

[image: cover]




To my family cheer squad. I hope I did you proud.




In This Foreign Land
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Prologue


No 5 British Red Cross Hospital, Abbeville, France, March 1916


The motor ambulance ground to a halt on the road; ice clinging to the rims and windshield, grains of snow driven into every possible crevice. An officer was waiting in front of the low wooden hut. Grey bushy eyebrows almost hidden under his peaked cap, dusted white with the snowfall. His face was heavily lined from years spent soldiering under the blistering sun, and he chewed silently on an empty pipe. He strode round to the rear of the vehicle when the doors were opened, gloved hands clasped behind his back.


A nurse and an orderly sat in the vehicle, both well covered up, warding off the intense cold which had slunk in from the east and threatened to overwhelm everyone. The patient on the stretcher could have been a ghost there was so little of him. The skin over his skull was paper thin, and every vein was outlined like the map of the Nile delta. His body was hard to discern under the mound of blankets covering him.


‘Is this my boy?’ the colonel asked, all clipped tones, brusque and business-like.


‘This is Lieutenant Edward Dunwoody, sir, Royal Irish,’ the nurse answered, clambering down.


The older officer dipped his head so she wouldn’t see the glimmer of an unshed tear in his eye. ‘That’s him.’ He cleared his throat. ‘You’re safe now, my boy.’ He stood back and waited whilst the orderlies carried his son into the hut.


‘You may come in now. Two minutes only,’ the nurse said, holding the door ajar against the bitter wind.


He stamped his feet to get the blood flowing through his toes again and removed his empty pipe, thrusting it deep into his pocket. Following the back of the nurse who had accompanied the patient from Belgium, he came to a halt next to his son, almost invisible within the small iron bed frame.


The colonel sat, uncomfortable, on the wooden chair. The mound in the bed didn’t resemble his son. His last memories of Edward, eighteen months ago, were of a tall, strapping, muscular man, with a healthy tan to his skin from his months living in Cairo. Now, the spindly arms reminded him of twigs they used for kindling back home in Ireland.


At least his boy was clean now.


Not everything was clean though. He saw small scraps of grubby paper within his son’s finger and thumb and bent forward to examine it. A face perhaps, it was hard to tell, faded and discoloured. He prised it from his hands.


‘Don’t touch that,’ the nurse shouted. ‘Please don’t.’


Too late; the inert body sprang to life, defying the disease which had ravaged it.


‘Isobel.’ The words got louder, until he was roaring, disturbing the whole ward. His body convulsing with the disturbance. ‘Isobel!’


The nurse deftly intervened and retrieved the small filthy photos, giving them back to the son. She closed his fingers around them, whispering soothing words. When he was calm, she stood again and spoke to the older officer.


‘Please don’t do that. He can’t be without them. It’s his wife and son, you must understand that. He needs to hold onto his photographs.’


The colonel stood, straightened his shoulders and slowly, but with great authority, spoke to her. ‘She’s not his wife, and she’s dead.’ He snatched the small photos from his son’s hand and stuffed them into his pocket. ‘The sooner he accepts that the better it is for everyone.’ Back ramrod straight, he exited the hut, ears deaf to the commotion that erupted behind him.




Chapter One


RMS Oceana, March 1914


The doors to the First-Class salon burst open onto the deck and a fug of smoke and perfume spilled out, dispersing in the night air.


‘Come and dance, Isobel,’ Cecily called, as she raced across the wooden deck, her chiffon dress billowing in the breeze. She slithered to a stop and reached across to take a quick draw on her sister’s cigarette.


Isobel admired the stamina of her younger sister. ‘My feet hurt. Don’t yours?’


‘Never! Whilst Mother isn’t here to spoil our fun, I could dance all night.’


Isobel laughed but refused to move. ‘I’m keeping Alice company. Go back inside, darling, I’ll see you later.’


Cecily handed back the cigarette to Isobel and then dashed off again towards the dancefloor inside the salon.


‘Find me later,’ Isobel called.


Cecily fluttered her fingers in response before being swallowed up by the gay laughter and dance music.


Isobel stayed by the ship’s railing with Alice, as the Oceana sliced through the dark Mediterranean waters. They had already been dancing for hours, but it was only just past midnight. The resident band would be playing a few more hours yet as dance partners waltzed and quick-stepped their way around the dance floor, ladies in their silk dresses and the men in military dress jackets, regardless of how stuffy the room was.


‘You can dance if you want to. I shan’t mind,’ Alice said, holding her champagne cocktail and standing next to her friend.


‘No, really. All those eager young lieutenants are getting a bit annoying.’ It was the way they spoke about the other non-British passengers on board, and the crew, that she didn’t like. The horrid things they said and in such loud voices. Isobel turned to look out at the sea, dangling her head over the rail, inhaling the salty air and delighting in the refreshing spray from errant waves which broke at the front of the ship. ‘Will it be like this in Cairo?’


‘Like what? Being over-run with more dance partners than you can get used to? I should think so. There are plenty of regiments in Egypt.’


‘No, I meant…’ she didn’t finish. Her friend had grown up with a father who had served in the Colonial Service, their house had probably been overrun with visiting military men and their wives, so she wouldn’t understand. ‘When will you see Wilfred?’


‘Hopefully he and Edward will be waiting for us when we dock in Alexandria, but he said not to count on it. You will write when we return to his regiment, won’t you?’


‘Of course I will, silly. Nervous?’


Alice shrugged, but stared out at the velvet blue sky, suspended with dewdrops of sparkling stars. ‘Wouldn’t you be if you hadn’t seen your husband for months?’


Isobel hung over the railing even further. A gust of warm night air tugged against her peacock-feathered headdress, dislodging it, and it disappeared overboard. ‘Golly! How unfortunate!’ Her laughter echoing around the empty deck. ‘Anyway, I’m not getting married. I’ve told you countless times. I’m going to be stunningly successful and exhibit at the Royal Institute in London and everyone will talk about my paintings.’


‘You don’t fool me, Isobel,’ Alice teased. ‘Edward wouldn’t have pleaded with you to come to Cairo if he wasn’t interested!’


‘We’re old friends. Edward doesn’t think of me in that way. Besides, his letters are full of a Miss Lucy Hartington now.’ She barely concealed her disquiet. She and Edward had been friends since childhood, Wilfred too, although he’d always been the older, stuffy brother. No, despite what her heart ached for, she had convinced herself that Edward had just been friendly when he’d encouraged her and her sister Cecily to accompany Alice out to Egypt. ‘Anyway. I’m not getting married and that’s that.’


‘Really.’


‘Alice, can I ask you something?’


‘Of course.’ She chuckled. ‘Is it about Edward?’


‘Yes, and no. I mean, I’ve travelled all this way with you, and it’s been lovely. More than lovely – it’s been everything I’ve always wanted, but it’s not as though anything is going to happen. I mean…’ She blushed deeper, thinking about him. She still didn’t know if Edward liked her in that way and it made everything so much more complicated. ‘Just suppose someone did ask me to marry them, someone I liked?’


Alice’s eyebrow rose but she was smiling. ‘A man doesn’t contrive to invite you half-way across the world if he doesn’t like you, Isobel!’


Inside she was a mass of doubts. She lifted her glass and swallowed down the last of her cocktail, then nibbled on the cherry while she thought things through. ‘But, that’s not all I meant to ask. It’s about marriage you see. I always said I’d never get married. I frustrated every attempt Mother made to find a suitable young man for me. I was rude, I was unladylike, I was downright shocking sometimes.’


‘You were afraid,’ Alice said quietly.


Surprised she looked closer at her friend. ‘Weren’t you?’


Alice didn’t answer to start with, looking out at the sea that had carried them from Naples all this way to a new continent. ‘Of Wilfred? No, I think you have his character wrong.’


Isobel barely managed to stop herself snorting in disagreement. There were plenty of words she could think of that described him…


‘You think he is…’


Isobel was going to say stuffy, or stuck up, but she decided upon a less harsh sounding word. ‘Serious.’


‘He’s shy,’ Alice said.


‘He’s not.’ Shy was the last word she’d pick. Snooty, imperious, conceited… plenty of words that meant he was awkward or looked down on her. There were numerous occasions when he’d been too quick to correct her, she could think of a dozen right now. The New Year’s Eve party back in Belfast just before the two brothers had sailed back to Egypt sprang to mind.


Edward had asked her for the first dance as he normally did, and then she’d had to wait until supper to see him again. She’d lifted more than a few glasses of champagne during the evening; nerves as usual had caught her on the hop. Wilfred had appeared at her elbow just as she’d been about to lift yet another glass and his impeccable vowels had sliced through the air. I’d say four glasses was enough, wouldn’t you, Isobel? His words and the insinuation behind them wounded her, her cheeks still heated thinking about it now. Why don’t you dance with me instead of waiting for Edward and getting yourself improperly drunk? No, she wouldn’t say he was shy.


‘Yes, he is. And slightly jealous of you both, if you really want to know.’


Isobel clutched the ship’s railings and just stared, open mouthed at her friend.


‘He said that you and Edward fitted together so seamlessly as children that he always felt jealous of your friendship, and your confidence. Yes, he did.’ Isobel was shaking her head. ‘I believe he recognises that you are talented but believes that talent threatens Edward’s happiness.’


‘He does disapprove!’ Isobel grasped this with glee. ‘I always knew it. His mother too. She dislikes me. It’s my painting, isn’t it?’


‘They do love Edward, you know,’ Alice said, touching her gently on the arm. ‘His parents just want the best for him, even if that is slightly misleading.’


‘But, we’re getting away from my question.’


‘We are. Which was…?’


‘Are you afraid of losing yourself now that you are married. Having to put your own needs last?’


‘I see.’ Alice hesitated, taking the opportunity to fix a stray dark curl that had escaped her elaborate hairstyle. She turned, allowing Isobel to help her thread it back under the headband she wore. ‘Well, the answer is, Wilfred is warm and funny and kind, even if you can’t see that. I didn’t fear marriage to Wilfred, but I am a little afraid of marriage to the army. Getting stuck in some far away place, with stupefying heat and being lonely. I fear my parents will miss me dreadfully and I… them.’ Her voice broke, shattering the myth that Isobel had carried that her friend was always strong. ‘Look after them for me, won’t you?’ Unshed tears glittered in her eyes.


‘I will. Truly I will.’


The two women stood side by side, holding on to one another, both thinking of their futures, as the silver-white moon hung low over the sea and lit up their path to Alexandria. The sounds from the raucous dance were muffled inside the ship. Here, beside the rail, the noise of breaking waves mingled with the waterfall of beads that trimmed both ladies’ dresses, tinkling in the breeze.


Isobel breathed in the night air – a heady mixture of sea salt, Turkish cigarettes and Alice’s new perfume she’d bought in Paris. Isobel tried to imprint it all in her mind. Their last night together before they arrived in Egypt.


‘Let’s not go to bed tonight, Alice! Let’s stay up and watch the sun rise for the first time over Egypt.’


‘You have your head in the stars, Izzy, but I like it. We’ll need more champagne though, and blankets. I’m not prepared to see the sun rise with cold feet. Deal?’


Isobel’s insides squirmed with delight. In a matter of hours, a new day would dawn, and her head was spinning with the opportunities it might bring her. ‘Absolutely, Alice. A night like this calls for more champagne.’




Chapter Two


Standing on the promenade deck, Isobel squinted into the distance. A dark smudge appeared where minutes earlier it hadn’t existed. In a matter of hours, she would be standing on a whole new continent, and who knew what sort of life might be waiting for her?


After starting out overcast and drizzly when they left Naples, the wind had picked up for the first day of their sailing but improved yesterday, and last night had been a balmy, perfect night, followed by this equally calm morning. Mrs Finch and Cecily had resigned themselves to staying in their cabins for the first day and resting, and only Mr Finch, Alice and Isobel had bravely marched around the open promenade deck. When she had felt a little better Cecily had joined them, sitting on the veranda in a lounge chair, doing her best not to move. She’d been in high enough spirits last night for the dance though, and Isobel had noted the interest with which one young lieutenant had paid her younger sister.


Isobel and Cecily were travelling with the Finches and their daughter Alice, Mother having declared that Egypt was far too hot and dusty to suit her and Rosalie, their younger sister, and she’d point blank refused to cross the Mediterranean by sea. Instead, the pair of them had taken the opportunity to travel around Europe, visiting all the main capital cities. Isobel was delighted. It meant she would be able to see Edward again without the cloying, soul-destroying presence of her mother. Now, as she leaned on the rail, watching the water splash under the bow of the ship, she could feel a thrill of excitement building inside her – how would it be between the two of them?


Mrs Finch joined them on deck as the morning slipped past and they observed the African coastline looming up ahead. Little boats with large white sails bobbed about under the bow of the ship and by eleven o’clock in the morning they were guided towards the harbour.


‘Your first voyage across the Mediterranean, my dears,’ Mr Finch commented to the two sisters. ‘How did you find it?’


‘Wonderful, Mr Finch, a delight!’ both sisters replied.


‘Shame on you, dear, for asking. Can’t you see how they feel by the way their eyes are shining?’ his wife commented. ‘This is a little more exciting than the volcanic stones of Ireland, wouldn’t you say?’


‘Absolutely!’ Isobel still hadn’t got over her good fortune at having been introduced to Alice and her parents. They had fallen into a friendship that was as comfortable as a well-worn pair of kid gloves. Alice hadn’t waited long before suggesting that both sisters join her on her trip out to Egypt.


‘Mr Finch, Mrs Finch, Mrs Dunwoody and ladies, I have come to say goodbye.’ Lieutenant Fitzsimmons made a sharp bow to the small group, but it was plain to see his eyes were focused only on Cecily. ‘As I am stationed in Cairo, I was hoping we might meet again for tea, or dinner perhaps?’


‘Of course, we will. As soon as we are settled, we’ll send you a card,’ Mr Finch replied.


‘Mr Finch, ladies.’ Lieutenant Fitzsimmons bowed again, before returning to his fellow officers who were also returning to their respective battalions of the British Army, at present stationed in Cairo.


Isobel squeezed Cecily’s arm as they stood next to each other watching the miniature figures just in sight on the quayside below them, scurrying back and forth with a numerous number of boxes, bags and bundles.


‘He’s very sweet, Cecily.’


Cecily, who was avoiding eye contact with her sister, merely nodded.


‘Oh, look at the two men over there,’ Mrs Finch remarked. ‘Is that Wilfred do you think?’


‘It couldn’t be. He said not to get my hopes up.’


‘Are you sure, my dear? There are two men down there and the one in uniform looks remarkably like your Wilfred.’


‘Honestly, Mother, you think every man in uniform is Wilfred. How many times this trip have you remarked, doesn’t that man look remarkably like your Wilfred?’


‘I have binoculars, Alice, do look.’ Cecily handed over a pair that she had borrowed. Alice took them and peered down at the two men.


‘Oh, Mother, it is. He came out early to surprise me.’


‘There see, he’s missed you already. And who else is with him, alongside the native gentleman in the tarboosh? The man in the pale suit?’


‘Why, I think it’s his brother,’ Alice grinned at her friend. ‘Well, Isobel, Edward has arrived to see you too.’


Heat flooded into Isobel’s cheeks, leaving her lost for words. The moment she had been waiting for, dreaming of for weeks was finally here. Her heart hammered in her chest. What if he was different again after the few months apart? What if he no longer desired her company? Oh, what would she find to say to him?


‘Isobel, I do believe your cheeks match the colour of your dress and your hair. At least you have a cream lace collar on it, otherwise it might be a little difficult finding you under it all,’ teased Cecily.


‘They’re here,’ she whispered to nobody but herself. The wait while the two men navigated the inside of the steamer before appearing out on deck felt like more than a thousand summer days. But the many nights spent dreaming of this moment was swept aside as Edward appeared breathless by her side.


‘Isobel,’ he said gently, peering under her summer hat. ‘How lovely to see you.’


Regardless of the company standing around them, he lifted her hand gingerly to his lips, holding her gaze. Like a butterfly, his lips touched the back of her hand and her legs turned to jelly. ‘Hello, Edward,’ was all she could whisper back, gazing into his bronzed face. Those amber eyes that gazed back were so familiar. His smile seemed to begin within his heart and radiate out from his very soul. ‘This is very pleasant, isn’t it?’ Instantly she cringed. Why hadn’t she mentioned something more interesting?


Distracted for a second by the noise to their left, they joined in the laughter as Wilfred had Alice in his arms and was spinning her around the deck. It was hard not to feel overwhelmed by good fortune and love. Isobel had a whole month at least to spend in Egypt and hoped she would see Edward most days.


He laughed at her. ‘Well yes, I suppose the day is pleasant. More so for seeing you though. No daring escapades on the way over? No pirates or storms to alarm you?’


‘No, none at all, but now you’re teasing me.’ Blushing even more, she cast her eyes to the deck rather than meet his own and fiddled with her gloves.


‘Sorry, Izzy. It is nice to see you again though, all the same.’


‘Now, my dears, all this emotion! It is so nice to see you two gentlemen. It is a pity you missed Lieutenant Fitzsimmons, Edward and Wilfred.’ Mrs Finch dabbed her eyes with her lace handkerchief.


‘You don’t mean Tom, do you, Mrs Finch?’ Wilfred asked.


‘Yes, I do.’


‘I met him as we boarded the ship. He and I were in Sandhurst together. I told him to call on us as soon as he could. Now, ladies, if are you ready, I am to escort you to lunch, whilst Edward will assist Mr Finch here in gathering all your luggage.’ Wilfred held both his arms out, one for Alice and the other for his mother-in-law. ‘Isobel and Cecily, stick close behind me.’


Isobel held tight to Cecily as they descended the gangplank and landed in the melee of the quayside. People of every nationality crushing in around them, going about their day, calling in all sorts of different languages. The two sisters dodged donkeys with overloaded panniers sticking out either side as they tried to keep up with Wilfred. Isobel jumped when a camel opened its mouth and let out an enormous bellow right in front of them. The smell of human sweat and warm animals and a constant haze of dust as the animals jolted along, swinging their tails and scattering more dust and dirt as they went was nearly more than she could cope with. Be brave, Izzy, she muttered. You wanted an adventure, and this is it.


‘Come along, Isobel,’ Cecily pleaded, as she stopped for a moment, taking it all in. Men wearing flowing gowns were pulling on a camel next to them, forcing it down to the ground. Perched precariously on its back was an elaborately carved large wooden box with colourful silk curtains. The door in the side opened and Isobel could make out the lady’s eyes, sharply defined with black lines around them, and a ring through her nose but the rest of her was covered from her head to her toes in black silk. The lady emerged, head and shoulders first, then hands, reaching out to hold onto the door, the sound of her jewellery tinkling against itself reaching Isobel’s ears. Then came her legs, and a flash of silk hidden under the black, before Isobel gasped with admiration when she saw her feet; bare within her leather sandals except for beautiful silver rings around her toes. She climbed down, and the crowd pressed in around and she disappeared as the tide of people carried on. The camel rocked as it lumbered to its feet and then it too set off again.


Cecily pulled her along, determined they wouldn’t lose sight of their own party, the backs of whom they could still see in front of them. Mesmerised by everything she saw, Isobel’s eyes darted all around, trying to take it all in. Flies were a constant nuisance around their faces, and she wished she’d pulled a muslin scarf over her hat to protect herself like Mrs Finch and Alice had.


Just as quickly the crowd thinned, and they stopped, breathing in the fresh air, Wilfred raised his arm indicating the direction they were going. ‘Follow me, ladies. Isobel, do keep up!’ They crossed the road avoiding cabs, carts and other tourists and walked towards the calm of the hotel. They rested themselves on rattan chairs sipping cocktails and refreshing lime juice while they waited for Edward and Mr Finch to arrive.


After lunch they boarded the train for Cairo. It was only Cecily and Isobel who exclaimed over the countryside, as the train clattered along. The two young ladies were given the window seats, so they might get the best view. Mr and Mrs Finch were too busy nodding and saying hello to acquaintances they had made on the Oceana, everyone it seemed was travelling on to Cairo.


‘Oh, look, Isobel,’ Cecily said as they passed isolated villages made up of small mud huts, with families sitting outside them. ‘I’m very glad we don’t have to wear those veils. I imagine they are very hot covered up like that.’


‘The fabric looks light, Cecily. See how it blows in the breeze, I imagine it might be cool.’ She tried not to fidget with her own linen dress. The rust-coloured skirt soaking up the sun’s rays was already warm to the touch, and her petticoat and stockings below made her legs burn up. Or perhaps it was because Edward was sitting so close.


Cecily continued to comment on every new thing as they rattled through the desert; a camel train, loaded up with bags and sacks and rolls of cloth, the cloudless cobalt sky, and then the splashes of green where the marshes existed, and the different vegetation that grew there.


Cairo rose majestically out of the desert; elegant minarets, elaborate mosques and fortified buildings appearing in front of them. The golden domes glinted in the afternoon sunshine. Isobel drank it all up, wishing she had the ability to record it all directly upon her drawing pad, and capture the intensity of the colours, so different to the Irish countryside back home, and different even to the shapes and atmosphere of the Riviera. Egypt was as though God had opened an entirely different paint box made up of a unique colour palette that didn’t exist anywhere else except here. There was a pulse to it; a rich boldness that overtook everything she had ever known before.


‘Happy?’ Edward leaned gently sideways in his seat, with the lightest of touches on her gloved hand. His breath tickled her cheek – her heart could not get used to his proximity. If she had to describe how she felt compared to a colour, she would have to pick a shade of scarlet. It was as though there was no longer blood in her veins, but living, breathing vermillion paint, ready to explode out of her and proclaim itself over a pristine white canvas. She had a desire to express how she felt right this minute, but words were not enough. She could only whisper ‘yes’. His hand so close to hers, not even skin to skin, aroused a passion in her she hadn’t even known could exist. The brakes screeched and juddered as they made their way closer into the city and the station. Edward straightened up and put a little distance between them again.


Mrs Finch piped up. ‘Isobel, Cecily, I have been thinking what is best to do now that your mother isn’t here.’ Mrs Harris had written to them when they were still in Cannes to say she and Rosalie would join them after all in Cairo and had booked two adjoining suites for them at Shepheard’s. Isobel had retorted to Cecily that Mother seemed perfectly capable of getting a boat once she thought they were having more fun than she and Rosalie were having. Then they had received a wire in Naples before they boarded the Oceana to say that she was delayed, as they had met up with delightful American friends, and not to expect them for a few more weeks.


‘Indeed, Mrs Finch, I was thinking the same. It wouldn’t be suitable for us to be in Shepheard’s alone.’


‘You have read my mind, Isobel. You always were a sensible girl. So, unless your mother has managed to arrive before us unexpectedly, I suggest Mr Finch and I should stay in Shepheard’s with you, just until she does, and we will cancel our booking at the Continental.’


‘I believe you are right, Mrs Finch. If Wilfred hadn’t surprised Alice turning up unexpectedly like he did, I had imagined that Alice would stay with us, but,’ smiling at Alice, ‘she will be enjoying the company of her husband again.’


‘My thoughts too, Isobel. So, for that matter, I shall instruct Mr Finch to send your luggage and ours over to Shepheard’s immediately and see if we can reserve a table there for dinner. Alice and Wilfred might wish to dine alone this evening. However, we would welcome your company, Edward, very much indeed.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Finch. Dinner invitation accepted. Shepheard’s have dancing every evening during the week too, so I’m certain Isobel and Cecily will not lack for dance partners tonight. And tomorrow you can start with a little sight seeing. Although, I should mention that Mother is also in Cairo.’


Isobel didn’t have the manners to stop her true feelings being expressed on her face. Cecily kicked her ankle and spoke before her. ‘How nice, Edward. We shall look forward to meeting her again soon. Will she be dining with us?’


‘Not tonight. I know she already has plans, but she intends to call on you very soon, Mr and Mrs Finch. I expect we shall see her at the dance though.’


‘How pleasant. We shall look forward to it, Edward,’ Mrs Finch replied with perfect manners.


Isobel tried to nod and look agreeable, but inside she was fuming. His mother! She’d managed to have time apart from her own mother who was always criticising her actions, and instead Edward’s mother was here. Oh, life was utterly unfair. Mrs Dunwoody had not figured in any of her pleasant daydreams in the slightest. She spent the rest of the ride into the station thinking uncharitable thoughts about the woman.




Chapter Three


Shepheard’s Hotel, they were soon to discover, had a European look to the building, with its raised sun terrace in front of it and glass canopy; whereas inside, the hotel was quite unlike anything Isobel or Cecily had ever seen before. As they progressed through the lobby, they tried valiantly not to stare at the grand lamp stands, designed as sculptures of half-naked young women, placed symmetrically to each other, their breasts on show for everyone to see. The décor was terribly grand in an oriental style with huge columns and carvings, gold decoration and colourful tiles, a glass dome and Persian rugs adorning the floors.


‘Well, this is quite unique, isn’t it?’ Cecily declared.


‘That is an understatement. Mother may wish she had kept our booking at the Continental after all. Imagine passing them every day on your way to breakfast.’


‘Don’t mention it, Isobel, really you mustn’t!’


‘Well, I’m quite sure, rich American friends or not, she’ll wish she had gone for a European hotel, and not the exotic. Mother isn’t into exotic anything, she may faint.’


The girls tried not to stare as a couple sauntered past them arm in arm. ‘Isobel, isn’t that…?’


‘Yes, but don’t look. We read about them in last week’s Times. I didn’t expect them to be still here. His divorce hasn’t even come through.’


‘Why Mrs Finch and you even worried about us being properly escorted is a mystery. The hotel doesn’t seem to worry. Isobel, is that man selling things, right here in the lobby?’ An Indian man sauntered past with various bags and encouraged the hotel guests to peruse his silk fabrics and even precious gems which he produced out of his pockets for anyone who had the time to engage with him. The girls’ wide-eyed gaze continued as an Arab passed them with a monkey sitting on his shoulder nibbling a piece of fruit as they waited for Mr Finch to book them into their rooms.


‘Isobel,’ Edward said, catching her arm. ‘I shall return in an hour or so for dinner, if you have nothing else to do, would you join me for a drink on the terrace?’


Flashing him her most winning smile, Isobel’s shyness briefly disappeared. ‘Yes,’ she whispered back. This was a new city in a new country, and as such, she must make the most of every opportunity before Mother arrived. This would be her first evening in Cairo, and it was going to be a wonderful opportunity to be with Edward by herself, and opportunities like that didn’t come around very often.


Their adjoining rooms were plentiful and decadent. The pale green curtain fabric had a delicate print of Chinese pagodas and perfect little bridges, finished with a heavy brocade trim. The coverlets on their beds matched, as did the armchairs and sofa in the sitting area. Each room had elegant writing desks, wardrobes and chests of drawers and it was only the addition of the mosquito nets over each bed which reminded them that they were in Egypt and not in Europe. The tall windows had white painted shutters to let in air but not the sun.


‘Look at our bathroom, Isobel!’ Cecily exclaimed, flinging doors open as she explored their suite. Their shared bathroom was extravagantly fitted out with hot and cold running water, gold taps and gold trimmed tiles. ‘Even the walls are painted gold, Izzy!’ Cecily continued to call out everything she saw, especially the pelicans and flamingos that she could hear from their open window. Their maid, Minnie, was already unpacking their smaller cases, but their trunks hadn’t arrived yet.


‘Did you know Shepheard’s has its own post office, Isobel? Imagine that. And shops downstairs, and a library.’ Cecily chatted away to her sister as Isobel rushed through her toilette, determined to get back downstairs as quickly as she could. ‘What shall I wear, Cecily? I want this to be perfect.’


‘Have we got any dresses, Minnie, or are they stuck in customs?’


‘We do, miss. I have one each for you as I feared this might happen. Mr Finch said your trunks will arrive tomorrow. Now, Miss Isobel, here’s your dress.’


‘Let’s have fun, Izzy, before Mother and Rosalie arrive,’ Cecily called as she twirled around Isobel’s room. ‘I want to go dancing every night if we can.’


‘My thoughts exactly. This is as far away from Belfast as the moon might be. Let’s enjoy ourselves, for I have the strangest feeling that it won’t last long.’


‘It’s Mother. She has that effect on everyone. Somehow, she manages to find fun unsuitable.’




Chapter Four


Edward was waiting for her on the terrace when she arrived downstairs. He waved her across to his table where he’d been sitting watching the world go by.


‘Isobel,’ he said, beaming at her. ‘I’m so glad you came. There’s so much I want to show you. How do you find Alice?’


‘She’s a dear. It was fortuitous that you introduced us, else I’d never be here.’


He grinned back. ‘That was the plan, but I didn’t want to say so outright. I thought you’d get on with Alice and her parents, they’re very straightforward people. No airs and graces.’


‘Like me?’


‘And me. I’m not fond of being tied to tradition and society. I’m just so relieved I never joined Father and Wilfred in the Royal Irish Regiment. Not that I would shirk my duty, if it came to a war with Germany, but I like what I’m doing now.’


‘There isn’t going to be a war is there?’ she asked, glancing at the waiter who had arrived at their table. He was busy pouring champagne for the two of them.


‘No, Isobel. Of course there won’t be a war, but if there was I would join up. Now, here’s to our first night together in Cairo and to our adventures!’


Her heart sank. Toasting their adventures together wasn’t the romantic platitude that it could have been. Silly of her, of course. She tried to smile back, all the while noticing how many young people he constantly waved to as they walked in or out of Shepheard’s. He must think of her as just a friend after all.


‘I was thinking you might like to take afternoon tea at the pyramids tomorrow. The Mena House Hotel has an excellent veranda for you to relax on, they even have a swimming pool if you care for a swim.’


Isobel burst out laughing. ‘Gracious, a swimming pool! At the pyramids.’ She wondered if she would be brave enough to go in the water with him. Her nerves were getting the better of her, sitting beside him and the slight tremble in her hand meant she slopped the champagne a little. Embarrassed, she hoped he didn’t notice, whereas he didn’t seem nervous in the slightest, just friendly like he’d always been. ‘When do you have to work, Edward? We can’t be selfish and keep you away from it.’


‘I arranged for a few days off since you have just arrived. But after that, I’m afraid I will only be free in the evenings. There is so much to look forward to, Isobel. Do you care for the opera? Verdi’s ‘Aida’ is being performed. I have heard it myself once before. I hope to get tickets if you would care to go.’


‘That would be wonderful.’


‘And then there are so many parks and gardens you will enjoy and the museums, especially the Egyptian one; artefacts from the pyramids, Isobel. And balls and dances every evening, and we can take boat trips under the stars, and watch the sun setting. There is so much to show you.’


‘A month hardly seems long enough, Edward,’ she replied, her words catching in the back of her throat. She had a strange sensation as though this was her only time. She didn’t deserve to be this happy, with so much to look forward to. She wondered how long it would last, particularly once her mother arrived.


‘You look sad, Isobel? Is something wrong?’ he asked.


‘No, not at all. I wish I could preserve this moment forever, right before we start our holiday, where I know I will take great delight in exploring everything. I am just so grateful to be here, that is all.’


‘That is a relief, and just what I’d expect an artist to say. I can’t wait for you to try painting out here.’


‘It will be delightful, Edward. All of it is going to be an adventure. I can’t wait.’


‘Ah, here are the rest of our party. May I escort you into dinner?’


Isobel nodded. She was happy, of course she was, but she was a bundle of nerves and she knew it would be a few more days until she relaxed around him.


Dinner was practically perfect, but her nerves stopped her eating as much as she would like. Edward escorted her onto the dance floor for the very first dance of the night. She never lacked for dance partners the rest of the evening, but she excused herself to find the ladies room and powder her nose. When she returned it was hard to find her group, and when she did spot them, her confidence instantly left her. Edward was dancing with someone else.


Edward’s partner was small, with glossy dark chestnut curls and perfectly arched eyebrows. The young lady lifted her chin to look up at Edward. Isobel tried not to stare as they quickstepped across the floor. Edward continued to sweep the lady around the dance floor, but his eyes locked onto Isobel once he spotted her. Every time he moved and disappeared behind another couple; his eyes still sought her out. Isobel breathed in sharply and a pain settled into her chest.


Stop it, she chided herself, of course he’s free to dance with other ladies – but the damage was done. She stood back into a corner for a few minutes in order to get a firm grip on her emotions. Mrs Dunwoody glided past deep in conversation with a lady Isobel didn’t know, halting right in front of her hiding place.


‘Excellent dancing as ever, Lavinia,’ the other woman with a wrinkly neck and too much face powder said. ‘Shepheard’s always did know how to hold a dance. Who is that divine young woman with Edward?’


‘She,’ Mrs Dunwoody raised her chin a little to get a better view, ‘is Miss Lucy Hartington. We have great hopes of a match between her and Edward. Her father is the Colonel Major of the Highlanders, and her mother is the sister of the 5th Earl of Bantry.’


Isobel froze behind the palm, her hands trembling against her body after hearing the agonising words. The older lady now laughed behind her fan, not knowing Isobel was behind them.


‘Mrs Harris won’t be pleased about that. She’s made it well known how fond Edward is of her girls, particularly the oldest one. God help you.’


Lavinia Dunwoody sighed. ‘Mrs Harris might be acceptable company in Belfast when there are few other women for me to socialise with, and they do have a sizeable fortune, but a marriage between our families? How unthinkable.’


Her tittering reached Isobel’s ears and the shame of those words burned through her skin like the sun in the desert. But the lady wasn’t yet finished.


‘Edward might be soft on their oldest girl, she seems to have an unreasonable hold over him, but I’ve already had a word with him about his duty to the family and how unfair it is to keep encouraging her. Honestly, I was incensed when I heard she and her sister were coming out with the Finches. I hastened out here as soon as was possible. I’ll keep his mind where it should be.’ Lavinia Dunwoody’s friend nodded in agreement. ‘She happens to be the most un-suitable of the lot, have you seen the size of her feet? And she calls herself an artist, of all things. Her mother may as well just put her on the stage and be done with it. Even as a child she was far too strong-willed and boyish.’


The two ladies stretched their necks to examine the group of young people on the far side of the ballroom. Cecily had just danced with Tom Fitzsimmons, and the couple had stopped next to Edward and Lucy Hartington. From her spot behind the palm, Isobel could see her sister leaning towards Edward and making conversation, then, as the military band struck up the next tune, Edward held out his hand and led Cecily onto the dance-floor, leaving Lucy and Tom together.


Mrs Dunwoody snorted. ‘Even the younger sister seems to be intent at throwing herself at Edward. Time to intervene, I believe. We’ll foist her on that awful Tutty Fanshore from Eton. Vulgar man by all accounts but unbelievably rich.’ She laughed with her companion then, both seeming to congratulate the other with the new match for Cecily. The two ladies strode away from Isobel’s hiding place and crossed the room with the confidence of females who knew their place in society.


Hot tears slid down Isobel’s cheeks from their harsh words. She didn’t fit in – they’d just confirmed that. Even her mother with all the money that her marriage entitled her to, didn’t fit in exactly as she wanted. Oh Edward! She knew she would never be able to compete with Lucy Hartington now.


One tune finished, then the next before Cecily found her. ‘What are you doing here, Isobel? Edward has been looking for you.’


Inhaling deeply to control her emotions, she answered as quickly as she could. ‘Mrs Dunwoody doesn’t like me.’


‘How do you know?’


‘I overheard!’ Isobel exclaimed, her voice breaking, trying not to cry.


Cecily peered intently at her. ‘You mean… she actually said those words, about you, just now?’


‘Yes.’ Isobel gesticulated, jabbing her hand in the direction she’d gone.


‘Well, the woman is plain rude, and we are not. Neither is Edward. Smile now and don’t let on. We’ll talk about this later. He wanted you here, remember, no matter what his mother said about you. You’ve obviously rattled her, or she wouldn’t have crossed a continent to be here. Are you going to let her put you down?’


Isobel gulped, hard, thinking about it. ‘Well no. But–’


Cecily interrupted. ‘No buts. Pretend you are confident, and everyone will believe it. Ignore her. Look, here he comes. And for goodness sake, smile!’ She nudged her sister forcing her to stand taller and carry on.


‘Hello, Izzy, I thought I’d lost you for a while. Mother insisted I danced with Lucy. I couldn’t get out of it, you know how it is.’ His cheeks flushed as he said it. ‘Might I dance with you once more before supper? You might want an early night if you don’t mind me saying. You look a little tired.’


Forcing herself to smile, Isobel accepted his hand and followed him onto the dance floor. Her stomach twisted in knots. It was all so difficult to know what he really thought.


He swept her into his arms, one hand in the small of her back, the other hand holding hers as the music started. They were virtually the same height, eye to eye, and his seemed to bore straight into hers. ‘I can’t tell you how much I’ve waited for this, Izzy. Time together, just us. Just like the old days.’


‘Oh,’ she said, her cheeks burning. She was so confused. His hand on her back tightened just a fraction, enough for her to feel it. He smiled that lopsided grin of his that always melted her heart – half bashful, half encouraging. The one he’d always used when they’d been younger, and they’d spent long summer holidays together down at Strangford Lough. The picnics and trips to the many small islands or building hideouts or camping in the woods eventually came to an end about the same time Isobel was forced into long skirts and corsets. Unscheduled scrapes were replaced by tennis fours and tea on the lawn and Mrs Dunwoody who had returned with her husband from being stationed in India, made it abundantly clear her boys were headed for better things.


Isobel sighed thinking back on their childhood. She’d taken up painting not long after Wilfred and Edward had departed for Eton and then Cambridge. Painting had given her the required space she’d needed away from the pressure of socialising with more young people her mother would invite over and the monotony of sitting still and being polite.


Edward gently squeezed her fingers with his. ‘You’re day-dreaming.’


‘I was. How did you know?’


‘I know you so well, or at least I hope I still do. You had that faraway look in your eye that I remember from our childhood when you were up to something.’


She laughed. He was nearly right. ‘Your mother doesn’t like me.’


‘Of course not, but don’t let it bother you. Wilfred doesn’t either.’


‘Doesn’t that worry you?’


‘Not at all. If Mother did like you, then I should fear I was friends with someone entirely boring and sensible. And you are none of that. As for Wilfred, I think you scare him. You are a woman with an abundance of talent and a brain as sharp as a pin, and he is so used to being in charge, that you frighten him.’


‘Alice has a brain too.’ She halted for a second.


‘Of course she does, but she soothes Wilfred, didn’t you notice? She carefully manipulates him, so that he agrees to whatever her plan had been in the first place.’


‘Unlike me.’


‘Unlike you, Izzy. Impulsive, creative, vibrant and untethered. You scare him.’ Edward had stopped too, and was holding her so close in his arms, his breath tickled her cheeks, fanning the heat that burned within her. He locked eyes with her, his lips dipping closer and closer towards her. ‘You scare me too,’ he said so quietly she had to move even closer to hear.


Isobel forgot to breathe. For a moment, the rest of the dance floor vanished, and it was just the two of them. Inches apart, bodies being drawn closer to each other, hearts beating in tandem. He swallowed, and she watched his eyes drop to her lips. He moved his head a fraction lower, he was going to–


‘There you are Izzy,’ Cecily interrupted. ‘Shall we go to supper?’ Edward pulled back immediately but Isobel saw a ruddiness to his cheeks too. He looked away, then back again, smiling, as though they had shared a secret between them. That same bashful smile she desired. Squeezing her fingertips once more he released them, before placing her hand firmly on his arm so he could lead her to the heavily laden supper tables. As they walked across the room, she caught sight of Mrs Dunwoody standing next to her companion. Holding herself that little bit taller, Isobel nodded in her direction, and couldn’t quite manage to stifle the smug smile. She was with Edward, and he did like her, no matter what plans his family had for his future.




Chapter Five


Isobel woke to the sound of the muezzin calling the faithful to prayer. It was still dark, so she lay on, listening to the sounds undulating and warbling in a way she found hauntingly beautiful. As it faded away, she untangled herself from her mosquito net and crept out of bed, padding across the Persian rug to the window and flinging back the shutters.


Their rooms overlooked the internal garden, which right now lay in inky darkness. Perching on the window seat she gazed at sky above her, one side of which was the deepest indigo blue, the opposite side flushed with the palest pink. Isobel lingered by the window until the cool early morning air chilled her skin, before returning to bed wrapped in her favourite shawl. She’d intended to write more in her diary, but the emotion of yesterday had her quite exhausted and very soon her eyes closed.


She woke again to bright sunshine and the day had already started. Isobel felt very daring walking down to breakfast by herself. Cecily was still lounging in bed, and there was no sign of Mr and Mrs Finch. Enormous urns of overflowing white flowers sat on sideboards around the edge of the garden room where breakfast was laid out, the heavy sweet fragrance filling her nostrils as she nervously waited at the door to be escorted to her window seat. As the tall waiters passed by her table, she inhaled something different, perhaps an oil they used on their skin or hair, something dense and woody, possibly with sweet overtones and then heavy clouds of smoke from cigars and pungent cigarettes as men reclined back in their basket chairs, exhaling as they read the morning papers.


Seated next to an open window she gazed out onto the lush green garden that she’d seen this morning. It was filled with more exotic blooms, most of them she recognised from a week on the south coast of France. Billowing bright pink frothy flowers tumbled out of pots accompanied by long trailing foliage of every shade of green. And then there were peculiar plants, with a multitude of long spiked leaves that shot straight from the base with flowering buds so unlike anything she’d seen before, her hand itched to sketch them. Yellow Wagtails hopped and crept across the verdant green lawn, hiding in the shade or dipping in and out of the water droplets splashing out of the stone fountain, and green birds swooped and dived from their perches in the trees, catching insects in their beaks. She must ask the Finches what they were called. In a brief gust of wind, warm gritty air blew into her face and reminded her of where she was now.


Cairo! An exciting new city with so many things to see. A waiter stopped by her table bringing a silver teapot, then another offering a plate of luscious juicy fruit slices.


‘Good morning, Isobel. Are you here long?’


‘Mr Finch, Mrs Finch. Good morning. I thought you were still asleep, so I came down alone.’


‘Not at all, my dear. We’ve been up for hours, we like getting out before the day warms up, but I don’t believe it’s too overpowering now. Shall we join you?’


‘Oh, please do. I don’t like sitting by myself. Cecily refused to get up, but I couldn’t stay a minute longer, not with so many things to see.’


The couple both laughed before settling themselves in the extra seats around the table. ‘Edward said to say he’ll call for you and Cecily in an hour to take the pair of you sightseeing. Then later this afternoon we are meeting up with Alice and Wilfred and taking a drive out into the desert. We shall dine out this evening, Edward has it all arranged.’


‘Thanks kind of him.’


‘Isn’t it?’ Mrs Finch replied, smiling from behind the rim of her teacup that had just been poured. ‘Well, eat up, my dear. You have to keep your strength up if you’re involved in matters of the heart.’


Isobel tried not to wince at the words. She fiddled with her napkin, laughing it off but inside her stomach felt like butterflies dancing. It was so hard not to get her hopes up on the trip over, waiting and wondering if Edward was interested in her. Then yesterday she’d been so tongue-tied around him she’d felt her insides shrivel up and die it was so embarrassing; even after he’d asked her down for a drink on the terrace she’d been overcome with nerves for the entire evening. Oh, why couldn’t she be all natural and easy going like Cecily?


Isobel thought of the previous evening when they’d danced together in the hotel. Edward had been warm and friendly, and she’d been convinced he’d almost kissed her, but it was as she had feared – there were plenty of other attractive ladies also vying for his attention, and it was so obvious now that his family wanted him to marry Lucy Hartington. But how did he feel about it? She could hardly ask him outright.


They sat a while longer with Mr Finch doing most of the talking, filling Isobel in on various people he recognised or who he’d heard were in town, and who they must leave cards in with before Isobel excused herself to return to their rooms and ensure she and Cecily would be ready for Edward.


‘Now ladies,’ Edward said as they stood in the cool of the white tiled entrance hall. ‘I thought it would be best if we did a short walking tour this morning, so you can get your bearings. Not too long though, you’ll find this afternoon’s expedition tiring enough. Follow me.’ He led them through the busy lobby, and past the veranda outside the front of the hotel. The warm air immediately hit them, Isobel’s nose wrinkling from the desert air and the waft of unpleasant pong of animal it brought with it. The noise of the street was louder than she’d remembered from yesterday, the constant honking of motor car horns, locals calling out for trade, even the noises of donkeys braying as they trotted past assaulted her ears. Edward pushed through street vendors outside the hotel shouting their wares; hats, parasols, bottles filled with oils and perfume, one man even had handbags with crocodile feet attached. Following behind the pale grey suited back of Edward, Isobel was grateful he was with them, but her heart still felt anxious.


Cecily squeezed her arm. ‘Come on, Izzy, isn’t this remarkable? Where are we now, Edward?’ her sister asked as they paused on the pavement a little further down from their hotel. It was a wide boulevard, similar to many that they’d seen in Paris and on the south coast of France; indeed, it was hard to imagine, except for the dust and the unfamiliar Arab voices that they were so far away from home.


Edward gestured left and right. ‘Now, your hotel is behind us, the Continental is just up there, and opposite is the Ezbekiya gardens which will be very easy for you both to walk in. If you want to go out together, there are plenty of cabs outside the hotel, you’d be quite safe to travel together. The Gezirah club is only ten minutes away, or the mosques or the Egyptian museum will all be easy for you to visit. If you ever need any assistance, just ask in the hotel for a dragoman who will be your guide. Make sure you ask inside the hotel though; I don’t want you getting caught out with a disreputable local.’


‘What about sightseeing? I want to see the bazaars, and the Old City, and the minarets and palaces.’ Her words fell out in such her rush she promptly blushed.


‘The porters, or Mr Finch could arrange a sightseeing trip in one of the cabs, but please, Isobel, never go on your own. And never venture into the other areas of the city by yourself on foot. I know how impulsive you are.’


‘Why not? I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself.’


Gently touching her arm, he gazed straight into her eyes. ‘Isobel, you’ll get lost. Yes, even you, the intrepid explorer that you are.’ She dropped her eyes. ‘The back streets are a maze of tiny twisted alleys, you’ll get completely lost, and, being practical, the British aren’t always liked by everyone. So please don’t.’ She tilted her head a tiny bit, annoyed at being told what to do. ‘Promise me, Izzy. I don’t want you to get into trouble, I’d be heartbroken if anything happened to you.’


‘Oh?’ Her breath caught in her throat. Had she heard him correctly? He’d be heartbroken, but she so desperately wanted to explore by herself.


‘Isobel!’ He stopped, folding his arms across his chest and staring straight at her. ‘Promise me, Isobel. I don’t mean to be annoying, but you must accept that right now in a new city I do know more than you.’


She thought of her Baedecker guide, and the hours she’d spent reading it. It didn’t seem too hard according to the book – it even gave a full description of which bazaars to go to and how to conduct yourself. She was sure she could manage but taking in the expression on Edward’s face he didn’t think the same. Slipping her left hand behind her back and crossing her fingers she nodded quickly. What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. He paused; she knew him well enough to know he was considering her attitude.


‘Hand! No, not that one!’ He grinned at her, as she held out her right hand. ‘Don’t try and trick me, Izzy!’


Reluctantly she drew her other hand forward and she thought her heart would stop as he took her hand gently between his own and carefully uncrossed her fingers, before holding her gaze for the longest time.


‘Don’t go by yourself, Izzy, because I would feel responsible if something happened. I know you too well.’


They set off down the street taking in a circular walk past the Grand Continental Hotel, then right around the outside of the Ezbekiya Gardens, Edward pointing out shops they might like, clubs, places they might like to have tea, and then back home through the gardens themselves. All three of them were exhausted by the time they stopped under an enormous rubber tree. Another little group waved over to them, calling Edward’s name.


‘Ah, I do apologise, I need to pay my respects to Miss Hartington and her family. Please excuse me,’ and he walked over to greet the three gentlemen and the young lady.


Isobel didn’t miss the way the lady inclined her head towards him, smiled in that certain way, even twirled her parasol. With his back to them it was hard to see how Edward responded to her, but they could hear him refer to them as ‘old friends’. ‘Oh Cecily! Is that Lucy Hartington, again?’ Isobel bit her lip to stop herself crying in despair. It was so frustrating. It was like a being on a boat in a gale; one minute she was up, the next she was down. She had so little faith in her attractiveness, she couldn’t believe that Edward liked her as a woman, and not just a friend.


‘How has this happened, Cecily? I can never compete with her, she’s just like Rosalie; all petite and perfect and she always manages to laugh at the correct moment. I feel like a carthorse when I’m around her. It was supposed to be a pleasant excursion, our first in the new city and now I’m desolate again.’


Cecily spun round, her face etched with compassion. ‘You must be sensible, Izzy. Of course Edward knows lots of people, please just try and focus on the positive things he said. Have confidence in yourself too. You can’t be up and down all the time, it will drive him crazy. It drives me crazy for a start!’


‘You exaggerate Cecily, I can’t be that bad.’
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