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For DE






We must begin this evening by recognising the contribution of archaeologists Max Aeberhardt and Juno Munro, whose promising work in the Valley of the Kings was cut short by WW2. Their excavations searching for Nefertiti’s tomb during the final 1939/40 season laid the foundations for the remarkable discoveries since.

PJ R – Aeberhardt Foundation Lecture, London, September 2024








Egypt – Summer, 1939

‘Come on, take my hand,’ Juno says.

‘Have you done this before?’ Polly shields her eyes from the desert sun.

‘No, I was waiting for you.’

Polly looks uncertainly up the soaring face of the Great Pyramid of Giza. Four hundred and fifty feet above her, the people near the top look like ants. She wishes Fitz was here – he’d give her confidence. She’s dying to say: You go ahead, Ju. I’m happy waiting here. But she can’t let her down. The hot desert wind whips her dark curls, it slips beneath her linen shirt, creeps along her spine like a whisper: Go on, you can do this. She wipes her sweating brow with the back of her hand, and rubs it on the seat of her trousers. One day, she tells herself, this will be a good story: did I ever tell you about the time I climbed the Great Pyramid? Can you imagine? So high.

‘Trust me,’ Juno calls.

Polly scrambles up the first couple of blocks, and gazes up at Juno, towering above her in white shirt and khakis, a canvas bag slung across her body. Her shining blonde hair falls forwards, a halo framing her face.

‘You’ll exhaust yourself doing it that way, Pol. Watch how I’m doing it. Push yourself up onto your bottom and swing your legs up.’ She pauses, catching her breath to watch Polly climb the next stones. ‘There you go! I’ll race you – loser buys the drinks at Mena House.’

Juno and Polly scale Khufu’s Great Pyramid, helping one another up again and again, until after fifteen minutes Juno leaps ahead, standing on the platform at the top with her arms outstretched to the warm peach sky.

‘Make mine a Gin Sling,’ she cries. Juno hauls Polly up. ‘God, this view. Isn’t it marvellous? It’s just how I imagined! Didn’t I tell you it would be worth it?’ She catches her breath. ‘Look at that sun. No wonder Nefertiti worshipped it as a god.’ The vast disk of light shimmers a fiery rose, casting a shadow three quarters of a mile long across the plain. ‘I’ve been dying to climb this pyramid.’

‘Not literally, I hope. Ju, be careful, sit down!’ Polly sits with her back pressed securely against the hot limestone, legs and arms trembling with exertion, with fear. When does it get dark here? She has a horrible feeling going down will be worse.

‘I always forget you have a shocking head for heights,’ Juno says, sitting beside her. ‘You do look a bit green, darling. Aren’t you glad I waited for you to arrive, though?’ She focuses her camera on the silver palm-fringed edge of the Nile, a river of liquid light. Far away, a group of people in jewel-bright robes dot the waterline like gemstones, turquoise and pink. ‘Isn’t it beautiful? The Nile used to flow much closer to the pyramids, and this was all lush—’

‘Has anyone actually died, climbing this?’ Polly interrupts, gripping the edge of the stone with white knuckles.

‘Probably,’ Juno says cheerfully. ‘When it was built four and a half thousand years ago the sides were cased in smooth white limestone. Can you imagine how it must have shone?’

Polly has the ghastly feeling her feet are sliding, as if the pyramid were a living thing, flattening beneath her clenched toes. Each stone is slippery with sand, and they will have to jump down again and again. There is nothing to hold on to, if I fall. She imagines herself tumbling, head over heels down to the sand.

‘Yes, I imagine lots of people have slipped, over the years.’ Juno nudges her. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll hold your hand.’ She opens her palm, shows the fine white scar there. Polly does the same, and Juno laces their fingers together. ‘I’m so glad you’re here, Pol. It’s been…’ She falters. ‘Well, it hasn’t been as much fun as perhaps it seemed from my letters.’

‘I know.’ Polly waits for Juno to look at her. ‘Is it Alec? He hasn’t—’

Juno hesitates. She lets out a sigh and rests her head on Polly’s shoulder. ‘You know,’ she murmurs, ‘the Ancient Egyptians were incredible astronomers. This pyramid is oriented to two bright stars in the north so that Khufu’s soul would rise up—’

‘Vega?’ Polly cries out their old catchphrase. Vega, their guiding star, watching down on them through the years.

‘Vega, vega, vega!’ Juno’s face softens. ‘No, these two stars were different—’

‘Ju,’ Polly says, ‘you would tell me if something’s wrong?’

‘Of course.’ Juno smiles, but Polly senses the tension in her. ‘I’m fine, really I am. It’s just… it’s like walking on eggshells around him. He’s obsessed with this bally war everyone says is coming. Surely they’ll see sense?’

‘Fitz thinks it’s inevitable. That’s why they’ve posted him here.’ ‘Be brave, Pol,’ he said to her on the train from Alexandria. ‘I’m not going to let anything happen to me, not now I’ve found you.’

‘Then we’re all in it together.’ Juno hauls Polly up, and gestures down the perilous slope. ‘Shall we?’






PART ONE The Weight of the Heart



‘If light is in your heart, you will find your way home.’

– RUMI








CHAPTER ONE

BEIRUT, LEBANON

Saturday 29 March 1975


It is time. Come now. Raif.



The moments which change your life so often blindside you. Six words, only one meaning: Mum. I folded the telegram and tucked it back into my wallet with my passport. I’d known the time was coming. But not so soon.

‘Allo?’ The phone line crackled and I covered my ear, drowning out the noise of the airport baggage hall and the loudspeaker announcing the next flight.

‘Raif? It’s me.’ I pushed another coin into the payphone.

‘Lucie? Alhamdulillah, where are you?’

‘I’m here. I took the first flight I could from London. How is she?’

‘Polly?’ I heard him cover the receiver, their muffled conversation. ‘Your mother wants to know how your lecture at the British Museum went.’

‘The lecture?’ I said, laughing. Typical Mum, always thinking of everyone else first. After getting the telegram, instead of heading straight to the theatre, where I was due to give a talk, I was drawn to the Egyptian Hall in the museum. The voices and footsteps of the people milling around the exhibits echoed high in the vaulted ceiling. I stopped in front of the Gayer-Anderson statue of Bastet. How about some of your magic rubs off on us, cat? I thought. Not Mum, not yet. The sculptures in the hall felt like old friends. When I was little, Mum and Dad always took me to see them whenever we were in town. I remembered Mum leaning down to me in front of a carving: ‘That’s Nefertiti,’ she said, pointing. ‘Your godmother, Juno, was determined to find her.’ And I’ve been trying ever since.

‘Darling? You’re here!’ Polly said now, taking the phone from Raif.

‘Mum—’

‘Raif’s making a dreadful fuss. I’m fine.’ Polly caught her breath. ‘How did it go? I’m so proud – Dr Lucie Fitzgerald, lecturing at the BM! Was he there?’

‘I’ll tell you when I see you.’ I couldn’t help but smile. ‘I’ve booked into the Commodore tonight.’

‘Raif will come and get you in the morning.’

‘Love you, Mum.’ I glanced over at the carousel as it lurched into life. ‘Got to go. The bags are here.’



I gazed across at a rose-tinted travel poster for Luxor as I waited. I miss it already, I thought, watching the bags trundling past. In the desert, at work on the dig, I know who I am. But in London at the ‘welcome home’ party at the end of the season, I felt like everyone’s lives were moving on without me. I remembered the candlelight, the smiling faces of my closest friends around a ruined table of bottles and empty plates. I thought by now I’d have it figured out. They all seem to know what they are doing – steady careers, mortgages – children, even, a couple of them. I can’t commit to a houseplant.

‘Excuse me, that’s my suitcase.’ A tall man reached across to pull a black case from the baggage carousel at the same moment as me. He had to raise his voice above the confusion of travellers and porters. What’s that accent? Australian, perhaps? I’d noticed him, waiting. I hadn’t seen him on the London flight, but he stood out in a crowd. What is that animal confidence some people give off, almost like a scent? His white shirt sleeves were rolled up above tanned, strong arms, and dark braces held up his khaki trousers, tucked into desert boots. Rumpled as an unmade hotel bed.

‘Yours? I don’t think so.’ We yanked the case free from the muddle of bags and set it down on the ground between us. It was a battered black Globe-Trotter case, with silver locks. ‘I’d recognise it anywhere.’

‘Let’s see, shall we?’ He selected a small silver key on the bunch he pulled from his pocket, and leant down. A strand of dark hair fell forwards over his brow. The lock clicked open first time. Damn.

‘I’m sorry.’ I turned away to the carousel, scouring it for my case.

‘It would be sensible to mark the back with a label, or something,’ he said. I glanced back at him, annoyed.

‘Maybe I should tie a bow on it?’

‘I meant I should. But neither of us is sensible.’ He folded his arms, watching the cases. ‘Business or family?’

‘Sorry?’

‘You wouldn’t be flying into a war zone for pleasure.’

I glanced at him. ‘It’s not a war zone.’

‘Yet. Reckon it will be any day now,’ he said. ‘So?’

‘Family.’ I stepped closer to the carousel. I wasn’t about to tell a stranger: My mum. My lovely mum is dying and I don’t know how I’m going to cope. ‘It’s Easter.’

‘Ah, but which one? In Beirut it lasts eight days. Are you here for the Latin Easter, the Maronite Easter or the Orthodox one?’ I stared ahead. ‘Don’t give much away, do you?’

‘My parents told me never to talk to strangers.’ I pointed. ‘There!’ He dragged my case free and set it down next to his. ‘Thanks. See, they’re identical.’

‘At least let me give you a ride into town, to apologise,’ he said, picking both suitcases up.

‘Look, I’m sure you’re perfectly normal—’

‘Normal?’ He laughed. ‘God, I hope not.’

‘—but I have no idea who you are. I’m not getting into a cab with you.’ I quickened my pace to keep up with him. NSIT – that was one of Mum’s favourites. He’s Not Safe in Taxis, darling.

‘You’ll be lucky to get a cab. I’m meeting my driver in the café.’ He smiled down at me. ‘I promise, I’ll sit up front with Kamil. Your honour is safe with me.’

Did he read my mind? Now he thinks I’m paranoid. He strode ahead through the crowd, and out to the teeming airport. The familiar smell of the place embraced me – tobacco and incense, the heat of bodies and cologne. I could smell coffee, too, and pastries.

‘Hungry?’ he said, noticing me look up at the restaurant.

‘Coffee, perhaps,’ I said.

‘Kamil will find us.’ We went up to the coffee shop, and he set down the bags at a table, gesturing to the waiter. As he ordered I lingered, looking over at the display of Easter ma’amoul and galettes, and didn’t notice a woman joining the next table take the chair from behind me. I cried out, arms flailing as I sat back into space. He tried not to laugh, and hauled me up. ‘Come on. Let’s start again,’ he said, dragging another chair over for me before sitting opposite. He held out a tanned hand. ‘David Roberts,’ he said. ‘But everyone here calls me Red.’

‘Why?’ I said, taking in his collar-length dark hair. It was bleached gold at the tips by the sun. His deep blue eyes crinkled, amused. ‘You’re not—’

‘A redhead? No,’ he said, laughing. ‘When I first arrived here from Sydney it was summer. The practice was so snowed under I went straight from the plane to work – a whole day out on call with no sunscreen.’

‘Practice?’ I said. ‘Are you a doctor?’

‘Veterinary. Horse mainly,’ he said.

‘Maybe you know my mother, Polly? She has an Arabian stud.’

‘Pol? Of course.’ He grinned, revealing an even set of white teeth. American teeth, as I think of them. ‘She’s one in a million. Tough old bird. Never seen a bad horse come out of her stables. Not just perfect form – I mean, they’re beautiful horses – but the work she does with them. They trust her, you can see it. It’s like she speaks their language.’ David tilted his head. ‘So you’re Lucie. Polly’s always talking about you. You’re an archaeologist, right?’

‘Egyptologist. I’m based in London, but I’ve been in Luxor for the season.’

He paused. ‘You’re not around much, are you?’

I could hear the disapproval in his voice: Your mother’s dying, and where have you been? I couldn’t speak for a moment. The thought of how she must have worsened since Christmas – what was I facing? How could I explain that it was Mum who always wanted me to focus on my career, to get out. She sent me away.

‘I loved this café when I was little,’ I said. ‘Dad would bring me out here for ice cream to watch the planes.’ I gazed out at the runway, at the red hills and the mountains beyond. ‘It always seemed so glamorous. So… hopeful.’ I loved the blue and silver design. It felt like the future. I even loved the word: International, painted in massive black letters on the wall, and that crazy chandelier in departures that reminded me of seaglass. I looked at him. ‘If everyone is flying out, why are you flying in, Dr Roberts?’

‘David, please.’ He glanced up as the waiter placed two steaming cups of coffee and a plate of ma’amoul on the table. ‘Thanks.’ I tore a date and pistachio cookie in half. ‘I’ve come back to make sure the animals get out safely,’ he said. ‘The practice is in the city – I want to make sure that the rest of my team and the last of the rescues get out to the country. That’s what I was doing in London, trying to persuade an old friend who made too much money in the City to help out. Luckily he’s an animal lover.’

‘What about your business, though?’

‘If it’s going to go down as I’m expecting in the next weeks, I have no business. Everything I’ve spent years building up here…’ David breathed a soft laugh. ‘Sorry, you don’t need me yacking on.’ I felt him looking at me.

‘Polly always said this place is heaven on earth,’ I said, looking at an argument breaking out across the room. Tension crackled in the air like static. I couldn’t hear what the men were saying, but picked up snatches of Arabic, saw their hands gesturing wildly.

‘I love this place. All the clichés – ski in the morning, swim at the sea in the afternoon. Art and culture. Most beautiful horses in the world…’ His smile faltered. ‘I thought I could make a life here, but lately things have been getting worse. There’s been isolated clashes since the winter, but my local friends have warned me to clear out. I’m going to make a final run, and get out tomorrow.’ He regarded me steadily. ‘How about you? Polly has been ill, I know. Is that why you’re here?’ When I didn’t answer, unable to say it out loud, not yet, he nodded. ‘I’m sorry. Give her my best, won’t you?’ David looked up as a young man waved from the doorway. ‘Our ride. Shall we?’

‘Dr Red!’ the young Lebanese man cried. I saw he was wearing a faded t-shirt printed with Last Chance Rescue. ‘Kamil,’ he said, shaking my hand.

On the street, David threw our identical cases into the back of a white Jeep, and opened the door for me.

‘Where are we heading, boss?’ Kamil said, swerving out into the traffic. A hand of Fatima swung from the rearview mirror, a blue glass eye glinting in its palm. From the crackling radio a cacophony of pop pulsed: Badi Shoufak Kil Youm – I want to see you every day. The warm breeze from the open window lifted my hair, and I slipped on a pair of amber aviator sunglasses.

‘I’m staying at the Commodore tonight,’ David said, glancing back at me. ‘Where can we drop you?’

‘The Commodore,’ I said.

‘I’ll be damned. Same taste in suitcases, hotels… it’s fate.’

‘Don’t you have an apartment?’ I said briskly.

‘I lived over the shop,’ David said. ‘The whole place is full of animals and shipping crates right now.’ He leant against the window and rubbed his brow. ‘As much as I love them, all I can think of now is a clean bath, bed—’

‘And the biggest scotch in Beirut,’ Kamil said, laughing at their shared joke.



We drove in from Kaldeh, through downtown Beirut, and pulled up outside Le Commodore. On the pavement, foreign news crews were unloading cameras and equipment, men in khaki waistcoats and sunglasses chatting and smoking.

‘Thank you,’ I said, taking my case at reception.

‘I’ll leave the car,’ Kamil said, tossing the concierge the keys.

I offered David my hand. ‘Thanks for the lift.’

‘Sure you’ve got the right case?’ he said.

‘Fifty-fifty chance.’

‘If not, maybe I’ll see you later?’ The invitation, the attraction was there.

‘In the bar?’

‘Probably.’

You can’t, I thought. You’re here for Polly. He’s leaving tomorrow. Do you really want some one-night affair? ‘I don’t think so. I’m being picked up first thing tomorrow morning by my mother’s—’ I hesitated. What was Raif, exactly? Companion? ‘—by Raif. I think I’ll get an early night.’

‘Fair enough.’ He shook my hand, holding it and my gaze for longer than necessary. Stop it, I thought. This is no time to be thinking about that. As if he could read my mind, David smiled – a lopsided, amused smile. ‘If you change your mind. “Let us drink…” ’

‘For tomorrow we die? Let’s hope not.’






CHAPTER TWO

BEIRUT, LEBANON

Easter Sunday, 30 March 1975

At first light I headed out to walk the city, my heart soaring at the sight of the familiar curving bay and the hazy blue mountains of Lebanon behind. Church bells pealing, I wandered around the cafés and bookstores in Hamra. I’d been so looking forward to this, but many favourites were shuttered closed. It’s worse than I thought. It felt like the city was bracing itself.

I walked on to Sanayeh Park. I loved it there when I was a child, especially on a Sunday – all the families strolling among the banyan trees and sparkling fountains. Today, people were heading to church, children clutching baskets of painted eggs. Easter. I looked at the families walking hand in hand, feeling a little wistful. Dad always made his special Eggs in Bed for us. At that age, I loved curling up between Mum and Dad, eating toast and boiled eggs he’d drawn faces on like Humpty Dumpty.

What is it they say? ‘Don’t cry for the past, be grateful for the memory.’ I still miss you. It had only been three months since I’d been home to see Mum, but I’d missed this place, too, I realised, my heart lifting as I walked along the silent, shaded paths. I missed colour, and sunshine in London. I felt myself relaxing, unfurling in the warm spring sun. Home.



At breakfast I sat alone in the hotel, waiting for Raif’s arrival. Morning chatter eddied around the high white room amid the chink of cutlery, the turn of newspaper pages. No families here – just tables of men hunched together talking in French and Arabic, smoking. I was nervous, too – Raif always had that effect on me. Even as a child I could hide nothing from him. He had an uncanny way of looking at a person – or a horse for that matter – and knowing exactly what ailed them.

The last time I saw him, I was feeling run down. Stick out your tongue, he said. Now look up. Raif pulled down my eyelids one at a time. You grew up in Cairo, he said. London is not good for you. He pretended to write on a prescription pad, and handed it to me. You need heat and sun. Come home.

I would if I knew where that was. I belong everywhere and nowhere. Even now, when I can’t sleep, I remember my childhood bedroom in Dar Ul Ain, our farm west of Cairo – the sound of cicadas, lamplight, the smell of citronella smoke, Mum’s delicate jasmine scent. There were only a few houses out that way then, a handful of Europeans living in nearby Bulaq Dakrur. It was – as the cliché goes – all fields. Sugar cane, deep green meadows dappled with white clover. Canals with lithe naked children splashing around. Columns of camels and the felaheen’s mules going to and fro on felted feet, the paths worn down by centuries of pack animals. Home. It seemed like a palace to me at the time, but it was just a whitewashed mud-brick farmhouse with a shady terrace and a cool, domed entrance where tiny green lizards darted from the shadows.

They say the best way to find yourself is to get lost, and there is no better place to do that than the desert. Perhaps if the war had not come, we would all still be there, in Egypt, Juno searching for Nefertiti, and Polly content with her farm and her horses. One captivated by the past, the other in love with this moment, now.

As I finished my second cup of coffee, Raif swept through the marble lobby, barking instructions to the hotel doorman. He wore flowing white robes and a white turban – his beard, too, was flecked with grey now he was in his fifties. He stood at the entrance to the dining room, hands on hips, and looked across the tables as if he were standing on the crest of a dune looking out across the desert. There, he saw me.

Raif strode over, took my face in both his wide, tough hands and kissed my forehead. ‘Habibi, ça va?’

‘I’m fine. You look well,’ I said, pressing my hands to his. He gazed steadily into my eyes.

‘You do not, Lucie.’ He stood back and looked me up and down. ‘You have been working too hard.’

‘Already…?’

‘They do not feed you in London?’

‘When will you find a good man to take care of you?’ I said, ticking off each jibe in turn. ‘Surely a doctor can afford a cook and housemaid to look after you? When will you come home?’ We both laughed.

‘You do not change.’

‘Nor do you.’ I gestured to the table. ‘Will you have coffee?’ Raif nodded and sat down. I poured a cup and the pot dribbled, spilling some into the saucer. ‘Sorry.’ I mopped up the mess with a napkin. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’

‘You know what the Sufis say?’ He sipped his coffee, savouring it. ‘Everything in life is speaking in spite of its silence.’

‘Even the coffee pot is critical now?’

‘Perhaps it is telling you to slow down, Lucie. Take your time.’

‘Time is one thing we don’t have, do we?’

‘Sadly, no.’

‘I’ve missed you.’ He looked older, I realised, and tired. ‘How is she?’

‘Impossible.’ He smiled. ‘But as long as she is impossible I know it is not the last day, yet.’

I blinked away prickling tears. I could trust Raif to tell me the truth. ‘How long do we have?’

‘Things have progressed since you were home at Christmas. Lucie, the chemo didn’t work—’

‘Why didn’t she tell me?’ Ice-cold anxiety swept over me. ‘How long?’

‘Doctors are wrong all the time. How do they know if people have six weeks or months to live?’

‘Most people do as they are told.’

‘Not Polly. Now… maybe a couple of weeks. Maybe longer.’ I reached over to him.

‘Oh, Raif—’

‘I told her… I told her you are working on research—’

‘Which I am.’

‘I told her you’re here for Juno’s papers, everything she has from the Aeberhardt dig in the thirties—’

‘Juno’s papers?’ I paused, the cup halfway to my lips. ‘Why hasn’t Mum told me about this? She must realise how helpful they could be – she knows I’m searching for Nefertiti’s tomb, too.’

‘Polly and Juno…’ Raif shrugged. ‘They were as sisters. Blood sisters in fact.’ He mimed cutting his palm. ‘They have many secrets. Now, Polly wants everything in order. You know what she is like. She refuses to rest. Insists on doing as much as she can for the horses.’ Raif checked his watch. ‘In fact, we should go. They will be getting restless.’

‘Who will?’ I panicked, realising what he meant. ‘Raif, you didn’t—?’ As if in answer, a high whinny echoed around the lobby.

‘Come.’ He gestured for me to follow him. Tethered at the hotel entrance, two Arabian horses stood waiting. An admiring crowd had gathered round them. Zain, Polly’s stallion, stood with ears pricked, tail raised. Farah, his mother, a pretty flea-bitten grey mare, stood calmly at his side. She raised her head and nickered, seeing Raif. The beauty of Polly’s Arabians was otherworldly – the horses seemed made of finer stuff than the everyday world around them, like creatures from a myth, a fairy tale. ‘It is time.’

‘No. Absolutely not.’ I folded my arms. ‘You can’t make me do this.’

‘If you want to get to Bellevue, you will have to ride.’

‘It will take ages!’

‘Good. All the more time for us to talk and for you to get your nerve back.’

‘I won’t ride him.’ It was as if Zain knew, and the stallion tossed his head. His hooves clattered on the stone floor. I backed away.

‘That is why I brought Farah for you.’

‘No. Forget it.’

‘You are no coward,’ Raif said, untethering the horses. ‘I remember you riding her bareback, galloping with the herd. You were fearless.’

‘But I have bags, my suitcase—’ I gestured at the neat stack beside the front desk. ‘I thought you’d bring the truck.’

‘Do you know how happy it would make Polly to see you ride into the farm at my side?’ Raif’s frustration flared. ‘Do you?’ he said, more gently.



Maybe everyone has a ghost wound. This is mine. Once, I spent every moment on horseback. If I was missing, you could guarantee I was in the stables. You are half horse, Lucie, Raif used to say.

Once upon a time.

‘I can’t. I’m sorry—’

‘Have it your own way.’ Raif leapt into the saddle and kicked in his heels, turning the horses. ‘You’ll have to get a taxi. I’ll race you to Bellevue.’

I watched him ride out. Soon he would cut off along back roads into open countryside, following the tracks and trails that I had – as he said – ridden a thousand times as a child. Unbidden, a memory of plunging hooves and searing pain came to me and I winced.

‘I need a car,’ I said to the concierge.

‘No cars, madame,’ he said, shrugging. ‘Everyone is leaving.’

‘Wait – David Roberts. Is he still here?’

He pointed to some smoked glass doors. ‘You will find him… relaxing, by the pool.’



The morning sun glittered on the empty pool, and I pulled on my sunglasses, squinting. There at the end of the row of sunloungers lay a crumpled, barefoot figure with a keffiyeh scarf draped over his head.

‘David,’ I said, shaking him awake. ‘David – I need your help.’

‘Who? Wha—’ He sat up, blearily, raising his head. ‘What time is it?’

‘Nine,’ I said, glancing at my watch.

‘I should get to bed.’ He swung himself upright and stretched, yawning. ‘You should have come down last night. Quite the send-off. As we’re heading out all the Press guys are coming in.’

‘I need a ride.’

‘Sure, I’ll drive you anywhere,’ he said expansively, swinging his keys from his index finger.

‘You will not.’ I took the keys. ‘The thing is, Raif turned up with horses, and I don’t—Look, will you come with me? It’ll only take an hour or so, and hopefully you’ll have sobered up enough to drive yourself to the airport after lunch.’

‘I didn’t have that much arak,’ he said, winking. ‘Well, a bit. I was celebrating. You see,’ he said, beckoning me closer, ‘I managed to get the last of my guys and the animals out on some trucks late last night.’

‘Where will you go?’ He looked nonplussed, as if he hadn’t even thought.

‘Don’t know. Bali maybe.’ He shrugged. ‘With you, for now.’

‘Do you want some water?’ I said. ‘Alka seltzer?’

David shook his head. ‘No, I’m all good.’ He tossed me the scarf and strode to the edge of the pool, launching himself forwards in a fluid dive. You’re mad. I watched him streak beneath the water. Part of me wanted to jump in too. David surfaced on the far side and swam a leisurely crawl back to me before heaving himself out. ‘That’s better,’ he said, his white shirt clinging to him. He took a towel from the pool boy and roughly dried his hair. ‘Shall we?’ he said, ushering me forwards.






CHAPTER THREE

BELLEVUE, LEBANON

Easter Sunday, 30 March 1975

It was, and it was not so…

At first light Polly walked out to the yard, lost in thought. She unbolted the stable block and swung back the high red doors. This was her favourite time of day, before the grooms arrived for work. Just her and the stable cats below, the doves and chickens rousing themselves from their roosts above. Her dog-eared copy of Captain Hayes’ Veterinary Notes was tucked under one arm, and she tossed it down on the table in the tack room. Somewhere in the hills an owl called.

Polly flicked on the office light and it hummed in the silence. She had been thinking about Juno when she woke, and her thoughts stayed with the young girls on a summer lawn, long ago.

Polly had gazed at the silver-framed photograph on her lamplit bedside table – a group of people in the casuarina-shaded garden of a villa, a few miles out of Cairo. A perfect moment suspended in time like a scorpion in amber: the last of summer, 1939. The day, in retrospect, that changed everything. The black-and-white faces had life breathed into them, colourised, and the hills beyond were storybook lavender, the palm-fringed Nile a celestial blue, the sky a rose pink, as so many sunsets are in Egypt, still. The faces of those loved and lost, the first Polly saw each morning, and the last at night.

Sunday 3 September 1939. They listened to the BBC’s Empire Service on the wireless along with the rest of the world: ‘this country is at war…’ It seemed impossible to comprehend when everything in Cairo was so plentiful and bright. Looking at the photo now as she put on her dressing gown, she remembered that day – the feel of the sun, the hot wind whispering across her skin.

Life must be lived forwards and often only appreciated backwards. Lately Polly’s memory swung to and fro down the years revisiting all the ‘what ifs’, ‘maybes’ and ‘almosts’, the pendulum of a clock winding down. Now the cry of the dawn call to prayer passed like a silken thread in the sky from minaret to minaret, from the past to the present.

It was and it was not so… To begin a tale like that is more truthful than ‘once upon a time’, for every story is told slant. No event is seen the same way by two people. No story is entirely true. Memory is a slippery creature – the past shifts and rearranges like the glass beads of a kaleidoscope. Gazing at the photo, Polly walked the garden in her mind. She saw all the truths and lies hidden behind the masks of smiling faces. And the face that can’t be seen, she thought, who was there for a while, just a moment.

Now, her hand resting on the light switch was the hand of a stranger to her, dark and gnarled as tree roots. It reminded her of the photographs in Juno’s books on Egyptology, the bodies of mummies.

She went to the far loose box and spoke to the mare, Rima. The horse rested her head on Polly’s, blew softly through her nostrils. ‘There we are,’ Polly said, soothing her. She swung open the old door, worn down by generations of horses’ chewing. ‘Let’s see how you’re doing.’ In the hay-scented stable she ran her fingers over the swollen belly of the horse, talking gently. ‘There, Rima, hush now. All will be well…’ The mare curved her neck around as if she too were soothing Polly. ‘How long have we known one another?’ Polly ran her fingertips through the flowing white mane, scratching gently at the base of her ears. ‘I remember the night you were born. Your mother took her time, too.’ The mare snorted. ‘Not long, I think? Eleven months is an awfully long time, isn’t it? Is the foal going to come today?’

Time, Polly thought. That is one thing I am running short of. She watched over the stable boys as they fed the horses, set out hay and filled the water troughs. She went from stable to stable as the white doves swooped in the dark eaves above, greeting each horse, murmuring a few words in flickering ears. ‘Let’s kick up our heels, shall we?’ she said, leaning on the gate to catch her breath. She released a youngster with a shining bay coat first, and the groom led him out to the far pasture. One by one the stable bolts went back and the horses were turned out to the meadows. The mares next, running free, following one of Farah’s daughters. Polly watched them canter out to the green pasture, flags high, tails streaming. Last of all the grooms turned out the geldings to the lower field. Polly closed the gate behind them, and leant against it.

‘Happy, mamsir?’ one of the grooms asked, wheeling a barrow of muck and hay away.

‘Yes, thank you,’ she said. Mamsir had always been a joke between her and Fitz. To many of her staff she and Fitz were ‘mam’ or ‘sir’, but occasionally you got ‘mamsir’. Who wears the trousers in this house? She remembered Fitz, laughing. Mamsir Polly does. She gazed after the horses. Fitz. They always said they’d build a bungalow by the sea in Cornwall when they retired and call it Mamsir Cottage. But this is good enough, Polly thought, what I have made here. I have the sea ahead and mountains behind me, and the horses, and Raif, and Lucie is coming home. She smiled at the thought of her.

Polly walked slowly back to the house to rest, and trailed her hand over roses by the front door. I have the first roses. She thought of her grandmother’s garden in Cornwall, the avenues of lavender and sky-blue hydrangeas leading down to the sea. How she would run along the scented paths at dusk, coming home from the beach. Home.

‘I’m “fernweh”,’ she remembered Juno saying once, at school, ‘always running away, desperate to explore. You’re “heimweh”, Pol – homesick for somewhere that never even existed. Like the Portuguese “saudade” or the Celtic “hiraeth”.’

‘Homesick?’ Polly had said. ‘All I want is to belong somewhere.’

‘You’ll see. There are places you haven’t been yet that will feel like coming home.’

Sometimes even now Polly dreamt of ‘home’ though she hadn’t set foot in England for thirty years or more. Every night she set sail from Bellevue in her dreams for the southwest. She dreamt of high green hedges, fern-floored valleys, misty moorland. Raindrops rippling on silent trout ponds. Air so clear and cool with drizzle you could drink it. Swimming in sheltered coves and iridescent seas. Then home for afternoon tea, coal fires, bright winter sunlight falling across her grandmother’s drawing room, the tick of the long case clock in the empty hall. When she dreamt of home, all the rooms were empty, as if everyone had just stepped out. She longed for it all – Lapsang Souchong and clotted cream, Sunday pictures. Those sayings no one understands here: how’s your father and oopsie-daisy.

Polly looked up at the sky still flushed with dawn rose light – the silver scythe of the moon, the last stars lingering. Our guiding star: vega, vega, vega… Polly smiled and pulled an old paisley cashmere shawl closer around her shoulders. She touched the nape of her neck – the cords stood proud. What was it she read once? ‘His cords are up.’ A sure sign you’re on your last legs.

Polly heard Rima whinny from the stable. I remember the day I met your great-grandmother, she thought, at Philippa’s farm, west of Cairo. Dar Ul Ain wasn’t smart or ostentatious, just a good house. It was near the place everyone said Rommel had earmarked to make his home if their invasion went to plan.

Polly thought back, remembering the first time she saw the house. Juno at the wheel of the little red Fiat Topolino, bombing along the English Bridge in Cairo. White egrets floated against the apricot sky, coming in from the Delta to roost for the night by the Nile. The girls sped out to the lanes beyond, laughing and singing. The golden hour, she thought. Light dancing on the water. Juno going too fast – always too fast. They passed felaheen, women with baskets of herbs on their heads, selling oranges at the side of the road. She saw buffalos trudging round and round a wooden wheel, pumping water just as their ancestors had for thousands of years. She saw the girls as if from a distance.

Polly and Juno. If only she could hold that moment, before it all went wrong. The past, the present, one.






CHAPTER FOUR

BEIRUT, LEBANON

Easter Sunday, 30 March 1975

‘Be patient, you’re going to flood the engine,’ David said. ‘There’s a knack—’

‘I am being patient…’ I turned the ignition of the old pickup truck again. ‘What happened to the jeep?’

‘Gave it to Kamil.’ The truck finally rumbled into life. ‘Take Me Home, Country Roads’ burst out full volume on the radio as I lurched out into the gridlocked traffic. ‘Really? Olivia Newton-John?’

‘Hey, don’t knock her.’ He grinned. ‘Original gorgeous girl next door.’ He flipped open the glove box and rifled through the cassettes. ‘Let me guess – clever, uptight, British—’

‘Excuse me?’ I honked the car blocking the road.

‘Well, you’ve got that whole sexy secretary thing going on.’ He pulled a prim face and mimed taking a pair of glasses off. ‘Why, Miss Jones, you’re gorgeous…’

‘Now hold on—’

He clicked the new Young Americans tape in. ‘More of a Bowie fan?’

I wasn’t about to tell him he was right. I opened my mouth to say something but he’d already closed his eyes and folded his arms to sleep. Sexy secretary? I strained to see my reflection in the rearview mirror.

I spent the next hour formulating the witty comebacks I wish I’d thought of quicker. I’d noticed the flatbed of David’s truck was – surprisingly – well stocked with water and jerry cans of fuel, so I didn’t worry too much about the snaking lines of traffic leaving the city. I could see why Raif had ridden into town now. As David slept at my side, I had a chance to study him closely. He was taller than me, six foot at least, and he needed a haircut and shave, but beyond the shambling, crumpled exterior there was something about him. What kind of man leaps into a pool fully dressed, but is sensible enough to have a truck full of water and fuel?

‘Watch the road,’ he murmured, and opened an eye.

‘I am,’ I said, caught off guard.

‘No you’re not, you’re watching me.’ He smiled, his eyes crinkling. ‘But, then, who could blame you?’

‘Honestly—’

‘Are you going to tell me the story about you and the horses?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘I’m guessing Polly had you in the saddle as soon as you were able to sit up.’ He stretched and wound down the window. ‘Why d’you lose your nerve? Bad fall?’

‘I—’ I lost concentration for a split second and we bounced through a pothole. The road out of town swirled with tyre tracks like calligraphy, looping rubber lines from kids drag racing and pulling donuts. ‘Sorry. I… There was an accident, years ago.’ All the images I kept safely battened down in a box in my mind sprung free like a jack-in-the-box.

I saw again the perfect summer day, trekking in the Beqaa Valley with Mum and Dad. I rode up front on a little mare, Dad following on his gelding, Mum bringing up the rear on the stallion, Zain. I remember her laughing because Zain was resting his nose on the tail of the gelding, one of his sons. Zain could be fierce if challenged, but he was always peaceful out hacking with a mare or a companion. It was a challenging ride to get to the narrow, fertile plain – over the mountain range and down deep, shadowed hairpin paths with sheer stone walls.

The only people we passed were woodcutters, and the scent of charcoal burners perfumed the air with smoke rising like incense from the pine needles. I loved the valley – the fields of honey-scented olive groves and grape vines, hashish fields dotted with archaeological sites and old stone walls with wild pink roses. You’d see people working the land by hand, as they had for centuries – women in long skirts and bright scarves. I think that’s where my love of archaeology began, exploring with Mum and Dad, always with stories of my godmother Juno whispering around. We’d ride out among the fields and groves, find Roman, Turkish, Crusader ruins. It was living history.

As I told David the story driving out to Bellevue, I saw myself pleading for a chance to ride Zain: I can do it, I’m big enough…

‘Give her a chance,’ Dad said. ‘What’s the worst that can happen, Pol? She falls off, breaks her neck, and Zain makes for home.’

‘I’m not worried about him,’ Mum said, ‘he’s got more sense than the two of you put together.’ They were lying side by side on a white picnic rug beneath the shadow of a cedar tree, with a simple lunch of bread, cheese, wine and water laid out. It was one of those perfect, bright blue days. Not a cloud on the horizon. ‘Go on, then,’ she said, waving me off. Mum lay back in the long grass and wildflowers. I had woven marguerites into a garland for her, and the flowers shone against her dark hair. ‘Just walk him up to the end of the track, mind. No further.’

‘And did you?’ said David.

‘Did I hell.’ I pressed my lips together, remembering. ‘We’d passed an old guy with mules and camels a while back, but hadn’t seen anyone for ages, so I set off for the line of cypresses on the horizon and kicked my heels in. I’d never felt anything like it, riding Zain. It was like going from a… well, this truck to a Maserati.’ I could feel it still, the unexpected surge of speed, the drum of his hooves on the dry earth track.

‘And then?’

‘It all went wrong.’ I gripped the steering wheel. I was there again. The ochre path zigzagging through the hill of pines, the scent of thyme crushed underfoot, my racing heart. ‘I tried to slow down, I really did, but Zain had his head and he was seeing what he could get away with.’ I yelled for help, screamed for Dad.

‘Did you fall?’

‘No… Dad came thundering after me on his old gelding. He… he tried—’

‘Hey,’ David said gently, hearing the catch in my voice. ‘It’s okay, you don’t have to go on.’

‘No, it’s fine. Zain reared up, wanting rid of me.’ My chest was tight with fear. With guilt. ‘I… I glimpsed Dad as I fell, and Mum not far behind him on Farah.’ ‘Are you alright?’ Dad said, pausing as he reached me. ‘I was only winded.’ I was fine. I am fine. ‘But Zain lashed out, hooves flailing.’ ‘Watch it!’ Dad cried out, riding between me and Zain to protect me. ‘It spooked his horse, and as he leant over to grab Zain’s reins, his hand tangled. His horse reared up, Zain bolted and Dad was dragged off…’

‘Jeez. Was he alright?’

‘No. No, he wasn’t.’ I shook my head, unable to look at David. I remembered Mum screaming: ‘Fitz!’ Oh, Dad. Why did it happen? I’d give anything. Anything. ‘He – he wasn’t dragged far – Dad was a big man, not tall but stocky…’ Even now it hurts.

‘What happened?’

‘He had a heart attack,’ I said quietly. I saw the scene from outside myself. The horses grazing peacefully nearby as if nothing had happened, loose reins trailing. Kites wheeling oblivious overhead in the silent blue sky. Isn’t it strange how life goes on? While there, below, the end of my world. ‘Fitz. Fitz? No… no—’ Mum tried desperately to breathe life into him, pumping his chest while I knelt sobbing, holding his hand: ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry…’ ‘He had a large and sudden heart attack. There was nothing we could do.’ Mum broke down at one point: ‘Come on, Fitzy, stop fooling around…’ The awful look on her face. I’d never seen her like that. ‘You promised. You promised you’d never leave me. Breathe for me, breathe…’ Mum thumped his chest and curled over him. I’ll never forget the cry that came from her. The birds rose from the trees.

David touched my arm. ‘Pol never said. I’m sorry. That’s awful.’

‘We were miles from anywhere. Mum tried so hard to save him.’

‘How…’ David paused.

‘How did we get him home?’ I changed gear, overtook a cyclist loaded down with bags, a birdcage tied to the handlebar. ‘I stayed with him while Mum rode for help, a cart to bring him down from the hills.’ A wave of cold fear swept through me at the memory.

‘You poor thing.’ David exhaled slowly.

‘It was a long time ago.’ I don’t think of it every day now, not anymore. I’m so sorry, Dad. It was all my fault. If only… Oh god, what use is that? I gathered the kaleidoscope of images, sounds and stuffed them back in the darkest corner of my mind, slammed the door on them. ‘Put it this way,’ I said, gripping the steering wheel and staring down the road. ‘I haven’t ridden since.’



East of Beirut, we rose up through the foothills of the mountains into conifer forests, past the summer apartments of wealthy city-folk. Soon, the familiar ridge of neat stone houses with red roofs at Brummana came into view on the pine-covered hillside. The spring rains had gone, and the fresh, mild air carried a hint of warmth, of the summer to come, although the mountain tops were still crowned with snow. We carried on through the town, dust rising. I glanced at the steep driveway of my old school as we passed by. The buildings were nestled down on the hillside among the soaring pines. It was closed for Easter but I remembered the chatter and laughter of the playgrounds growing up. The whole town was still peaceful at this time of the year, without the hordes of summer tourists. A mule clopped through the hamlet, its blue beaded harness protecting it against the evil eye. ‘Ten days by mule to Damascus,’ I murmured.

‘Sorry?’ David said, stretching.

‘I remember reading that in Freya Stark. When I was a kid I used to sit listening to the jackals at night, planning to ride from Brummana to Damascus like her.’

‘Never got up the nerve to run away?’

‘Something like that.’

‘I always thought if you ran away to find another life, or “find yourself”, you’d find the same old you waiting for you,’ David said.

‘I thought you were a vet, not a philosopher.’

‘You like to categorise people, don’t you?’

‘People, artefacts—’

‘What pigeonhole am I in?’ When I looked over he was smiling.

‘We’ll see.’



At last we arrived at Bellevue, and the blue pickup roared down the farm track, sending up clouds of dust. Chickens scattered in the yard as I swung in, and I turned off the ignition. The low whitewashed farm sat cradled by the mountains, and at the heart of the yard a cedar tree spread its low branches. A black cat laced the shadows beneath it, slipping between the slats of light. In the distance, a horse whinnied, and closer to I could hear the cook clattering pots in the kitchen, the midday Zuhr prayer on the radio: Allahu akbar, Allahu akbar… In the shade of the cedar tree, the houseboy unrolled his prayer mat. Home.

I remember reading once that a house’s beauty grows from the occupier. Between them, Polly, Fitz and Raif had conjured a good home at Bellevue. A place that took care of you. I gazed down at the sweep of the bay and the distant city. At least, it had always seemed distant – a good few hours’ ride. Now it seemed unnervingly close.

‘Do you reckon Raif has beaten us to it?’ David said, slamming the door.

‘You never know with him.’

The low stone house had been a single storey, and Polly and Fitz had built up on the flat roof, adding extra bedrooms with views over the meadows. The walls on the ground floor were thick as a cathedral’s. I walked along the cool, shadowy hall, a rectangle of sunlight cutting across the terracotta floor from the courtyard. The walls were painted a deep, powdery indigo blue, and the tarnished gold leaf frames gleamed dimly. I took in the familiar photographs. Polly and Fitz’s wedding in Cornwall – impossibly young and happy, arm in arm as if they were dancing. Juno and Polly sitting on top of Khufu’s pyramid. Me, sitting on Farah as a toddler, Raif holding the reins. Juno, in profile, chin raised, her long, elegant neck echoing the drawing of Nefertiti behind her.

‘Mum?’ I called, walking through the house. Somewhere a clock ticked. Sunlight poured through the high window above the staircase, illuminating an old round cherrywood table at the heart of the hall, a vase of stargazer lilies perfuming the air. I knew the house by heart, every creak, every step, and I climbed the dark stairs missing the loose boards. The landing still had its run of kelims, slightly skew-whiff on the sloping floor, and the brass lamp above cast dappled light. ‘Mum?’ I hesitated at the door to her room. It was ajar, and I pushed it open slowly.

She lay on her bed in the half light, crimson curtains pulled to, the light seeping through. A fire glimmered in the İznik tiled hearth, and the welcoming scent of sandalwood, of oud, enveloped me. A large Persian rug covered the floor, and Polly’s ornate carved wooden bed sat high at the centre of the room. The white sheets were immaculate, draping over her prone figure like a marble tomb. At her feet, a silver-blue whippet lay perfectly still. Seeing me, he raised his head and growled.

‘Mum?’ I said, panicked. I’m too late.

‘Hush, Shabti,’ she said, not opening her eyes.

‘Mum!’ I rushed forwards. ‘I thought—’

She burst out laughing and coughed. ‘Lucie!’ She pulled me in for a long hug. ‘I’m not dead yet.’

‘You and your sense of humour,’ I said, my voice muffled.

‘Blame your father. Someone has to keep it going.’ I sat back on the bed. ‘Let me look at you.’ Mum cradled my face in her hands. ‘You look tired.’ I tried to hide my shock at how diminished she was. My lovely mum. She lay in her bed with the cropped white hair and angular bones of a saint, a loose white linen tunic bright against her jaundiced, tanned skin. Her grey eyes still shone, though, amused and sharp as ever.

‘Charming! I’ve flown from London, barely slept, and Raif turned up with the horses.’

‘I did tell him.’ Her gaze softened. ‘He means well—’

The whippet gave me an exploratory sniff, tail wagging. ‘Who’s this?’

‘Shabti.’

‘That’s appropriate.’

‘I always loved those little helper figures in the Egyptian tombs. He’s the last in a long line of splendid dogs, aren’t you? I didn’t want another youngster, but Raif promised me he’ll take care of him, and he is a comfort.’ She rubbed his ears. ‘King among dogs, aren’t you, darling? Yes, you are…’

‘I can’t believe Raif rode into town.’

‘You don’t need to be afraid of Zain, you know,’ she said gently. ‘I’ll never forget looking for you when you were little. I couldn’t understand why Zain was frozen to the spot in the field, but when we came over you were on the ground, hidden in the long grass hugging his back leg—’

‘There were no cars in town. I had no choice but to grab that man—’

‘Which man?’

‘The vet – David Roberts.’

‘Red?’ Mum struggled to sit up, and coughed. I plumped the pillows behind her. ‘Is he still here?’

‘Yes, not for long.’

‘That’s good timing. Little Rima is near to foaling. I think it will be tonight. I’d like him to check her over.’ Mum pushed back the covers and swung her legs to the ground. ‘Would you mind?’ I slipped her soft babouche slippers onto her feet. She had the lightness of a bird on my arm. ‘I am so happy to see you.’

‘How are you, really, Mum?’

‘Ticketyboo,’ she sighed a laugh. ‘Funny word. There was a little solar timebomb tick-ticking beneath the surface of my body all these years, and I had no idea. Lumps and bumps all over the place now, and this—’ She patted her belly. ‘But I’ve been lucky, Luce. We’ve had five years, more than most.’ Her eyes glistened. ‘They tried everything, but it came back, and now it’s everywhere.’ She swept her hand from her head to her feet as if she was bowing at the start of a dance.

‘Oh, Mum…’

‘Raif thinks I don’t know, but I’m at peace with it.’ She hugged me. ‘I’m so glad you are here. Some people are lucky, apparently, and you get a little burst of vitality. It seems I am lucky.’ She rested her head against mine. ‘Luce, I’ve decided to stop treatment—’

‘But why?’ I cried.

‘Because the odds are it would only give me a little more time, and the last lot half killed me. The American University Hospital has been great, but I don’t want to spend my last days in hospital. Do you remember the Director? His beautiful wife designed that tapestry.’ Polly pointed at a joyous, abstract wall hanging as we walked along the landing. ‘My treatment has been first class, but I won’t go through it again. Especially now, with everything falling to pieces. I have had a good run of it, darling.’ She squeezed my hand. ‘You still wear Juno’s ring?’ she said, turning the scarab to the light, the flecks of gold gleaming.

‘I used to save it for best. Since having a run-in with Professor Brandt, I’m going to wear it everyday.’

‘So he couldn’t resist coming to the lecture? How is Nikki?’ Mum asked after my old tutor, her eyes sparkling mischievously. ‘Difficult as ever?’

I breathed a short laugh. ‘Ridiculous name for a man like that.’

‘Juno always said he was more of a Wolfgang—’

‘I always forget you knew him too, in Cairo,’ I said, following Mum downstairs.



My mind returned to my lecture at the British Museum.

‘The subject of today’s lecture is the Osiris myth.’ The first image bathed the stage in gold light. ‘The god Osiris was murdered by his brother Set for his throne. Osiris’s loyal wife Isis hid his body, but Set found him… I ask you: how could brother turn on brother?’ I paused for effect, and looked out into the dark auditorium, knowing Brandt was there. ‘But before we begin, let me first ask you something. Where are the “great women” in the texts on archaeology I’ll be referencing? Why are there no portraits of Dorothy Garrod or Gertrude Caton Thompson alongside Howard Carter and Flinders Petrie in the venerable halls of our institutions?’ A murmur rippled through the darkness. ‘I ask you why the groundbreaking work of Juno Munro on Nefertiti is not widely known—’

‘Because the tomb has never been found, of course,’ a familiar male voice called out.

‘But it will,’ I said, staring into the darkness, ‘and I’m going to find it.’



‘He asked after you,’ I said to Mum now. ‘He said you’d stayed in touch with his mother – Philippa Aeberhardt?’

‘Did he?’ Mum said vaguely, walking on. ‘Nikki means well.’

Really? I thought, following her. Is that why he threatened me?



‘Quite the performance, Miss Fitzgerald,’ Professor Brandt said after my lecture. ‘I’m impressed.’

‘Dr Fitzgerald.’ In spite of your best efforts.

‘You’re not still cross about that?’ Brandt said, holding open the theatre door.

What’s it been? Eight, nine years? You haven’t changed a bit, immaculate as ever. I took in the tailored charcoal suit, his dark brilliantined hair.

‘Has it ever occurred to you that I suggested your doctorate needed more work simply because it was not good enough—’

‘Your colleagues didn’t agree.’

‘I have higher standards.’ He glanced at me as we walked to the exit. ‘How are you, Lucie? I’ve lost track of your work.’

‘I’ve been in Nubia and the Sudan, helping with the UNESCO project. We’ve saved countless monuments—’

‘Countless? If so you were not doing your job. Records. Accuracy—’

‘Precision?’ I hate it that he still makes me feel small. ‘I was part of the team that moved Abu Simbel in ’67, and we relocated the Philae temples to Agilkia Island—’ Stop it. Stop trying to impress him.

‘They would have drowned the past to save the future,’ he sighed. ‘But I expected more of you. Why are you not striking out, heading up your own consultancy instead of volunteering for the teams excavating the Valley of the Kings, for the exposure—’

‘Exposure? Would you say that to a man?’ Not everyone has a private income, like you. ‘I work hard. I have to eat—’

‘Well, if you are starving, perhaps I could take you for tea?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Stubborn, as ever.’ Brandt shook his head.

‘Like my godmother?’ I saw him flinch. ‘Why is it that at every step you blocked my questions about Juno? I know you worked with her.’

‘You are idolising a ghost. She was brilliant but slapdash—’

‘Slapdash? She could have had an extraordinary career.’

‘Could have? Should have? Regret is a useless emotion.’

‘You don’t intimidate me anymore, Professor.’ I saw something in his expression. Sadness? I relented. ‘So, what have you done lately?’

‘Me? I have no desire to keel over in a dig house. Long expeditions and seasons in the desert take their toll at my age. I am quite content in my ivory tower.’ He checked his watch. ‘In fact, if I shall not have the pleasure of your company for tea, I’ll catch the next train back to Cambridge.’

‘Thank you for coming.’ I shifted the strap of my heavy backpack. The silver setting of the blue scarab amulet on my little finger caught the light.

‘One moment,’ he said, touching my arm. ‘That amulet—’

‘It was Juno’s.’

‘I thought it had been lost. It belongs to me, to the Aeberhardt Foundation.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It is finest lapis lazuli, with Nefertiti’s cartouche. I’ve never seen one as good before, or since. You should not be wearing it like some… some common piece of jewellery.’

‘Common?’ Charming. ‘It was given to me. Juno left everything to Mum—’

‘I am terribly sorry, about Polly.’ He sighed. ‘Forgive me. Seeing the ring was a shock.’

‘It’s just an amulet.’

‘Hardly.’ Brandt looked steadily at me. ‘It cost my brother his life.’

Now it made sense. ‘Everyone knows the rumour.’ The river of voices eddied around the entrance hall. ‘Like Osiris and Set?’

‘You, of all people…’ He shook his head. ‘You believe the gossip that I was responsible for my brother’s death?’ Brandt pulled on his Macintosh. ‘Mythology is a dangerous thing. How can family turn on family? How can a parent kill a child?’ Which myth was he referring to now? I always felt a pace behind him in supervisions, and something in his look of disdain sent me straight back to college: Rigor, Miss Fitzgerald, research, precision… I remembered storming out of his study and along the Backs, kicking at the leaves in frustration. Requires further analysis. Work harder. Think for yourself. ‘So much of life, so much of our work is conjecture.’ He pointed at the amulet. ‘The greatest questions have two true answers, have you ever heard that saying? Whose amulet is it? Yours or mine?’ We stepped outside beneath the soaring portico. ‘Perhaps I’ll discuss it with my lawyer—’

‘Are you threatening me?’

‘Threat? Just do what is right.’ Brandt nodded in farewell before striding off across the rain-washed forecourt.



‘Nikki’s bark was always worse than his bite,’ Mum said, pausing in the warm sunlight by the back door. ‘Enjoy the ring. Why save things for best when you don’t know what’s round the corner.’

‘Mum, is there nothing I can do to change your mind about the treatment?’

‘I want a little time with you, and Raif, and the horses, that’s all.’

‘But, Mum—’ I said, my eyes welling with tears.

‘What’s this? It’s not like you…’ She held me as I tried to compose myself.

‘My mum’s never been dying before,’ I said, muffled. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Never apologise for feeling,’ she said gently. ‘But there’s nothing to cry for. I have had a long and happy life and I am ready. I love you, Luce.’

‘I love you, Mum.’

‘Now, wipe those eyes.’ She held me at arms length. ‘Let’s see if we can persuade Dr Red to stay awhile.’
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