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CHAPTER ONE

London, July 1972

Eve opened her eyes a fraction and saw an old man sitting a couple of feet away. He had silver hair that receded on either side of his brow, leaving a widow’s peak in the center. She shut her eyes again and watched the fuzzy shapes that glimmered and danced in her visual field.

The next time she opened her eyelids the man was still there. Behind him she could make out a white room and the rectangular shape of a window.

“You’re back,” he said with a choking sound, as if he was overcome.

She tried to focus on him, blinking against the light. His eyes were red-rimmed behind wire spectacles. He was wearing a suit and tie. She looked down and realized he was holding her hand. At least, the hand was attached to an arm that led up to her body so it must be hers, but she couldn’t feel it, couldn’t make the fingers respond. That wasn’t good.

“You’ve had one of your funny turns, Pipsqueak,” he said. “You’re in the hospital. You’ve been here before and you’ve always come bouncing back so I’m sure you will this time.” His voice was wobbly. He had been crying.

She looked around. There was a tube in her other arm, attached to a bag with clear liquid in it. She remembered she’d had one of those before.

Who was the man? Was he her father? She frowned. That didn’t feel like the right answer. He couldn’t be a doctor because he wasn’t wearing a white coat. Maybe he was her husband.

“Hu …” she said, but the word wouldn’t come. She remembered that too. She must have had a … what was it called? A stroke. Strange word. Strokes should be gentle, the way you stroke a dog or a horse, but the type she had were cruel. They stole bits of her brain and didn’t always give them back again.

Her husband—that’s who the man was, she remembered now. And his name was Brograve. Sir Brograve Beauchamp. He was saying that she had been good as new after previous funny turns, but he was lying. She remembered the tedious weeks of rehab, when people spoke to her as if she were a child. She had to learn to talk and walk again, and afterward, when she got home, she always felt a bit less herself, as if a chunk had been taken out of her.

She closed her eyes, exhausted at the thought of all the hard work ahead, and slid into drowsy sleep.
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It was five to six when Brograve left the ward. Their daughter, Patricia, would be waiting outside the entrance at six, hovering on the yellow lines. If he was late, one of the parking attendants would tell her to move on. At least this time he had good news for her—that Eve had regained consciousness. It had been almost two days. He stopped to blow his nose and lifted his glasses to dab his eyes before stepping into the revolving glass door.

“Oh, thank god!” Patricia said when she heard the news. “Did you talk to the doctor? What happens next? When will they start the speech therapy? And physio?”

Always impatient, just like her mother, Brograve thought. He allowed himself a faint smile. “When they think she’s ready. You know how it is.”

“I’ll come in with you tomorrow. Thank god she’s awake. Did she know who you were?”

“I think so,” he said. “I hope so.”

“I went to your flat, by the way. Watered the plants and picked up the post. There were a few letters that have been redirected from Framfield. They’re all on the back seat.” She clicked the indicator and pulled out into the traffic.

Brograve turned and saw the pile. He tried to reach back through the seats but a twinge in his lower back stopped him. They would wait till he got to Patricia’s.

“I should move home to give you and Michael your privacy,” he said.

“Nonsense, Dad. I won’t hear of it. You’ll stay with us until Mum’s ready to be released from hospital. You know you’re useless at looking after yourself.”

Useless? he thought. That was unfair. “Mrs. Jarrold does the cleaning and laundry, and I’m sure she would leave me supper on a tray.” His voice tailed off. Eating on his own, in front of the television set, was not an appealing thought. He pictured himself doing the washing-up, then having a nip of whisky in front of the ten o’clock news, and it made him sad. No, maybe he’d stay with Patricia and Michael awhile longer, if they’d have him.

He sat at their kitchen table opening his letters while Patricia prepared dinner. There was an electricity bill, a bank statement, their tickets to a forthcoming dinner at the House of Commons … One letter addressed to Eve had an Egyptian stamp on it, and had been sent to the country house in Framfield they had sold the previous year. He hesitated, then opened it.

“Dear Lady Beauchamp,” it began. The letterhead was that of a university in Cairo, and underneath was typed: “Dr. Ana Mansour, Faculty of Archaeology.” He skimmed the letter.


We have recently discovered the tomb of an Ancient Egyptian man known as Maya, in a site at Saqqara. As I’m sure you know, he was the overseer responsible for the burial preparations for several kings of the Eighteenth Dynasty. He left detailed notes on papyrus that we have been interpreting in my department.

We are puzzled because there are several key anomalies between the items Maya says he left in the burial chamber of Tutankhamun and the catalogue of the excavation made by Howard Carter in the 1920s. Since you are the only person still alive who was present at the opening of the tomb, I would very much appreciate an opportunity to ask you some questions. I will fly to London at your earliest convenience.



Brograve put down the letter and scratched his brow. Before this latest stroke, he knew Eve would have been happy to talk to Dr. Mansour. She was knowledgeable about Egyptology in general and could cite chapter and verse on the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922, which had been funded by her father, the late Earl of Carnarvon.

What did Dr. Mansour mean by “anomalies” though? The records would never match up after three millennia. Weren’t there supposed to have been a couple of robberies in ancient times? And everyone took souvenirs back in 1922. He thought of the gold box Eve had kept as a memento from the tomb—a stinky old thing with some kind of ancient ointment in it. That wouldn’t have appeared in Howard’s catalogue.

How should he reply to this letter? He glanced at the date and realized it had been written in April—three months earlier. There was no rush. Academic studies tended to take years to complete. He would wait until Eve was better and then she could reply herself.
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CHAPTER TWO

London, July 1972

A nurse bustled in to change the plastic bag attached to Eve’s catheter, which was full of amber-colored urine. Two more nurses came to give her a bed bath, rolling her onto one side, then the other, like a slab of beef they were browning for Sunday lunch. They massaged her legs and feet, slapping them to encourage circulation, and Eve felt grateful that she could feel the slaps. The only bit of her body she couldn’t feel, or move, was her right hand, which was numb and useless as a dead fish.

Midmorning, a therapist came to teach her to swallow. She’d been swallowing perfectly well for seventy-one years but now it seemed her throat had forgotten how. The woman gave her a spoonful of something with the texture and taste of thin wallpaper paste, then told her to let it slide to the back of her tongue and to massage the sides of her neck, just under the jawbone, till it went down. Eve coughed and choked and the woman bent her forward and thumped her back, then they started all over again. Afterward her throat was raw, but Eve vowed to keep practicing. Until she mastered this, she wouldn’t be allowed proper food.

She’d been hoping to start speech therapy straightaway but instead the therapist—the same one as last time, a sparky, friendly girl, name of Katie—brought an alphabet chart, the kind children used to learn to read. She could communicate by pointing to the letters but it was painfully slow.

“What daughter name,” she spelled out. It had completely slipped her mind and she didn’t want to hurt her feelings when she visited.

“Your daughter is called Patricia, and you have two grandsons, Simon and Edward.”

Eve knew that. She could picture them. Handsome, strapping lads with sunny personalities. They got Brograve’s height, thank goodness—he was six foot four while she was teensy, only five foot one. That’s why Brograve called her “Pipsqueak.” She was excited she could remember so much.

“Try to say your name,” Katie said. “Eee-ve.” She enunciated, exaggerating the movements of her lips.

“Eeee,” she managed, but the v sound wouldn’t come. Her mood plummeted. It seemed she would have to lift herself up from quite a low starting point this time.

After the nurses had left, but before Brograve came, Eve fumbled in the bedside cabinet for her reading glasses and perched them on her nose, then reached for a laminated page of medical instructions one of the staff had left behind. She mouthed the words, following them with a finger: “Oropharyngeal airways should be used in unconscious patients as they stimulate a gag reflex.” She read the whole page, then tried to say the words out loud. It was frustratingly slow, but she persevered.

When she was a child, everyone teased Eve for being a chatterbox—as an adult too, come to think of it. She was one of life’s talkers. She could live without the use of her right hand if need be, she could even manage if she had to use a wheelchair for the rest of her life, but she couldn’t possibly manage without speech.
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Brograve brought a photo album to the hospital that afternoon. He’d compiled it after the stroke before last, interleaving shots of family and friends from over the years to try and nudge Eve’s memory. He was aware he shouldn’t rush her—the doctor had emphasized that—but he needed to know for himself that the brain damage wasn’t too great. She might have a few gaps in her memory, but if she remembered most things, and if she was her bright, funny self, then he could wait for the rest.

Eve smiled crookedly when he arrived, the left side of her mouth not lifting. “Lo,” she said, and he kissed her on the lips before pulling up a chair.

“The nurse gave me this alphabet board in case we need it,” he said. “I’m hoping you won’t make me do all the talking. What on earth would I say?”

“O-kay?” Eve asked out loud, then spelled “sorry” on the board.

“Goodness, you have nothing to apologize for. I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I got back from my walk and found you unconscious. You could have been lying there as long as an hour.”

He shivered, remembering the horror of the moment. Eve was slumped facedown on the kitchen table and breathing noisily, with a rattling sound a doctor had told him was called stertorous breathing. He’d gone into overdrive: turning her head to the side so she could breathe more easily, telephoning an ambulance, then calling Patricia, all the while his heart thudding as if it would burst from his chest. His hands were clammy and there was a rushing sound in his ears. He opened the front door so the ambulancemen would be able to get access if he collapsed before they arrived. And yet, when they got there, he was lucid enough to explain Eve’s medical history, to tell them that she had been prone to strokes since a serious accident in 1935, and that she had been treated in the past at St. George’s, Tooting.

With previous strokes, Eve had come around reasonably quickly—within a few hours, a day at most. The doctor had warned him that the fact it took longer this time meant the damage could be greater. She might not recover all her faculties. He wasn’t to get his hopes up.

You don’t know my wife,  he thought. If it is remotely possible to recover fully, then Eve will do it.

And here she was, sitting up in bed and smiling at him with one side of her face. He told her that he was staying at Patricia’s because it was closer to the hospital. He told her that Patricia was coming to say hello when she picked him up later but they didn’t want to tire her out. The boys sent their love.

She smiled at that. “Edwa … Si-mon.”

“Edward and Simon. Jolly well done!” He grinned.

She pointed at the glass of water by the bedside and he held it to help her take a sip, watching the way she massaged her neck to make it slide down.

“Are you in the mood for some photos?” he asked, holding up the album bound in Black Watch tartan, a birthday present to her from someone or other a few years ago. Eve bought birthday gifts for dozens of friends, never forgetting the dates and choosing the gifts with great care, so when her own birthday came around each August an avalanche of parcels arrived, even now that she was in her seventies and their friends had started dying off.

He opened at the first page. The Earl of Carnarvon stood outside the main entrance of Highclere Castle, holding a rifle, with his three-legged terrier Susie beside him.

“Pups,” Eve said, quite distinctly—her name for her father. She ran her finger along the stonework above the doorway, then used the board to spell “Ung je Serviray.” It was the family motto that was engraved there, meaning “One will I serve.”

Brograve shivered. What a thing to remember! “Very impressive,” he said out loud. “You’re definitely all there, aren’t you, Pipsqueak?”

“Ope ssso,” she managed.

He turned the page to a glamorous photo of Eve’s mother, the Countess of Carnarvon, in full evening gown with a tiara perched on her dark hair. It looked as if she was in the drawing room at Number 1 Seamore Place, the magnificent Mayfair townhouse she had inherited from her godfather, Alfred de Rothschild.

“Ma-ma,” Eve said, quite clearly.

Usually they called her Almina, Brograve thought. She hadn’t been much of a mother. As parents, he and Eve had believed in spending time with their daughter, to teach and nurture her, but Almina had left Eve and her brother, Porchy, to be raised by a nanny, and had shown an interest only when it was time for them to marry. In later life, Almina had leaned on Eve—both emotionally and financially—until her death just three years ago. She hadn’t been Brograve’s favorite relative, suffice it to say.

On the next page was a picture of Porchy at his wedding to Catherine Wendell, his first wife. Eve stared at it for a long time, then turned the page without a word. She flicked past a picture of her three closest friends, Maude, Emily, and Lois, and Brograve couldn’t tell if she remembered them or not. He didn’t want to make her feel as if this were a test. She’d remembered the family motto, after all.

“You’ll know these lively fellows,” he said, when she turned to a page with pictures of their racehorses, Miraculous and Hot Flash. Eve loved horses. She’d grown up in the saddle at Highclere, galloping around the estate’s five thousand acres from when she was a nipper. “Do you remember when Hot Flash took the St. Leger at odds of eight to one? You yelled yourself hoarse. Your voice was husky for days afterward.”

He looked into her eyes and saw confusion. She didn’t know what he was talking about and it was upsetting her. He turned the page quickly.

Next there was a grainy black-and-white photo of Egypt. He recognized the Nile from a felucca in the foreground and some palm trees on the opposite shore but couldn’t work out where the image had been taken.

“Luxor,” Eve spelled on the board. “View from Winter Palace.”

“Ah, I only stayed there a couple of nights,” Brograve said. “But you spent three winters there, didn’t you? You must have known it like the back of your hand.”

Eve slid her finger under the photograph and slipped it free of the photo corners. She gazed into the picture, then looked up and smiled.

“Goo …” she said, then a word he couldn’t make out. “I kee …” She tried to form another word, frowning with the effort.

“You want to keep it?” Brograve guessed, and she nodded. “Of course you can! It’s your photo. Probably taken by your father.”

He put the album away after that and sat, stroking her good hand, describing the episode of Dixon of Dock Green he had watched with Patricia and Michael the previous evening. A nurse came to feed her some god-awful gruel and Eve turned to him and made a comic face. She was her old self, she definitely was.

But lying in bed later that night, Brograve was worried. Her mother, father, and Egypt were the only images she had responded to. Did that mean the rest didn’t ring any bells? Or was she just too tired to comment?

What’s more, he’d been watching her face when Patricia came into the room, and there had been no sign of recognition. By the time she reached the bedside, waving a bunch of pink roses, Eve had arranged her face into a lopsided smile of welcome, but Brograve was pretty sure she hadn’t recognized her own daughter. And that was sad beyond words.
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CHAPTER THREE

Luxor, November 1919

After Brograve left, Eve stared at the photo of Luxor. The scene felt as familiar to her as her husband’s face, but it must be ages since she’d been there. She remembered she was eighteen years old when she first visited. She’d traveled with her parents and two ladies’ maids on the boat train to Paris, then they took another train to Marseilles, from where they crossed the Mediterranean on a steamer to Alexandria. Her mother went straight to Cairo, where she loved the expat social scene, but Pups took Eve and her maid to Luxor with him. What was the name of that maid? It escaped her.

Since Eve was a nipper, Pups had kept a collection of Egyptian artifacts at Highclere Castle and she loved to be allowed to examine them and imagine the lives of the pharaohs they had adorned in ancient times. Her brother, Porchy, wasn’t interested, so at first it had been her way of wangling time on her own with her beloved Pups, but as she grew older, and read more about Egyptology, she had become determined to visit the country. “When you’re old enough!” her parents said—and then the war got in the way, so it was November 1919 before she first saw the place she had dreamed of for so long.

They arrived by night, under velvety black skies studded with brilliant white stars. As Eve stood on the platform gazing up, two bats glided past, blotting the light for a split second. A donkey-drawn cart took them from the train station to the Winter Palace Hotel, where they checked in and were shown to their suite. Eve fell straight into bed, but she slept for only a few hours and woke as soon as light began streaking around the edges of the curtains.

She flung them open, then pried back the heavy wooden shutters, before gasping in surprise. The River Nile was so close she could have thrown her shoe into it from the narrow balcony of her third-floor room. She hadn’t imagined they would be so near. The water was the deepest of blue colors, like liquid sapphires twinkling in the morning light. On the opposite bank were spiky green palm trees and low white houses, backed by reddish-gold hills that she knew enclosed the Valley of the Kings. It was the most thrilling moment of her life so far.

There was a basket chair on her balcony so she slipped on a pale silk robe and sat outside to take in the view. Tiny boats with single white sails flitted across the water at astonishing speed, and the air was filled with noise: traders calling their wares, a donkey braying, a cart clattering past. Even so early—she saw from a mantelpiece clock that it was only six-thirty—the shore was bustling.

It wasn’t yet hot but the air was humid, with a sweet flower scent, overlaid by another, ranker smell that reminded her of blocked drains. Dozens of gray birds with yellow breasts were chattering in a tree, and suddenly they rose in a rush of wings, so close she could feel the ripple of air on her cheeks. Watching them, Eve hugged herself. She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt she was going to fall in love with Egypt.
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Howard Carter came to the hotel reception at eight a.m., wearing a baggy suit that looked as though it was made from old potato sacks and a straw boater with a black ribbon around it. Eve rushed to greet him with a squeal of delight.

“Look! It’s me! I can hardly believe I’m here in Egypt at last!”

She’d known Howard since she was six years old. He used to come to Highclere bringing artifacts he’d purchased for Lord Carnarvon’s collection, and Eve would corner him and attempt to impress him with her knowledge of Egyptology. At that age, it consisted of the ability to recite all the kings and their dynasties in date order, plus an encyclopedic recall of her father’s treasures.

Howard recommended books to fill out her understanding and always stopped to chat. What she liked most was that he never talked to her as if she were a child, but answered her questions plainly and factually. Her mother said his manners were “lacking” and he didn’t show “proper respect for his superiors,” but as far as Eve could tell, he treated everyone the same, young or old, family or servants, and she liked that.

“Shall we have breakfast?” Pups asked, but Howard insisted they should cross to the Valley straightaway, because it would be too hot to remain outdoors past eleven-thirty.

They followed him through the hotel’s lush gardens and down some steps to the riverside. He approached some fellows with dark-brown skin and spoke to them in Arabic before turning to beckon her and Pups.

“Your first trip in a felucca,” he told Eve, holding her arm to steady her as she climbed in. “The Egyptians are born sailors. They can take these craft upstream, downstream, or east bank to west and vice versa no matter what the wind direction.”

She gazed around, drinking it in: a man with a crocodile tattoo on his arm feeding nuts to a blue-and-yellow parrot perched on a fence; a border of jet-black mud where the water lapped the shore; some wooden crates stacked precariously on the dock, stamped with the names of impossibly distant lands like Siam and the Dutch East Indies.

Their sailor balanced on the edge of the felucca, his toes curled around the rim like a bird’s claws, and angled his sail to catch the wind. In an instant they were whisked from the bank, zigzagging around other boats with just a tilt of the sail. Eve imagined this must be what flying felt like. They got to the other side in minutes, and she wished it had taken longer because it was such fun. Howard slipped their boatman a few coins, then walked over to a group of men with donkey carriages. Voices were raised, as if he was arguing with them.

“Is there a problem?” Eve whispered, sidling up, curious.

He smiled. “Just getting the best price. Everyone haggles here. You’ll get used to it.”

She decided she very much wanted to try her hand at haggling.

The carriage took them up a twisty road with deep potholes and ruts that made them jolt alarmingly. The verdant land flanking the Nile soon gave way to reddish sand and dust, and the air grew quieter, stiller, and hotter. Eve opened the white lace parasol she had brought; her mother would be furious if she got freckles.

“This is the Valley,” Howard told them, as their driver took a sharp left turn onto a dirt track. “You will be able to make out various tomb entrances set in the hillsides.”

“I’ve seen a map of it,” Eve said, jumping down from the carriage. “The tombs all have numbers, don’t they? Like houses in a London street.”

“Indeed. There are sixty-one of them, with numbers starting KV for King’s Valley or WV for West Valley. We are in the East Valley.”

All she could see were sand hills and piles of rubble without distinguishing features; no plants or animals, just red sand on rock. How could anything be found here? She scuffed her toe, writing her name in the sand.

“Let’s have a look at an empty tomb, KV17,” Howard said.

They walked down some steps to a low-ceilinged passageway that led to a long, narrow chamber hewn in the rock. Lord Carnarvon had to crouch to get in.

“I am the ideal height for a lady archaeologist,” Eve remarked. “Look! I can stand up straight.” Being tiny wasn’t often an advantage.

The interior of the tomb was hot as a furnace and the air was stale, as if it had been breathed by hundreds of souls across the millennia—into their lungs and out again, over and over. Eve shivered, thinking of the weight of the sand mountain above them and hoping it would not collapse, trapping them for eternity.

Howard pointed to a row of hieroglyphics painted on the wall, but they were faded and hard to make out.

“The colors survive if they are undisturbed, because there is no air or water to cause decay,” he explained. “But as soon as human beings enter and start breathing, the fragile pigments disintegrate.”

“I shall hold my breath in that case,” Eve said, “to play my part in the preservation of antiquities.” She tried, but couldn’t manage for long because she had too many questions to ask. Whose tomb was it? How old? Had anything significant been found there? Any treasures?

“Poor Howard,” her father remarked. “If he’s not already used to your loquaciousness, he soon will be.”

Eve caught Howard’s eye and smiled. She knew he was happy to talk from dawn till dusk if the subject was Egyptology; anything else, and he’d be bored senseless.

They had a stroll around the Valley, looking into two more tombs and surveying the concession Howard’s team was currently excavating. A primitive hand-operated railway carriage was taking rubble out to the road for disposal. The site looked no more promising than anywhere else, Eve thought, but who knew what lay beneath the sand and rock?

“Will you teach me how to dig?” she asked. “I’m simply dying to learn. It’s my lifelong ambition.”

Howard glanced at Pups before replying. “Certainly. You’ll have to wear clothes you don’t mind getting dirty, and bring a wide-brimmed hat because you won’t be able to hold that parasol. But I don’t see why I couldn’t teach you some basics.”

Eve jumped in the air with an ecstatic whoop. If her mother had been there, she would no doubt have said it was unladylike, but Pups had always been happy to let his daughter be her own person. He adored her. She could wind him around her little finger.

Their carriage driver had waited, and when they finished the tour he took them down the hill to the house where Howard lived, which he had named “Castle Carter.” It was white-painted and one story high, with a dome in the center, and it was almost completely surrounded by trees, making it feel cool and fresh after the scorching, enervating heat of the Valley. They sat in his sparsely furnished drawing room and he brought a whisky and water for her father and a lemonade for Eve that his houseboy had made with fresh lemons from a tree in his garden and heaps of sugar.

“Don’t you have ice?” Pups asked, fanning himself, but Howard explained that he did not possess a refrigerator. Even if he did, the electricity supply was so erratic he doubted it would stay cold long enough for water to freeze.

Eve heard a bird whistling outside the window, a tuneful creature putting its heart and soul into its song. “What type of bird is that?”

“It’s my pet canary,” Howard told her. “The Egyptians think its song brings good luck.”

“I’m sure they’re right,” Eve said. “What’s his or her name?”

“Bulldog, believe it or not.” He laughed at her bewildered expression. “It’s the nickname of a friend of mine.”

“You’ll give that poor creature neurosis,” Eve teased. “How would you like it if I called you Dentist or some other such thing that you’re not?”

“That would certainly be odd,” he agreed.

His home was very much a bachelor’s: books lay open on dusty tabletops; a pair of binoculars rested on a window frame; the upholstery was worn and had clearly been chosen without any notion of a design scheme.

“Don’t you get lonely here?” she asked, for it seemed miles from any other habitation.

“Howard doesn’t get lonely,” Lord Carnarvon chipped in. “He has the pharaohs for company.”

“And Bulldog,” Howard replied.

Eve wanted to ask why there wasn’t a Mrs. Carter but she supposed it might be difficult to find a woman who would want to share his spartan lifestyle. She couldn’t imagine being quite so isolated and hoped it wouldn’t be essential if she were to be a lady archaeologist. She was definitely more of a sociable type.
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The next morning, Eve and Pups crossed to the Valley at dawn. Howard took them to the concession and showed Eve how to sift debris with a trowel and sieve, looking for anything out of the ordinary, before throwing it onto the spoil heap. If she struck hard rock, he told her to mime for one of the Egyptian boys to break it up with a mattock. They didn’t speak English but would understand. If she found anything apart from sand and rock, she was to call him immediately.

Eve worked her patch with great diligence, daydreaming about the Ancient Egyptians who chose this spot as their burial ground. They walked on this earth, saw the same views she was seeing, felt the same baking heat. Millennia apart, they probably experienced the same emotions—love, fear, irritation, happiness—although their worldview had been so very different, peopled by gods and spirits, slaves and rulers.

She didn’t find anything except the bone of an animal, which Howard thought was a jackal, but still she loved the experience.

“Can’t I come and work in the desert with you?” she asked. “I’ll be your trusty assistant. It’s my dearest ambition, the one thing I want more than anything else.”

Before Howard could reply, her father spoke: “I’m afraid your mother has other plans.”

“Yes, I know,” Eve said, with gloom in her heart. “A prestigious marriage.” She adopted her mother’s clipped tones: “No one of lower rank than a viscount, and no second sons, only the eldest.”

Both men burst out laughing at the uncanny accuracy of the imitation.
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CHAPTER FOUR

London, July 1972

When Eve wakened in the hospital the following morning, there was a moment when she thought she was back in Egypt, lying in bed at the Winter Palace. There was something about the sharpness of the sunlight blinking through the window and a disinfectant smell that reminded her of another scent she couldn’t quite put her finger on, one she knew was to do with Egypt.

A nurse came to take her temperature and at first she mistook her for the lady’s maid who had accompanied her to Egypt in 1919 to look after her wardrobe and style her wayward hair. Marcelle! That was her name! Then she glanced down at the wrinkled, age-spotted skin on the back of her hand and knew she wasn’t eighteen anymore, not by a long shot.

“Is your husband coming today?” the nurse asked, fitting a blood pressure cuff on her arm.

“Fink so,” Eve managed to reply. Her tongue felt heavy, making the th sound difficult.

Mornings were devoted to mechanical functions: bowels, urine, washing, stretching, massage. The doctor came by on his round and told her she was doing very well.

“Ow long?” she asked.

“It’s impossible to say right now,” he replied, “but perhaps we can transfer you to a convalescent home in a few weeks.” He caught her expression of shock. “Don’t be impatient. I know you’ve always made a miraculous recovery from previous strokes, but you’re in your seventies now and it could take a while longer.”

Not if I can help it, Eve thought. As soon as he’d gone she pulled out the page about ventilators and did her best to read it out loud.

Brograve came at two, when visiting hours started, and she knew he would stay till six, when they ushered all the guests out for the night. He hadn’t brought a photo album this time but there was a newspaper tucked under his arm.

Katie, the speech therapist, arrived shortly after him, full of apologies because she was running late. She should have come before lunch but she’d left her notes in the office and had to go back for them, then the traffic was hideous. Eve smiled, remembering from last time that she was a chaotic sort, but very likable.

“I don’t want to banish you when you’ve just arrived,” she said to Brograve. “Maybe the three of us could have a conversation so Eve can practice her talking?”

“Certainly,” Brograve said. “If it’s helpful.”

Katie did some warm-up exercises with Eve first—“Muh, Wuh, Huh, Tuh, Duh”—demonstrating the way she should move her lips for each consonant, then she asked, “Why don’t you tell me how you two met? I don’t think I’ve ever asked.”

“Cai-ro,” Eve said straightaway.

“I believe it was something to do with a lace sleeve.” Brograve smiled. “Some kind of devious female trickery.”

Eve took a deep breath and spoke slowly. “One … of … usss … had … to.” It was her longest sentence yet, and she clenched her left fist, pleased with herself.

“I would have been too shy to approach her,” Brograve explained. “She was by far the most popular girl at the party—and the prettiest too.”

“You met in Cairo? Did I get that right? How romantic!”

“Chriss—mass,” Eve said. “Cai-ro.”
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The grand ballroom of the British Residency was festooned with holly and ivy garlands and a plump fir tree stood in one corner. Waiters were hovering with glasses on silver trays, and candles glowed on every surface, their flames licking dangerously close to the paintings on the walls above. The guests were a handful of soldiers from the local military base and some titled folk of Eve’s parents’ generation, all dressed in evening finest, the women weighed down by heirloom jewels.

Eve and Pups had arrived by train from Luxor only the previous evening, and so far all she had seen of the city was the very smart area around the Continental Savoy Hotel, where Eve’s mother had reserved a suite for the season. Apart from the sticky heat, it felt as if they could be in England, with neatly planted gardens, Christian church spires, modern cars on the roads, and European-style architecture. It seemed incongruous to Eve to be celebrating Christmas in a Muslim country situated not far north of the tropics, but it must be the norm here because all the buildings in that quarter had festive decorations.

She was delighted to see her uncle Mervyn with his new wife, Mary. Mervyn, her father’s younger half brother, had recently been appointed first secretary at the British Embassy in Cairo. He had been a fun uncle when Eve was growing up, always arriving at Highclere with imaginative presents: cat’s-eye marbles, board games, and a slingshot that their mother confiscated as soon as he left. He had Eve in stitches with his repertoire of jokes and funny faces, and she was pleased he had married a woman who seemed to share his sense of fun. Mervyn and Mary whispered and giggled like children, and were clearly very much in love.

A footman announced that the carol singing would begin shortly, and everyone shuffled toward a grand piano. Eve took the song sheet she was handed and stood between her father and Uncle Mervyn. Her view of the pianist was entirely blocked by a tall soldier in a scarlet tunic directly in front of her.

When the singing began, Eve caught eyes with Pups and almost chortled out loud because the man was tone deaf; he sang every word of “Silent Night” on the same flat note. What’s more, he didn’t seem aware of his shortcoming because he sang along with enthusiasm. Eve pinched her nose to contain her mirth and saw Uncle Mervyn doing the same.

Once the carols were done, Eve’s mother led her to the front of the crowd to introduce her to Lady Allenby, wife of the British high commissioner.

“So this is your girl,” she exclaimed. “What a beauty! That dark hair and amber eyes—just like yours, Almina. She’ll certainly be a hit with the young men.”

Eve had absolutely no idea whether she was pretty or how young men would react to her. She’d spent an isolated childhood at Highclere with Nanny Moss and a succession of tutors who coached her in French, mathematics, music, and literature, but never told her anything about the world outside. She hadn’t yet “come out” as a debutante; that had to wait till the following year because there was a backlog of girls waiting to be presented at court after the war.

A buffet was laid out in the Residency’s dining room and Eve’s mother stood at her elbow instructing her which foods to select: “Have a cucumber sandwich—salmon will make your breath smell. No cake—you don’t want to get porky. And don’t think of touching the champagne; men flirt with drunk women but they never marry them.”

Once her mother was ensconced with a group of older women friends, Eve was at last free to wander around. She couldn’t see any girls her own age, but she spotted the tall soldier in the red tunic standing on his own by some potted palms. He was younger than she’d imagined from his back view, and looked uncomfortable, as if he would rather be anywhere but there. Eve felt the urge to talk to him, but knew from her mother’s strict instructions, as well as the romance novels she read, that it was frowned upon for women to initiate conversation with a stranger.

Around her wrist she wore a slim diamond bracelet with a safety catch, and earlier the lace of her sleeve had become caught in the catch. Her mother had freed it without tearing the lace but it gave Eve an idea. She pulled back the safety catch until it caught the lace again, and gave a little twist to secure it. Then she wandered toward the potted palms, pretending to be so absorbed in disentangling her sleeve that she nearly walked straight into the man.

“Oh, I beg your pardon!” she cried. “This blasted bracelet will keep getting caught …” She smiled up at him. “I don’t suppose I could prevail on you …”

“I’ll do my best,” he said, putting his drink down on a side table. “I hope I don’t make matters worse.” He stooped to peer at the delicate cream lace.

“It’s most awfully kind of you,” Eve said, at the same moment that he exclaimed, “That’s it!” and freed the bracelet. His hair oil had a spicy scent.

“Evelyn Herbert,” she said, thrusting out her hand and tilting her face toward his with a grin. “Can you hear me all the way up there? Exactly how tall are you?”

“I’m six foot four.”

“Five foot one,” she said. “But I have three-inch heels, which help somewhat.” She lifted a foot to show him. “I’m so small that I get lost in a crowd without them, like a Chihuahua in a cornfield. Which bit of the army are you in? Is it an especially tall brigade?” His scarlet jacket was trimmed with gold epaulettes and buttons, and worn with slim-fitting dark trousers that had a red stripe down the outer leg. She should probably have known what that signified but regimental dress held no interest for her.

“The Life Guards,” he said. “And no, height is not a particular requirement because we are a cavalry regiment.”

“I love horses,” she said. “My father has a stud farm and I could ride almost before I could walk.”

“You’re lucky. Mine is a banker and a politician who tried his best to groom my brother and me for life in the House.”

“Is your brother here today?” Eve asked. “Or is he stationed elsewhere? Mine is still in India with the Seventh Hussars.” She stopped, sensing a change of mood. “Have I said something tactless?”

He shook his head, but his expression was stiff. “My brother died in 1914. At Givenchy-lès-la-Bassée.” He spoke as if it were a name she should recognize.

Eve’s eyes filled with tears. “Oh no, I’m so dreadfully sorry. How awful for your family. Was he an older brother?”

“Yes, there were just the two of us.”

She blinked hard. “I feel a total idiot for speaking so thoughtlessly. Many families here must have suffered losses, but I blundered on regardless.”

“Please don’t apologize,” he said, but Eve still felt clumsy. Her mother had warned her to avoid speaking about the war, saying that those who had fought did not want to talk about it, but she couldn’t just drop the subject, not now.

“I suppose I feel a sense of unreality because I was stuck safely at home for four and a half years being bored to distraction. My mother ran a hospital at our house for a few months and I helped there, but I never saw the trenches, never heard a shell explode. Men just left for France and some didn’t come back.”

He nodded as if he understood. “I was on the Western Front and saw men dying all around me, but I still find it hard to accept that Edward won’t turn up at our door one day. My parents and I went to France to find his grave last summer, in the hope that would bring some kind of acceptance. But it’s just a wooden cross with his name on it, in the middle of a muddy field with thousands of wooden crosses as far as the eye can see. It’s very difficult to believe he’s there …” He shook his head as if to clear the image. “Forgive me. This is not a suitable conversation for a Christmas gathering.”

A dance band struck up in the next room and when Eve turned she saw a few couples traipsing onto the floor. It felt incongruous and disrespectful given their conversation.

“Tell me about your brother,” she asked. “What were his interests?”

Brograve smiled with pursed lips. “Motorcars. He was passionate about them. He knew the details of every make and model. I think, had he lived, he would have worked in the automobile industry.”

“I can drive,” Eve couldn’t resist telling him. “My father taught me. It’s a wonderful feeling. But please don’t mention it to my mother. She’d be horrified. Not ladylike, don’t you know.”

He seemed impressed. “You must be rather a daring sort.”

Eve considered. “I don’t particularly know what ‘sort’ I am yet. I led such a sheltered childhood that I feel as if I am only just starting to live, and finding out who I am along the way. Whereas you—you’ve been to war. You’ve lived through the worst thing imaginable. Losing a brother must be like losing a part of yourself.”

Brograve was about to answer when Eve’s mother suddenly appeared and interrupted them. “There you are, Evelyn. I’ve been looking everywhere. There is someone you simply must meet.” She tugged on Eve’s elbow.

“Might I finish my conversation first, Mama?” she asked. It felt rude to abandon Brograve at such a sensitive moment.

“I’m afraid he’s just leaving. My apologies, Lieutenant, but I must drag her away.” She smiled politely, but with steel in her gaze.

Eve held out her gloved hand to Brograve, and he bowed his head as he took it. “Pleasure to meet you,” she said.

“Likewise.”

As they walked through to the ballroom, Almina hissed to Eve: “I know him and he won’t do. His father is a Liberal and his mother is American.” Both, in her view, were unforgivable.
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“L-long … time … till … we … m-m-m …” Eve struggled over the word married and Brograve leaped in to explain to Katie.

“There were dozens of other men who were crazy about Eve, some of them much richer and more deserving than me, so I never thought I stood a chance.” He looked at her fondly.

Eve rolled her eyes. That wasn’t the real story and Brograve knew it, but she was too tired to say more. Everything was an effort: thinking of the words she wanted to say, shaping her lips into each syllable, shifting her tongue, which felt too big and heavy for her mouth, then finding the air in her throat to push the sounds out in the right order. All the muscle strength had gone.

She lay back on her pillows. A quick nap, then she would try more talking later.

“You’re doing so well,” Katie said. “I can tell how hard you’re working. Keep it up and you’ll be chatting away in no time.”

Damn right I will, Eve thought before she drifted into sleep.
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CHAPTER FIVE

London, July 1972

Brograve rested his elbow on the edge of the bed and laid his head on his hand as he watched Eve sleep. Thinking back to the girl he’d met in Cairo at Christmas 1919 made him melancholy. She’d been so effervescent, those amber eyes sparking, and she’d looked at him intensely, as if she wanted to know everything about him. He scarcely ever talked about Edward back then—he was a reserved person by nature, and the grief was still raw—but somehow he had found himself blurting out to her that his brother had died even though it was only their first meeting. And when her eyes filled with tears in response, he felt the early stirrings of what would gradually become love.

Almina had made it very clear she didn’t consider him worthy of her daughter. Her curtness spoke for itself. He had become heir to a baronetcy on his brother’s death but that obviously wasn’t good enough for her precious Eve, who was the daughter of an earl.

Brograve had followed them to the doorway of the ballroom and watched Almina introduce Eve to Lord Tommy Russell, son of an earl who was at least as wealthy as her father, Lord Carnarvon. Tommy had the reputation of a hard-living, untrustworthy cad, and Brograve’s stomach gave a twist as he watched him cling to Eve’s hand far longer than was customary. There’s no question he would fall for her, but would she for him? Brograve turned and left the party rather than wait to find out.

He looked at her now, head resting on the pillows, snoring very faintly. She would be horrified if she could see herself in a mirror. Her hair was usually immaculately set and tinted a rich mahogany shade, but now it was unruly and there was a hint of gray at the roots. Her skin was pale and dry as parchment. Perhaps he should bring her face cream next time he visited. He liked the creases at the corners of her eyes that had been earned with laughter, the faint lines scored across her brow, the deeper grooves like parentheses around her mouth. She had such a narrow nose that her reading glasses often slid down. The long neck was hardly wrinkled at all and he knew she was proud of that. She liked to wear a pearl necklace he had given her one birthday, which drew attention to her neck.

Can you feel how much I love you? he wondered. Have I told you often enough?

Was it luck that they chose each other? Or fate? Suddenly he could hear Eve’s voice in his head: “No, you dunderhead. It was all down to me. I chose you early on, but I couldn’t get you to realize it. You were so blinkered that it took me four years to get you down the blooming aisle.” He chuckled. He had a memory of her saying that one time.

Brograve closed his eyes and drifted off. He hadn’t been sleeping well at Patricia’s, unused to a single bed, unused to being without Eve.
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Eve dreamed that she was driving an old-fashioned car with open sides. It was a left-hand drive, like the Panhard & Levassor in which her father had taught her. He’d given her her first-ever lesson on Armistice Day, the eleventh of November 1918, as their own particular form of celebration.

She had been upstairs in the schoolroom at Highclere, with Nanny Moss, when they heard the church bells ringing in the village and knew it meant that the war had ended. It gave her a shivery feeling. She hoped Porchy would be home soon. Several estate workers had died in the fighting, including the two Harrys—Harry Ilot and Harry Garrett—teenage boys who had worked on the grounds, and used to mumble shyly if Eve addressed them. It was wonderful to think the killing was over now and life could go back to normal.

The Times that morning had said that ships would be honking their horns at eleven a.m. and huge crowds were expected to gather at Trafalgar Square, but at Highclere it felt like any other day: remote, silent, and tedious.

Eve rushed down the red staircase to her father’s library, to make sure he had heard the bells. He was sitting at his Napoleon desk, the one that an ancestor had purchased from the estate of the French emperor. His hands were resting on the eagles’ heads that decorated the arms of the matching chair, and the racing pages of the paper were spread in front of him.

“I heard,” he said. “Thank god.”

“We should do something to celebrate, Pups,” Eve said. “In London people will be taking to the streets and here we are, stuck at home as if nothing’s changed.”

“What do you suggest?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Perhaps drive into Newbury to see if anything’s happening there?”

Pups regarded her for a moment. “I suppose fresh air is a good idea … Tell you what: how do you fancy your first driving lesson?”

Eve shrieked. Never in her wildest dreams had she thought she would be allowed to drive. “Are you serious? That’s too exciting for words! I can’t think of anything I’d like more. Can we start now? Straightaway?”

Pups sat beside Eve in the Panhard, pointing out the gear pedals, throttle, and brakes, and positioning her hands on the steering wheel. They had to adjust the seat as far forward as it would go so her legs could reach the pedals. One of the old men who worked in the stable came out to hand-crank the engine and it juddered to life, the vibrations traveling up her arms and down through her whole body. She released the brake and the car lurched forward, like a greyhound let off the leash. Lord
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