helen’s cheek, gazing at her as if he’d just kissed her and couldn’t wait to do it again.

			

			What the heck?

			‘Here I am! Back from the kitchen! With the water!’ She expected them to jump guiltily.

			They didn’t. Sophie made herself move into the room and held out the glass to Helen, looking back and forth between them. Her mother and father’s marriage was hardly passionate – think separate bedrooms – but she couldn’t imagine her father going at it with one of their closest friends.

			‘Thank you.’ Helen reached for the water. ‘I think that fever wrung all the moisture out of me. I’m parched.’

			They seemed comfortable and cheerful together. Sophie must have imagined more into the gesture than was there. But it had sure looked like imminent nookie to her.

			The side door was flung open. ‘I’m home. Finally.’

			‘Mom!’ Sophie went to greet her. Lilianne was staggering in under the weight of four loaded shopping bags, two over her shoulders and two dangling from her hands, which didn’t stop Sophie from hugging her warmly. ‘Welcome home! Let me help you.’

			‘Thanks.’ Lilianne handed over the dangling bags and shrugged those on her shoulders down to replace them. ‘Everyone in Southport is shopping right now. Saturday afternoons are the pits.’

			‘I’ll unpack these.’ Sophie carried the bags into the kitchen. ‘You go be with Dad and Helen.’

			‘They don’t need me.’

			Sophie whipped around to study her mother, who was placidly removing Persian cucumbers and bunched radishes from one of her well-­used cloth bags. ‘What did you mean by that?’

			‘Just what I said.’ Lilianne put the vegetables into the refrigerator’s crisper. ‘There are things to do in here, and they’re fine on their own.’

			

			‘Right. Right.’ Sophie was still suspicious. ‘It just sounded weird.’

			‘Okay.’ Lilianne pulled two heads of lettuce out of the bag and put them in the sink. She looked older, and tired. It was so hard to imagine her mother slowing down. Lilianne Maxwell was an indomitable force of nature. ‘Can you stay for dinner?’

			‘Nope. I have to leave . . .’ Sophie glanced at her watch, ‘ugh, pretty soon. I’m catering a dinner party tonight.’

			‘Tomorrow night then? I think we’re having ham.’

			‘Love to, thanks, Mom.’

			They finished unpacking the groceries and went into the living room, where Helen and Gilles were sitting close together but at least this time not looking as if they were dying to make out. If anything was going on, Mom the All-­Seeing would have picked up on it, Helen would be out on her ass, and the conversation in the kitchen would have gone very differently.

			‘Look who’s here.’ Lilianne bent over the doll, touching her round cheek. ‘What a surprise you were to unpack earlier, Sarah.’

			‘My granddaughter, Teresa, snuck Sarah onto the RV before we left Kansas,’ Helen told Sophie. ‘She wanted her to be with me on my birthday. It’s part of a long tradition.’

			‘When is your birthday?’

			‘Wednesday! July fifteenth. Coming up so soon.’ Gilles pointed to Sophie. ‘I’m seeing cake in our future. Think you can make one?’

			‘Happy to.’ Her baking was another of the delicious reasons her weight had blossomed. Totally worth it. ‘I’ll have Sarah fixed up by then, so she’ll be looking her best.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Lilianne asked. ‘She’s just been fixed up. At the doll shop in Kansas.’

			

			‘Sophie offered to straighten her hair,’ Helen said. ‘I still can’t—’

			‘No. No, no.’ Lilianne dismissed the unthinkable by snatching Sarah up. ‘Even the doll shop didn’t dare try. She’s worth half a million dollars, too valuable for anyone but a professional to touch.’

			Sophie felt herself shrinking. Mom didn’t mean to, she never meant to, but . . .

			‘Nonsense.’ Helen looked squarely at Lilianne and held out her hands for the doll. ‘We promised to enjoy Sarah in spite of her value. I don’t like her hair being on wonky and I’m sure she doesn’t either. Sophie promised to be careful and to bail at the first sign of trouble.’

			Wow. Sophie watched her mother with fascination. Very rare that anyone went up against Mom so directly. Even Dad chose his moments.

			Incredibly, after a few tense seconds, Mom’s face softened. She handed Sarah back. ‘Helen, you’re right. She deserves to look her old self.’

			Sophie’s jaw dropped. Figuratively. Since when had Lilianne Maxwell been the willow and someone else the oak? Helen must be a regular Amazon warrior when she was healthy.

			‘Thank you for offering, Sophie.’ Helen held out the doll.

			‘You’re welcome.’ Sophie stepped forward to take Sarah, feeling her mother’s doubt behind her. ‘I need to run, sorry. Should I take her with me now?’

			‘Of course.’ Helen smiled. ‘She’ll be a beautiful birthday present restored to her original splendor, thank you.’

			Sophie hugged her parents and left with the doll carefully swaddled and laid into a stiff plastic bag by a worried Lilianne, while Sophie worried even harder about how long her mom’s fussing was taking.

			

			Luckily, she had just enough time to get prepped and set up in Angela and Ross’s enormous kitchen before the guests arrived. The dinner came off perfectly: a bay scallop starter with citrus, almonds and fresh watercress, followed by roasted loin lamb chops with garlic and rosemary, next to a side of black barley and broccoli rabe with golden raisins and pine nuts. Dessert was a Pavlova, marshmallowy meringues topped with assorted ripe berries and vanilla whipped cream.

			By the time Sophie had cleaned up and returned home, it was nearly midnight. Pumped by her success and an abiding hatred of early mornings, she still had plenty of energy, so she plopped her equipment down in the tiny kitchen to unpack later, and brought Sarah into her condo’s second bedroom, which she used as a craft room.

			Several minutes of online research confirmed her hunch. Long-­ago dollmakers used glues that deteriorated over time, so Sarah’s hair should be fairly easy to remove and reposition. Sophie unpacked her gently and laid her on a towel, aiming a bright desk light at the doll’s head. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll only be in surgery a short time. Recovery will be complete as soon as the glue dries.’

			Starting at Sarah’s temple, she pulled carefully but firmly, delighted when the cloth the hair had been sewn onto lifted fairly easily away from the ceramic. Using a sharp blade to convince sticking bits to give, she proceeded cautiously, barely breathing, sweating from the tension, wishing her mother hadn’t dropped how much Sarah was worth.

			Slowly, surely, the hollow head was revealed, its inside stuffed with white cotton cloth. Centimeter by centimeter, Sophie proceeded, finally lifting off the entire wig intact, gasping out her relief. Woohoo! She hadn’t ruined half a million dollars!

			All that was left was to carefully wipe away traces of glue from the skull with warm water, then reglue the wig. Assuming she could get that on straight, her mother would have nothing to criticize.

			

			In the midst of her nearly complete triumph, she got up from the table clumsily, foot catching, making her stagger against the table. The cotton tumbled from Sarah’s head and landed with a thud on the towel under the doll’s body.

			Sophie blinked.

			Thud?

			The bundle was heavier than she’d expected, something hard and round inside. ‘Got rocks for brains, Sarah?’

			She unwrapped the cloth, which turned out to be a handkerchief, and gasped, then stared, unmoving except for an occasional blink.

			Unthinkable.

			Impossible.

			She sat down with a thump.

			In her hands was the most exquisite jeweled egg she’d ever seen. Its cerulean-­blue sides were divided into strips, like the closed petals of a flower, each petal decorated with lacy gold and rows of impossibly tiny, perfect pearls. At the top, the petal points came together under a miniature glittering falcon, its spread wings curving upward.

			Sophie sat gaping. Who had last seen this? Where had it come from? When and why had it made its way into Sarah’s hollow head? How long had it been in hiding? When was the last time anyone used a handkerchief?

			She traced a path down a row of miniature pearls, then up the smooth, gleaming blue enamel until she reached the tiny hawk. The egg’s petals curved so perfectly together. Did they open?

			Impulsively, she gave the falcon a gentle tug. Then a push. Then a twist.

			

			The blue petals bloomed outward, revealing two miniature figures inside, a royal couple robed in blue and green, sitting on yellow enameled cushions, their upswept gold crowns bearing tiny cobras, reminiscent of the pharaohs of ancient Egypt. The king held a jeweled scepter, the queen a bouquet of roses – tiny rubies on miniature green enameled stems. The quality and detail of the workmanship were mind-­blowing.

			A word flashed into Sophie’s mind, making her gasp before she could censor it as absurdly impossible.

			Fabergé.
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