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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Christina

      Clover Bar, Hither Green, London – March 1932

      Christina Fry pulls back the sheer curtain from her bedroom window and gazes out at the long green sliver of garden. The branches of the rowan and cherry trees bend under the assault of the pelting rain, and the path under the rose arch is littered with the blushing petals of the cherry, as the yellow heads of the daffodils weep over the flattened grass. Thunder rumbles and crashes and the sky lights up in a momentary flash. Easter in England, Christina muses. Always best never to expect too much. Probably a good maxim for life.

      She releases the curtain and lets it fall back into place. She walks over to the large brass bed where the portrait Harry Grenville – now Lord Sherbrooke, of course – had painted of her on Capri when she was a young woman lies unrolled on the blue satin bedcover beside her old green diary. Sitting on the bed, she picks up the diary and opens it to the entry for August 6th, 1891.

      
        
        He wishes to finish my portrait. I have agreed to meet him at the grotto on Sunday after lunch. Cousin Stefania always takes a long riposo – nap – on Sunday afternoons, and the housekeeper, Liliana, and her husband, Angelo, who is the gardener here, have the afternoon off, so I shall be quite on my own. As long as I am back to the villa by five o’clock, no one will be the wiser.

        My heart, my heart. We will be alone together again. How I long to feel his kisses again.

      

      

      How could it be over forty years since that summer that changed her life? She’d had such hopes for her future when she’d turned twenty that April – she was to start art classes in London that autumn, and she’d expected to meet her future husband – young, handsome and wealthy, of course – at one of the many balls she’d attend during the season. She’d been pretty and privileged, the beloved daughter of a respected architect and his beautiful Italian wife. The world was her oyster.

      Then her mother and her baby brother had suddenly taken ill and had died of the Russian flu, and she’d been sent by her grieving father to stay with her mother’s cousin, Stefania Albertini, on Capri to escape the flu raging through London. And there, one day when she’d been sent out by her aunt to buy lemons for her housekeeper, Liliana, she’d met Harry Grenville.

      She runs her fingers over the smooth face of her youthful self. It had been the most wonderful and the most awful time of her life. She had loved – oh, she had loved! Every day of her love had been the high colour of an Italian summer, the scent of lemons and rosemary, and her heart skipping at the touch of his fingers, her body turning to honey under his kisses. And then it had all come crashing down around her when Harry had abandoned her, expecting his child, alone on Capri.

      The long months of pregnancy and the difficult birth are little more than shadowy memories, and even these she suppresses when they threaten to infiltrate her mind. At least Cecelia came from it all. I shall never regret that.

      What would she have done back in London if it weren’t for Gerald Fry, the serious, self-effacing photographer who’d rescued her from her shame? Or had she entrapped him? She had woven a lie about the death of a fictitious Italian husband leaving her with a newborn baby, and that she’d thrown herself on the mercy of her English aunts. Gerald, bless him, had believed her, and she had done everything she could to ensure that he would fall in love with her. When he’d asked her to marry him, she did so without hesitation or expectation of the passion she’d experienced with Harry Grenville.

      She’d never regretted her decision. Gerald had been a wonderful father to their daughters – Cecelia, and the fraternal twins Jessica and Etta – and a loving husband to herself. When she’d asked him to conceal the circumstances of Cecelia’s birth and agree to the fallacy that Cecelia was their own daughter – for Cecelia’s own good, of course – he’d agreed. In fact, Cecelia and Gerald had shared a special bond. They both had serious, conscientious and dutiful characters, and they had shared a passion for photography. Cecelia had been more like Gerald than his own daughters.

      When Gerald had finally discovered the truth, she’d meant to make amends. It was only then, at the thought of losing him, that she’d realised how much she had come to love him. She loved him for his kindness, his thoughtfulness, his love and encouragement of their daughters, his hard-working determination to provide a good home for his family. Loved him for loving her, despite all her numerous faults. But he’d been killed by a German bomb before she could tell him this. She would take that regret to her grave.

      There is a sharp rap on her bedroom door. ‘Ma’am?’ Hettie calls through the locked door. ‘Taxi’s outside.’

      Christina rapidly rolls up the painting in its brown paper wrapping ‘He’s late.’

      ‘Told ’im as much. ’E said, what do you expect with the rain pissin’ down. Not my words. ’Is words.’

      ‘Thank you, Hettie,’ she says as she ties the string around the package. ‘I shall be there directly. I mustn’t keep Etta waiting. No doubt she is anxious to get home from the hospital after all this time.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Christina & Etta

      Maudsley Hospital, Denmark Hill, London – March 1932

      Etta Fry Marinetti, the youngest and, even at the age of thirty-seven, many would agree to be the loveliest of the three Fry sisters of Hither Green, London, with her bob of wavy honey- blonde hair, hazel eyes and skin as pale as milk, steps out through the blue doors of the psychiatric hospital into the spring sunshine, a large yellow-haired doll clutched in her hands. She pauses between the two towering Portland stone Doric columns that flank the modest concrete stoop and, raising her head to the sky, shuts her eyes and lets the rain wash over her face.

      A hand closes around her left elbow. ‘Etta, whatever are you doing? Come along, dear. The taxi’s waiting. Hettie’s prepared us a luncheon of ham and leek pie and has threatened to feed it to Adriana’s hideous cat if we’re late.’

      Etta focuses her eyes on her mother. ‘Mama? Of course, I forgot you were coming.’ She blinks sleepily. ‘Where are we going?’

      Christina smiles stiffly and opens her umbrella. ‘Home, dear.’

      Etta’s face brightens. ‘Will Adriana be there? Matron’s given me this lovely doll for her. Do you think she will like it? She has golden curls just like Adriana.’

      Christina eyes the chubby-cheeked doll, feeling quite certain that her precocious sixteen-year-old granddaughter would look down her nose at the gift.

      ‘Darling, I’m afraid Adriana won’t be at home,’ Christina says as she directs Etta toward the waiting taxi. ‘She decided to stay at her school in Surrey during the Easter recess to study for her examinations.’

      Etta frowns. ‘That doesn’t sound like Adriana.’ She laughs. ‘She’s always getting into terrible scrapes with Mayor Esposito’s daughter.’

      Christina regards her daughter from beneath the brim of her stylish green felt slouch hat. Perhaps it was a mistake to agree to Etta’s release from the psychiatric hospital, despite their assurances that she was ready to come home.

      ‘Etta, darling, we’re not in Capri. We’re in England.’

      Etta rubs her forehead. ‘Yes, of course we are. I know that. They’ve given me something that’s made me very sleepy. It’s muddled my mind. I’m very much better, Mama. Really.’

      ‘Good. Your doctor said you’ve made good progress, but that you must be careful not to become overstimulated. No more parties with your bohemian friends or jaunts to Paris to sell your late husband’s paintings, I’m afraid. You can take up the piano again and come to WI meetings with me. I wouldn’t wish to have to send you back here.’

      Etta’s eyes widen and her breath puffs from her mouth as if she’s been hit. ‘No, no, I wouldn’t want that at all.’

      ‘Neither do I, Etta.’ Christina nods curtly at the taxi driver as he holds the door open for them.

      Etta slides into the back of the taxi next to her mother. ‘Don’t talk about Carlo, Mama. It makes me sad.’ She picks agitatedly at the worn leather seat. ‘Paolo pushed Carlo, you know, Mama. He did, I swear it. Paolo pushed him off that cliff.’

      Christina glances at her daughter, whose voice has risen and who is now clasping and unclasping her hands in her lap. It had been all Etta could talk about on that awful journey from Capri when Christina had gone there to bring Etta and Adriana back to London after Carlo’s accident. ‘Paolo did it! He pushed Carlo! He’s a murderer! I saw it! I saw it!’

      Her poor Etta. Delusional, of course. Carlo’s son Paolo had been nothing but solicitous and charming after the accident. Yes, he’d filed to replace Etta as Carlo’s executor, but that had been entirely understandable given Etta’s breakdown. And, yes, he had rather shockingly accused Etta of pushing Carlo from the cliff, but there was no evidence one way or the other, so the whole unfortunate incident had been ruled an accident by the inquest.

      Etta had sunk back into a world of confusion and illusion. A world where Adriana was a baby and she a happy young mother awaiting the return of her beloved Carlo from the war. It was the same world Etta had succumbed to after the birth of Adriana back in 1915 when she’d rejected her baby daughter and had insisted that she was still an art student in London.

      Then, after trusting Etta to the care of the Maudsley Hospital and Adriana to the nuns at Woldingham School, who would ensure the discipline and good Catholic education her granddaughter deserved, she’d received the letter from her cousin Stefania in Capri. Paolo was contesting Carlo’s will, questioning the validity of Etta’s marriage to Carlo, and Adriana’s legitimacy. It had been a shock, to say the least, after Paolo’s attentiveness following the accident. She’d taken that in hand, too, sending money to Stefania to pay for a lawyer to fight Etta’s case. A fight that, after two years, appeared to have no end.

      She glances at her daughter, who is watching the London scenes pass by, transfixed like a child enjoying their first automobile ride. She will have to tell Etta about Paolo’s lawsuit. Later. A taxi is no place to discuss such things.

      She rests her hand on Etta’s, noting the bitten fingernails. ‘I’ve had Hettie set up easels for us in the new conservatory. I’ve been to Green & Stone to buy paints and brushes. My heavens, they’re expensive.’

      Etta’s eyes widen. ‘Paint?’

      ‘Yes, dear.’ Christina runs her fingers around her right ear and pats unconsciously at her silver-threaded auburn bob. ‘I quite fancy the idea of painting again. It is obvious that you inherited your talent from me.’

      Etta’s fingers worry the doll’s golden curls. ‘I don’t want to paint. I … I can’t paint.’

      ‘Whyever not? You always enjoyed it before, and your father spent a great deal of money funding your courses at the Slade School of Fine Art.’

      ‘Please, Mama. You don’t understand. I can’t … I won’t… Please don’t make me—’

      ‘All right, Etta. Fine. If you wish to waste all those years of training, I will respect your decision. I trust you have no objection to me painting?’

      Etta shakes her head. ‘No.’

      Christina looks out the window at the frontages of the dull grey shops as the taxi speeds through the London suburbs. ‘I was a free spirit like you once, Etta. In my experience it does no one any good. It’s time to settle you down into a quiet life. Trust me, you will be so much happier.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hettie Richards, Christina’s middle-aged housekeeper, sets a plate of homemade Bakewell tarts on the tea table in the sitting room’s bay window and reaches for the teapot.

      ‘More tea, Miss Etta?’ she asks as she hovers the Royal Worcester floral teapot over Etta’s teacup. ‘Nuffing like Earl Grey, I always say. It’s a proper English cuppa.’

      ‘It’s Mrs Marinetti, Hettie,’ Christina reprimands. ‘One must observe proper protocol.’

      Etta smiles at Hettie’s dour square face, relieved to feel the grogginess abating after a rest and tea. ‘I’m simply Etta as I’ve always been, Hettie, and I’d love some more tea and one of your Bakewell tarts.’

      Christina waves away Hettie’s offer of tea. ‘Where are the cannoli I had sent around from Terroni’s yesterday? You haven’t eaten them all, have you, Hettie?’

      ‘’Ow could I? You ’ad two wiff your cocoa last night and anovver two for breakfast. We’ve only an ’andful left. Why else do you fink I made the Bakewells? Couldn’t ’ave Etta finking you ’ave a meagre tea table, could we? I ’ave to fink free steps ahead, and accusations of theft is the fanks I get.’

      ‘Yes, well, do bring them in now, Hettie, if I can trouble you. Do help yourself to one, if you must. But not chocolate.’

      Etta shakes her head as Hettie departs muttering under her breath. ‘I’m amazed Hettie is still here after all these years, Mama. You do give her a hard time.’

      Christina waves her hand dismissively. ‘The fact of the matter is that I couldn’t manage this house and the Chelsea flat without her, and she knows it. We have become two rather grumpy companions in our advancing years.’

      She dabs at her lips with her napkin and sighs as she anticipates Etta’s reaction to the news she is about to impart. ‘Etta, I’m afraid I have some bad news.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Christina rises and retrieves a letter from the walnut secretary. ‘Stefania sent me this two years ago, a few months after you entered the hospital. I’m afraid that while you were ill, Paolo contested Carlo’s will—’

      ‘He what?’

      ‘I’m sorry, my dear.’

      Etta presses her hand against her forehead. ‘I remember … I remember Paolo and Carlo arguing at the grotto. Paolo said something about Carlo’s will. He said…’ She squints in concentration. ‘He said that he’d ensure Adriana and I never saw a penny of Carlo’s inheritance.’ She looks over at her mother, her hazel green eyes wide. ‘He said he’d see me and Adriana out on the street.’

      ‘Etta—’

      ‘What’s he done, Mama? What’s Paolo done?’

      ‘Wait, please. Calm down. You need to know what happened while you were in the hospital. Let me read Stefania’s letter.’

      
        
        April 11th, 1930

        My dear Christina,

        I am so sorry to write you this letter. As you know, I have been fighting with Paolo Marinetti in the court on Etta and Adriana’s behalf since he contested the will after Carlo’s death last August. It has been a terrible battle. Paolo is well-connected through his late mother’s family and has been able to call upon these connections to both fund and promote his claim on the entirety of Carlo’s estate.

        The circumstance of Adriana’s birth out of wedlock while Carlo was still married to Marianna Ludovisi has unfortunately worked against Adriana, despite the fact that Carlo left half of his estate to her to be kept in trust until her twenty-first birthday. He has left the other half of his estate to be divided equally between Paolo and Etta, who was, at the time of his death, his legal wife. However, Carlo and Etta’s marriage so quickly after Marianna’s death, and Carlo’s arrest for Marianna’s murder that same day, has played into Paolo’s favour.

        Even so, we might have prevailed had it not been for Paolo’s insistence that Etta had pushed Carlo to his death at the Grotta di Matermania that day. It is ridiculous, of course. I saw with my own eyes how happy Etta and Carlo were those last two years here at Villa Serenissima with Adriana, and, of course, there is no proof. But Etta’s breakdown and her rapid departure from Capri were seen, in some quarters, as an admission of her guilt. Christina, Paolo has won.

        Carlo, despite his fame and his reputation as one of Italy’s greatest modern artists, was not a rich man at the time of his death. Etta was very successful selling his paintings in Paris when he was in prison, but the money went to pay the lawyers and judges and any number of others in our fight to secure Carlo a retrial.

        Carlo’s death at the grotto has pushed him into the realm of the immortals. Paolo arranged for Carlo’s remaining paintings to be sold by a leading art dealer in Rome. They sold for an incredible amount. This was before he contested the will, and I had thought the majority of this money would go to Etta and Adriana; but, as Carlo’s now legally acknowledged heir, it has all gone to Paolo.

        There is nothing left for Etta or Adriana. I am so sorry, Christina. I am old. I have been on this earth eighty-three years. I do not know how many more the Lord will give me. I have no children of my own, but I have this lovely home on Capri and a few modest investments left to me by my dear late husband. I am leaving these to Etta and Adriana in my will. They have been the family I never had. I wish only that I could do more.

        I enclose a letter sent to me by Paolo’s lawyer for Etta. I cannot imagine that it will be a pleasant read for her if and when she is well enough to read it. She is in my daily prayers. I know that you have arranged the best of care for her, and have taken Adriana in hand by enrolling her in a good school in England. Between the two of us, we shall ensure that they will not only survive, but thrive.

        Your loving cousin,

        Stefania

      

      

      Christina folds the letter and lays it on the table. ‘It is difficult to believe that the nice young man I met in Capri when I went to collect you and Adriana was capable of such a vendetta.’

      ‘Paolo cares for no one but himself,’ Etta says bitterly. ‘It appears that a very great deal has happened since I went mad.’

      ‘Etta, I do wish you wouldn’t say things like that. You went through a terrible trauma that day at the grotto. Your doctor said it was similar to the soldiers coming back from the war with shellshock. You were ill, but I am assured that you are well now.’ Christina scrutinises her daughter over her reading glasses. ‘Do you feel up to reading Paolo’s letter? It’s been an active day. Perhaps it would be best to wait.’

      Etta shakes her head. ‘No. I’m fine, Mama. Give me the letter. I’d rather know everything now.’

      Christina retrieves an envelope from a drawer in the secretary and hands it to Etta, who slices it open with her butter knife. She clears her throat and reads the letter aloud.

      
        
        Etta,

        There. I have won, as I knew I would. As fate would have it, because of the prices obtained by the recent sale of the last of my father’s paintings, I am far closer to becoming the richest man in Italy than I imagined could be possible at the age of twenty-eight. For this I thank you with all my heart.

        I do not know if you will ever read this, as I understand you have lost your mind, just as my mother lost hers. It seems my father had that effect on his wives!

        Ha! Ha! I won’t cry for either you nor my bastard half-sister. You were my father’s problem, not mine. Now that I have what my father owed me, I am content.

        I expect we shall never meet again.

        Paolo Marinetti

      

      

      Etta lays the letter down beside the plate of Bakewell tarts as she feels her spirit reawaken. Those were my paintings that you sold for a fortune in Rome, Paolo! Every brushstroke came from my brushes. That was my money. Mine and Adriana’s. You won’t get away with this, Paolo Marinetti. You haven’t won. Not by a long chalk.

      ‘Etta? Are you quite well? You’re flushed.’

      Etta looks at her mother. ‘I’m very well, Mama. I couldn’t be better.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Celie

      West Lake, Alberta, Canada – March 1932

      Ol’ Man Forbes rings open the till and counts out one dollar in coins. He hands them over to Celie Jeffries. ‘Mighty sorry it can’t be more, Mizz Jeffries,’ he says, the drawl of his Georgia youth barely diminished despite thirty years in Canada. He slides his spectacles up his broad nose and scratches at the grey hair springing like wire from his head. ‘Your pies are mighty popular, but everyone’s pinchin’ their pennies. Gotta keep prices low.’

      Celie counts out the coins and frowns. ‘I think…’ She clears her throat. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Forbes, but I seem to be fifty cents short.’

      The old man sucks in his breath and shakes his head. ‘Sorry, Mizz Jeffries. Times is tough. I’ve had to reduce my prices or they don’t sell, good as they are.’

      Celie tries to ignore the sinking sensation in her stomach. She smiles weakly and slides the coins into her change purse. She’d hoped to have enough to add it to the money she’d saved to buy a roll of camera film, but the film would just have to wait. ‘That’s all right, Mr Forbes. I understand. I’ll bring you some strawberry tarts next week.’

      Ol’ Man Forbes glances up from writing in his ledger. He peers over the top of his spectacles at Celie. ‘Oh, don’t you be worryin’ ’bout that. These here pies you brought in today will do me fine for a week or so. How ’bout we talk again end o’ the month?’

      ‘Oh. Yes, of course.’ She wipes a bead of sweat off her forehead with her finger. ‘I … uh … how about if I were to bring you some fresh eggs? We have more than we can possibly eat and they’re terribly delicious—’

      The old man smiles. ‘Got plenty of eggs comin’ in weekly from Mizz Majors.’

      ‘Of course. Yes, well, what if I were to bring you some bread? I make a lovely crusty loaf. Even Frank says so, and you know how particular he is.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know, Mizz Jeffries—’

      ‘Mr Forbes,’ a voice says from behind her, ‘I’ve had the pleasure of eating Mrs Jeffries’ rye and sourdough breads and they’re better than any I’ve had even in Edmonton or Montréal. You must try them out.’

      Celie jerks her head around. ‘Hans? Hans Brandt? Good heavens!’ She throws open her arms and embraces her former student. ‘What are you doing in West Lake? Shouldn’t you be in Montréal? Your Aunt Ursula said you’d got a job working as an engineer for Dominion Textile.’

      Hans Brandt, tall, slim and blondly handsome in a tailored wool coat and navy cashmere scarf – far from the coltish boy she’d taught English with the other German immigrants back in the Twenties – takes off his fedora and laughs as he submits to Celie’s effusive greeting. ‘I was, but I’m here to visit my aunt and my uncle in Freedom for a week before I move to England.’

      ‘England? What are you going to be doing in England?’

      ‘I’m very pleased to say that I’ve secured a job at Vickers Supermarine Aviation in Southampton,’ he says in an accent as Canadian as the prairie wheatfields. His blue eyes light up. ‘I’m finally going to be an aeronautical engineer just like I always dreamed of.’

      ‘I’m so pleased for you, Hans!’ Celie says, smiling. He’s so much like his stepbrother Max was all those years ago when she’d met her new German tutor at the university in London. So full of enthusiasm and optimism. Has it been almost twenty years since that day? How could she be a girl of nineteen in love one day and an exhausted woman of almost thirty-nine the next?

      She takes hold of Hans’s arm. ‘Let’s go have some tea next door at the hotel.’ She taps her handbag. ‘My treat. You must bring me up to speed on everything.’

      Hans opens the door, the bell tinkling above. ‘Tea would be a pleasure, Mrs Jeffries. And cake, of course, but I insist on paying. It’s the least I can do for the woman who taught me both English and how to believe in dreams.’
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Celie is peeling potatoes for a rabbit stew when the door slams open and her husband Frank enters the kitchen. He pulls off his ice-crusted mittens and stuffs them into his woollen cap, which he tosses onto a chair.

      Their daughter, Lulu, looks up from her notebook where she is working through her mathematics homework with her border collie, Kip, curled snoozing at her feet. ‘Daddy!’

      Frank lets his muddy boots clomp onto the floor as he shrugs out of his coat. ‘Hello, sweetheart.’ He hangs his coat on a hook and joins Lulu at the kitchen table, kissing her on her head. Looking over her shoulder, he taps at one of her calculations. ‘Remember what I told you about your sums.’

      Lulu huffs as only an almost-twelve-year-old can. ‘I know. Please Excuse My Dear Aunt Sally.’

      ‘And what’s that stand for?’

      ‘Parentheses, Exponents, Multiplication, Division, Addition and Subtraction.’ She frowns at her sums and erases her solution. ‘I made a mistake, but I’ll fix it.’

      ‘Good girl. We all make mistakes.’ He glances at Celie. ‘We just don’t always manage to fix them.’ He yawns and stretches. ‘Supper’s not ready?’

      ‘I’m sorry, Frank. I bumped into Hans Brandt at Forbes’s store and he treated me to tea and cake at the hotel. He’s here to visit his Aunt Ursula and Uncle Klaus before he heads off to London for a new job. I’m afraid I lost track of time. Supper will be in half an hour.’

      Frank sets the wash bowl into the ceramic sink and splashes water into it. ‘I’ve been out trudging through the snow fixing fences all day. I shouldn’t have to wait for supper just because you’ve been off gossiping with Hans Brandt.’

      Celie presses her lips together and steels herself for the argument. Here we go again. Despite all the help Hans had given Frank on the farm before he went off to university in Edmonton, his patient yet fruitless efforts to teach Lulu violin, the apple strudels and plum cakes he’d bring them from his Aunt Ursula, and his gift of Kip to Lulu on her fifth birthday, the mention of Hans’s name always set Frank on edge. It’s time to stop blaming every German for the war, Frank. Even as she finishes that thought, she knows that Frank’s intolerance has only a little to do with Hans’s nationality. It’s because Hans reminds him of Max, the man she had once loved and planned to marry. The man Frank knows she still loves.

      She shakes a snaking potato peel off the knife and watches it drop into a curl like a question mark on the wooden cutting board. ‘I couldn’t very well not talk to him, could I? He’s done awfully well for himself. He’s off to design aeroplanes for Vickers Aviation in England.’

      ‘Bully for him.’

      ‘I gave him Mama’s telephone number and made him promise he’d visit her when he’s in London.’

      Frank grabs the bar of yellow Sunlight soap and begins sudsing his hands. ‘He’s part of the family now, is he? You do like your Germans, Celie.’

      Celie drops the paring knife onto the table. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’

      ‘You know what I mean.’ He spies the camera tripod propped against a wall and her camera hanging from a coat hook as he shakes his hands over the washing bowl. ‘Taking pictures again? When you had the job on the paper I understood it, but now it’s nothing but a vanity project. Is that what you’ve spent your inheritance money on when we haven’t had a decent cut of meat in a year and we still don’t have our own truck? I’m a laughing stock getting around on old Betsy and a bike. We could get some money for your camera gear at the pawn shop.’

      Celie picks up a potato and jabs the knife into the brown skin. ‘Don’t even think about that, Frank. Papa gave me that camera.’

      ‘Offal and eggs, day in and day out.’ His eyes narrow. ‘Have you been skimming off the housekeeping money to buy film?’

      ‘Frank—’ Celie glances at Lulu, who is frowning over her slide rule. ‘Let’s discuss this later.’

      ‘I want to know where my money is going, Celie.’

      ‘Your money? The payments on the tractor and the mortgage ate up my inheritance, Frank. You know that as well as I do.’

      He tugs the tea towel off the handle on the range and wipes his hands dry. ‘You’re my wife, Celie. Your money is our money.’

      ‘Well, it’s a moot point now.’ Celie glares at Frank as he flops into his armchair and commences to tap tobacco into his pipe. ‘I’m not going to stop taking photographs, Frank. It’s the only thing I do for me. Rex Majors still pays me for pictures for the newspaper from time to time, even if he can’t afford to have me write articles anymore.’

      ‘Do you think I want to spend all the hours of the day working the fields only to have the wheat shrivel up and blow away in a dust storm, Celie? Do you think that’s what I want to do for me?’ Frank runs his hand through his thinning hair. ‘I’m just about managing to keep food on the table and a roof over your head. I’m doing everything to keep my side of the bargain.’

      Celie glances over at Lulu, who quickly looks back at her sums, frowning in mock concentration. ‘Lulu, would you go get the laundry off the clothesline? We’ll have supper when you come back.’

      Lulu nods vigorously and pushes away from the table. ‘Come on, Kip. Let’s go play catch.’

      The screen door slams behind them, and Celie turns to Frank, her jaw tight with anger. ‘Is that what you think our marriage is? A bargain?’

      ‘What would you call it? You still love him, don’t you? Max Fischer. That’s why you’re friendly with all these bloody Germans. They all remind you of him and the life you might have had if you hadn’t married me.’ He thumps his hand against his chest. ‘I’m what you’ve got, Celie, so get used to it.’

      ‘Oh, I’ve gotten used to it, Frank. As long as you stay in your room and I stay in Lulu’s, we’ll manage. But I won’t have you bossing me around. I’m sick to death of it.’ She points the knife at her husband. ‘Do you hear me, Frank? I know you spend money on moonshine and poker.’

      ‘Is that right?’ Frank says as he presses the tobacco into the pipe with his tobacco-stained fingertip.

      ‘And the morphine.’

      His head jerks up. ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘I found your morphine tin years ago.’

      Frank’s face drains of colour. ‘I’ve never touched morphine in my life.’

      ‘I found the syringe, the vials, everything.’

      Frank rises from the armchair and begins pacing the kitchen linoleum like the lion she had seen once at the Calgary Zoo.

      ‘Are you accusing me of being a drug addict, because if you are …’ He shakes his head. ‘How could you … Why would you … I would never—’

      ‘Stop it, Frank.’

      He turns to face her, his breath as shallow as a panting dog’s. ‘Celie … I don’t know what you want me to say.’

      ‘You started taking morphine during the war, didn’t you? Jessie told me that a lot of soldiers became addicted. Little morphine care packages sent from home courtesy of department stores like Harrods “to help ease the strain of battle”.’ She emphasises the quotation marks with her fingers. ‘I remember seeing the advertisements in the newspaper.’

      Frank’s shoulders slump. He flops into the armchair and presses the fingers of his left hand against his eyes.

      ‘I’m sorry, Celie,’ he says, all the fight drained from him. ‘I thought I could stop. I said to myself that as soon as we got to Alberta, I’d stop.’ He drops his hand and peers up at her, his brown eyes those of a man near defeat.

      The dark circles under his eyes have deepened, she notes, and a quiver of compassion shudders through her body. How have we got to this point? She had cared for him once, and he had loved her. She had tried so hard to love him, had convinced herself in the first few years after Lulu’s birth that she did love him. Not like how she’d loved Max, of course. That had been special. Max had been the love of her life. No, her love for Frank had been a different kind of love. A mature love – that’s what she’d told herself. It was the practical, dutiful love for someone whom she had chosen to travel with down the same path ‘till death do us part’. But over the years of constant struggle to carve out a new life in this unforgiving prairie, the love had begun to wear away like a rock assaulted by waves until now there was nothing left but sand.

      ‘I told myself I’d stop when Lulu was born, Celie. And then…’ Frank’s voice cracks. ‘Then I couldn’t. It had me. It had me.’ The long-hidden anguish rips out of Frank like an exorcised demon.

      Celie observes him silently, then she picks up another potato and peels off the skin with the paring knife. She peels potatoes until Frank regains his composure.

      ‘Do you want turnip in the stew?’

      Frank wipes at his face with his handkerchief. Then he strikes a match and sucks at the pipe until the tobacco catches light. He exhales a puff of white smoke.

      ‘Turnip would be good.’
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      Jessie

      Cairo, Egypt – March 1932

      Kasr al-Ainy School of Medicine, Egyptian University

      Jessie Khalid pushes her way through the mass of young male medical students in expensive grey suits and red tarbouches streaming into the large lecture amphitheatre, ignoring, as she always did, their tsks of disapprobation. She spies the cluster of black-gowned women students in hijabs in the seats against the left wall near the door to the toilets, their view of the visiting American professor’s demonstration of the miraculous new iron lung machine for polio patients partially obscured by an ill-placed pillar.

      Again? Seriously? The familiar feeling of injustice flares inside of her and she grits her teeth. Why are the women students always allocated the worst seats? Why do the men expect it and the women accept it? She was, of course, quite used to seating herself in the middle seats of the lecture halls, indifferent to the circle of empty seats that would suddenly appear around her as the male students shuffled away, as well as fielding the tediously predictable complaints in the registrar’s office for her ‘disrespect of protocol’, but the cavalier injustice of the ongoing situation annoyed her no end. It’s 1932, for heaven’s sake! This will not do.

      She stomps down the steps and taps a young woman on her black-clad shoulder. ‘Fatima. What is everyone doing sitting here in Timbuktu behind this pillar? There’s a row of empty seats down at the front.’

      The young woman glances at the other women and back to Jessie, clearly unsure of how to respond. ‘It is where we were told to sit, Jessica.’ She smiles, her round face anxious to mollify Jessie’s irritation, and gestures to an empty seat by the wall. ‘There is a seat here for you. If you bend your neck, you will see well.’

      Jessie grunts. ‘There are only seven of us and a full row of empty seats right in front of the iron lung machine. Are they saving the seats for some special visitors?’

      Fatima shakes her head. ‘No one wishes to be noticed by the American professor and asked a question.’

      Jessie ponders the empty seats and shifts her heavy leather schoolbag to her opposite hand. ‘I’ve waited a long time to get into medical school and I am not afraid of being noticed by an American medical specialist who has been invited here to educate us on the latest innovations in polio care.’

      ‘Yes, Jessica, but you are English. The English are used to getting their way. It is not the same thing to be an Egyptian woman. We must tread carefully or opportunities such as studying medicine can easily be taken away from us. There are many in Egypt who object to it’ – Fatima glances around the room at the chattering men – ‘as you know.’

      Jessie shrugs. ‘All right, I understand. But don’t you think putting obstacles in our way’ – she thumps the pillar – ‘is meant to compromise our ability to learn? Then, when we do poorly, because we haven’t been able to see the demonstration or hear the lecturer properly, they say it’s because we’re women, and, of course, anyone can see women have no place trying to become doctors?’

      Fatima shakes her head vigorously. ‘We mustn’t call attention to ourselves. It would not be seemly.’

      Jessie huffs. ‘What has being seemly got to do with being able to actually see the demonstration today? Honestly, Fatima, we are being set up to fail at every turn.’ Jessie heads down the steps. ‘I’m going to sit down in the front.’

      ‘Wait, Jessica.’ The young Egyptian chews her lip, then she stands up abruptly and turns to the other women.

      ‘Jessica is right. We have already been forced into the worst seats simply because we are women. We must not be silenced now that a door has been opened to us. Let us sit at the front where we cannot be ignored.’ She collects her stack of notebooks and joins Jessie by the empty seats on the front row.

      Jessie turns around to face the others. ‘Well? What are you waiting for?’

      Fatima beckons to the women. ‘Come, sisters. These are our seats. It is only for us to claim them.’
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        * * *

      

      Altumanina, Gezira Island, Cairo

      Madame Layla Khalid looks up from the Louis XV settee and lays the copy of L’Egyptienne magazine she’s been reading in her lap, her gold bracelets jangling like bells. She arches a black eyebrow below her gold silk turban and addresses Jessie like an imperious Egyptian queen.

      ‘Ah, you have finally decided to grace us with your presence, Jessica. Dinner is long over and Marta has gone home.’

      Jessie sets her schoolbag down on the marble floor and unbuttons the jacket of her plain grey flannel suit. ‘I’m sorry. We had a professor visiting us from the United States and—’

      Layla waves her hand. ‘I have no interest in the events of your day.’ She rises from the settee, the folds of her black silk jellabiya glistening like oil in the lamplight. She picks up the magazine and thrusts it at Jessie.

      ‘Did you give this rubbish to Zara? I found it in her room. It is all about Egyptian nationalism and the right for women to vote. I blame you for this. You and all your Western ideas. Who can possibly want shopkeepers and barbers in government? Everything was so much better when the Ottomans were in charge. Back then, people knew their place.’

      Jessie smiles archly. ‘Ah, yes, the rich in their villas and the poor in their slums. Everything was so much better then.’

      ‘The poor have no business in government. When my uncle was the Khedive—’

      ‘Yes, everything was so much better then, Layla, I know. For you, perhaps, but times move on. The world is changing.’

      Layla huffs, her red-painted lips contorting into a sneer. ‘The world is going to the dogs. The English dogs.’

      Jessie ignores the insult as she slips out of her jacket and lays it over her arm. ‘I had nothing to do with the magazine. Zara is a grown woman. She is quite capable of choosing her own reading material.’

      Layla tosses the offending magazine onto the settee and strides over to a table where she removes a cigarette and a box of matches from a carved wooden box. She proceeds to light the cigarette.

      ‘I didn’t know you smoked, Layla.’

      Layla blows out a puff of white smoke and focuses her kohl-rimmed amber gaze on her daughter-in-law. ‘I have always smoked. My husband was fond of the cigarettes my uncle imported from Turkey and I picked up the habit from him, though of course I never smoked in front of him.’ She draws her dark eyebrows together as she frowns at Jessie. ‘You won’t say anything to Aziz? He would not approve of his mother smoking.’

      ‘Your smoking is none of my business.’

      Layla taps grey cigarette ash into a brass cup. ‘It seems we can agree on something.’

      ‘Is Aziz home from his Wafd Party meeting yet?’

      ‘No. It seems I am left to raise your daughter myself.’

      Jessie shakes her head. Again. Always the same thing. Layla the martyr.

      ‘That’s not true. I see Shani off to school every morning and Marta collects her every afternoon and takes her to’ – she counts the activities off on her fingers – ‘Brownies on Mondays, swimming lessons at the Sporting Club on Tuesdays, her French lessons at the French Institute on Wednesday, her piano lesson with Mrs Bickersteth on Thursdays, and gives her a cookery lesson here on Fridays. I am usually home for supper and I help Shani with her homework, and Aziz and I spend the weekends with her whenever we can. When exactly do you raise Shani?’

      Layla shrugs her slender shoulders. ‘You work poor Marta to the bone. Her cooking is suffering for it. We had koshari twice this week. A peasants’ dish.’

      ‘Marta is well paid and she’s told me how much she enjoys spending time with Shani, especially now that she and her husband have moved into the flat in the gatehouse above the clinic. As for the koshari, it’s Aziz’s favourite.’

      ‘Aziz spoils that woman.’

      ‘You would prefer to cook and manage the household staff yourself?’

      Layla returns to the settee and settles down amidst the cushions. She taps ash into the brass cup. ‘Certainly not. I wouldn’t know how to boil water for tea if you asked me.’

      ‘That’s nothing to be proud of, Layla.’

      The older woman scrutinises her daughter-in-law like a cat sizing up potential prey. ‘You have become quite objectionable these past few years, Jessica. When Aziz first brought you to Altumanina, I thought you were a quiet little mouse. Quiet and plain.’ She eyes Jessie’s grey skirt, white blouse and sensible black shoes. ‘You are no longer quiet, but you are still plain. I have always failed to understand what my son sees in you. It is certainly not beauty.’

      Jessie smiles tightly. ‘Well, they do say beauty is in the eye of the beholder.’ She bends to pick up her schoolbag. ‘Besides, I have other qualities. Qualities which, I assure you, Aziz very much appreciates.’

      ‘Don’t be vulgar, Jessica.’

      ‘Let’s just say that Aziz feels no desire to take a second wife, as much as you have tried to convince him of it. When I first met you, Layla, and in the early days of my marriage to Aziz, I attempted to be polite on his behalf. After you tried to force him into marrying a second wife because of my infertility issues, I no longer felt so obligated.’ She heads toward the doors to the entrance hall.

      ‘Jessica! Where are you going? I have something I wish to speak to you about.’

      Jessie turns to face her mother-in-law. ‘I am going to see my daughter, then I’m going to find something to eat. We have spoken quite enough for one night.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Mama! You missed supper. We had koshari.’

      Jessie enters her daughter’s bedroom and sits on the side of the bed. ‘So I heard. Was it good?’

      Shani nods, her dark curls falling over her shoulders. ‘I helped Marta make it. I grated the onion and cooked the tomato sauce and boiled the pasta and the rice too.’

      ‘That’s an awful lot of things to have done.’ Jessie brushes the errant curls off Shani’s face. ‘Shani, does it bother you that you have to spend so much time with Marta? You know I have to work and go to the university.’

      Shani shrugs. ‘It’s okay. Marta takes care of me. Sometimes I call her Mama by mistake.’

      Jessie’s heart jolts with unexpected jealousy. ‘Do you? Do you think of her like that?’

      ‘I love Marta.’ Shani pats Jessie’s hand. ‘It’s okay, Mama. I love you, too. I’m lucky. I have two mamas.’

      Jessie sits back and scrutinises her nine-year-old daughter as the guilt she tries so hard to suppress pushes into her conscience. Shani is so much like Aziz with her dark hair and eyes and warm brown skin. How did she ever create such a smart, beautiful girl?

      ‘You know I love you as big as the moon, don’t you, Shani?’

      Shani smiles, her dark eyes shining. ‘I know, Mama. I love you like the moon, too.’

      Jessie leans over and hugs her daughter. ‘I’m glad.’

      ‘And I love Marta like the moon, too.’

      Jessie sits up as the guilt and jealousy prick at her conscience. ‘Yes. Yes, of course you do.’

      ‘Nana Layla was cross you and Baba weren’t home for supper. She told Mustapha to give yours to the street dogs, but I said no.’

      ‘Did you, now? What did Nana Layla say to that?’

      ‘She said I was impudent. What does that mean?’

      ‘It means standing up for yourself even if other people object to it.’

      Shani nods. ‘Just like you, Mama. You’re impudent.’

      Jessie smiles. ‘I suppose I am.’

      She reaches for the copy of Black Beauty her mother had sent Shani for Christmas and opens to chapter ten. ‘Now, where were we? Are you ready for another chapter?’

      ‘Oh, yes!’ Shani snuggles under the covers and pulls the sheet up to her chin. ‘Mama?’

      ‘Yes, darling?’

      ‘I love you. Even bigger than the moon.’

      Jessie smiles at her daughter. ‘I love you, too, Shani. More than you can imagine.’

      ‘I’m glad we’re both impudent.’

      ‘I’m glad we’re both impudent, too.’
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        * * *

      

      Jessie sits back in her desk chair at the table in the old nursery under the gables that she has converted into her study, and rubs at the throbbing callus on her right middle finger. Stretching out her arms, she yawns as she peers out the window at the yellow disc of the waxing moon.

      She glances at her wristwatch. Just gone midnight and Aziz is still not home from the Wafd Party’s meeting with the British High Commissioner. He worked far too hard and he was looking tired. His job as the head of surgery at the Anglo-American Hospital kept him more than busy. In her opinion, he didn’t need to take on so much extra work on behalf of the nationalist Wafd Party now that it was in government. But, as he would tell her when she expressed any concern for the toll it was all taking on him – he smoked far too much now, and had developed a habitual cough – he was, above all else, an Egyptian, one who had been fortunate enough to have been born into a position of privilege, and as such he felt he owed a debt to his country and its citizens. She knows he will never give up the fight for a truly independent Egypt, free of British interference and the king’s collusion with the hated interlopers.

      She is only too aware, as she is sometimes reminded when she hears shopkeepers and random passersby mumble profanities at her in the Khan el-Khalili souk, that she is, and will always be, one of the interlopers, even though she has done her best to learn Arabic and slide into the rhythms of life in an Islamic country. She has no regrets. Her husband, her child, her home and her work are all in Egypt. She has found where she belongs, even if her mother-in-law would be the first to throw a party were she ever to leave.

      She sits back in the chair and drops her fountain pen on the cluttered desk. That’s not entirely true. She has one regret, and that’s that she has left others to care for Shani while she pursues her own dreams. As much as Shani seems happy with the arrangement with Marta, the guilt is still there, buzzing around her like a pernicious mosquito. If only she’d been able to have another child, a sibling for Shani to share her life with, maybe then she wouldn’t feel so guilty. Guilty for failing to give Aziz the son she’d known he wanted; guilty for making Shani an only child. Guilty for putting her own dreams and desires ahead of anyone else’s.

      She reaches across the stacks of notes and textbooks scattered over the table and picks up a framed black and white photograph. Behind the glass, the faces of three young women in white blouses and dark skirts gaze out at her, the white splashes of the waterfall in Yorkshire coursing down the glistening grey rocks behind them.

      She runs her finger over the faces under the glass. Weren’t we all so hopeful and innocent back then? Celie, a nineteen-year-old German student and earnest suffragette, she and Etta seventeen, with Etta dabbling at art and drama at the local college, and she herself, having just finished her first year of training as a nurse. It’s almost thirteen years since she’d last seen Celie in London, and Etta … she hadn’t laid eyes on her fraternal twin since Etta had eloped to Capri with Carlo back in 1914. Who’s to say when they’d all be back together again, or if they ever would? Still, there were letters, and telegrams, and some day, when telephone connections between Cairo and North America improved, they may even be able to talk to each other.

      She pulls out a sheet of writing paper from a stack on the table and picks up her fountain pen. She has just written ‘Dear Celie’ when she hears the thump of Aziz’s feet on the stairs. The door opens and her husband, tall and dark, with threads of white in his thick black hair and moustache, enters.

      ‘There you are, darling. Mustapha said that you were still up.’

      Jessie smiles. ‘There are no secrets in this house.’

      ‘It appears not.’ Aziz crosses over to Jessie and kisses her on her cheek. He takes hold of her hand and pulls her to her feet. He enfolds her in his arms and they stand silently for some time as their mutual fatigue envelopes them.

      ‘You missed Shani’s koshari,’ Jessie says.

      ‘I’m sorry for that. I am certain it was better than the kidney pie at the British Residency.’

      ‘How was your meeting?’

      Aziz stifles a yawn. ‘The same as it ever is. The British play at being impartial observers here, but they are only concerned with maintaining their own interests, namely retaining control of foreign relations, communications, the military and the Sudan.’

      ‘Do you suppose Britain will ever loosen its hold on Egypt?’

      ‘I would like to think so, and this is what the Wafd Party is working towards, but I am afraid that the Suez Canal is too much of a jewel for the British to relinquish it easily. I can understand why younger Egyptians like Zara are impatient with the Party and get involved in all these anti-government demonstrations. The truth is we all want the same thing: a truly independent Egypt.’

      Jessie sighs against Aziz’s chest. ‘Aziz?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Do you ever regret marrying an Englishwoman?’

      ‘It is the one thing in my life that I have never regretted.’ He leans forward and whispers in her ear. ‘Come to bed, habibti. I am tired and I miss you.’
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