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      Christina

      
        
        London, England – September 1919

      

      

      ‘Cioccolato, signora?’

      ‘Grazie, Giulia. You know that chocolate cannoli is my favourite.’

      ‘Si, sempre il tuo preferito, signora.’

      Christina Fry pays out the coins and collects the paper bag of cannoli stuffed with the chocolate cream she loves. An indulgence for tea, she knows, what with her daughters gone back to their lives in all corners of the world, but she must put on a good show for Ellen Jackson, who will no doubt gloat about her election to the presidency of the local branch of the Women’s Institute, and the bridge ladies tomorrow.

      She packs the bag into her straw shopping basket with the parmesan and olives and waves at the shop assistant. ‘Grazie. Ciao, Giulia.’

      ‘Prego, Signora Fry.’

      Christina opens the door of Terroni’s delicatessen and steps out onto Clerkenwell Road. The last of the summer’s sun has been swallowed up in a steady drizzle of rain, and she pauses under the shop’s canopy to unfurl her umbrella. She heads left toward Farringdon Road and the train station, dodging the puddles and the office workers heading homeward.

      At the junction with Farringdon Road, Christina waits for a break in the stream of automobiles and horse carts. Shielding herself from the rain with her umbrella, she then dashes across the road, thankful for the looser coat and shorter, ankle-skimming skirt of the new post-war fashions. They are so freeing after the pre-war hobble skirts and, heaven forbid, the corsets and stays of her youth. She rounds the corner, and, intent on avoiding a large puddle, ploughs directly into a man hurrying from the station.

      ‘Oh, I’m awfully sor—’

      ‘Tina?’

      She sucks in a sharp breath. There’s no mistaking the blue eyes.

      ‘Harry?’

      The man stares at her from under his dripping Homburg hat, his mouth agape. ‘My word, Tina, how are you?’

      Christina shivers involuntarily. ‘I’m … I’m well, thank you.’ Harry Grenville, the man that she never thought she’d see again in this life, the man she’d hoped she’d never see, takes hold of her elbow and steers her under a shop awning.

      ‘You’re shivering, Tina, and I’m being an idiot. Come out of the rain.’

      She shakes out her umbrella. ‘I’m fine. Really. I haven’t a drop of rain on me.’

      ‘Always foreseeing every eventuality, as ever, Tina,’ he says, fine lines fanning from his eyes as he smiles. ‘How many times did I have to carry your gloves and your shawls on our walks around Capri? “In case it gets chilly”, that’s what you always said, isn’t it? Capri never gets chilly in the summer!’ He laughs, and suddenly he is the twenty-three-year-old she’d known that Italian summer back in 1891.

      Christina looks at the man he has become. His neat moustache and the clipped hair at his temples are salted with grey, and his face is heavier, as if it has sagged from carrying a burden too long. But his eyes, so piercingly blue, are the same. The colour of the Italian sky. Celie’s eyes.

      ‘Not every eventuality.’

      His smile fades. ‘I’m sorry, Tina. I had to leave. We couldn’t … There was no way …’ He looks away from her at the newsboy shouting the day’s headlines across the street. ‘How is … he? She?’

      ‘You don’t know, do you? You never even tried to find out.’

      He looks back at her. ‘Yes, I know. I’m sorry. You have no idea how sorry I am about everything. I … I tried to explain in the letter I left for you before I left Capri.’

      ‘Ah, yes. Your letter. I remember every word of that letter, Harry. How your father would disown you if you married me. How you couldn’t possibly be lumbered with a wife and child as you pursued your military education at Sandhurst. Oh, and how you were already betrothed to the wealthy daughter of some marquess. A detail you had never seen fit to mention to me, I recall.’

      Harry’s eyes cloud over and he disappears momentarily into some place far from the sodden London street corner. He shakes his head. ‘I’m so sorry, Tina. You have no idea how sorry. I – I wanted to contact you after I left Capri. I started a letter to you so many times, but then I thought how much you must hate me, considering …’ He rubs at the lines furrowing his forehead.

      ‘Considering?’

      ‘Well, you know … the circumstances.’

      Christina smiles tightly. ‘Yes, of course. The circumstances. Cecelia Sirena Maria Fry, by the way. Your daughter.’

      ‘A daughter. Cecelia,’ he says, testing out the name like it’s an unfamiliar sweet. ‘Does she … does she look like you? Does she have your beautiful auburn hair?’

      ‘What does it matter? You’ll never meet her.’

      ‘I … I’d like to know.’

      Christina sighs. ‘She does. And your blue eyes. She’s just married and has emigrated to Canada. I expect she’s on a train half-way across Canada as we speak. She doesn’t know about you, of course. I married a good man and had two more daughters. He died in the war.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Tina.’

      She shrugs. ‘I’ve had a good life. Gerald saved me.’ She watches Harry as he shifts on his feet and glances past her at the black-suited men scurrying into the dank interior of the train station like wet beetles. Have I made you uncomfortable, Harry? It’s the very least of what you deserve.

      He reaches into his raincoat pocket and removes a watch. ‘Is that the time?’ he says, glancing at it. ‘I’m awfully sorry, Tina. I’m terribly late for an appointment back at my legal chambers.’

      ‘Of course, Harry, or is it my Lord? I expect you’ve inherited your father’s title by now?’

      ‘I have, but I’ll always be Harry to you.’ He slips the watch into his pocket and pulls up the collar of his raincoat. ‘It was … it was good seeing you, Tina.’ A smile hovers on his lips as his eyes sweep over her face. ‘You haven’t changed in the least.’

      Christina watches him as he hurries across the street mindless of the puddles and the splashes thrown up by the beeping motorcars. Her heart thuds in her chest and her cheeks burn. She sucks in a breath of the cool, damp air and, snapping open her umbrella, steps out into the rain.
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      Christina shoves her umbrella into the brass stand and calls out to the kitchen as she unpins her hat.

      ‘Hettie? I’m back and I need a tea. The weather is simply foul and I’m drenched to the bone.’

      Christina’s housekeeper, Hettie Richards – or household administrator, as Hettie has insisted since she’d joined the Domestic Workers’ Union after the war – strides out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a tea towel.

      ‘Give us your coat, then. I won’t be ’aving you dripping all over the sitting room carpet after I’ve spent all morning on my knees brushing out the crumbs.’

      Christina shrugs out of the coat and hands it to Hettie with the paper bag of cannoli. ‘I’ll have one of these with tea, if you please, Hettie. You may have one yourself, as well. Ellen Jackson can be relied on to be on a reducing diet when she comes to bridge tomorrow and will likely only eat two. You have baked walnut squares as well?’

      ‘Of course, and the scones’ll be done tomorrow so they’re fresh.’

      ‘Good, we can’t have the President of the Women’s Institute and the bridge club thinking we’re parsimonious.’

      ‘’Eaven forfend.’

      Christina raises a fine auburn eyebrow as she sweeps her gaze over Hettie’s impassive face. ‘I shall take the tea in my room, if you please, Hettie. The excursion to Terroni’s has quite taken it out of me and I feel the need for rest and solitude.’

      Later, once she has fortified herself with tea and the sweet pastry, she sits back against the pillows on the large brass bed as she studies the watercolour portrait unrolled on her lap. She looks at the face of the girl turned forever toward the sparkling turquoise sea, her copper hair lit with strands of gold in the summer sun as she sits in her blue dress amongst the Caprese wildflowers. That day is as clear in her memory as the afternoon’s unexpected meeting with Harry Grenville. She rubs her finger over his signature: H. Grenville. A confident black slash across the white flowers on the lower right side.

      Harry Grenville. The Earl of Sherbrooke. You’ll never know how much I loved you. You never per gave me a chance to show you. You got what you wanted from me, and then you were off. I never would have credited you with being a cad, Harry. You made me laugh on all our excursions around Capri. Even Cousin Stefania liked you, despite the fact you were an Englishman. You have charm, that is a fact. It’s stood you well in your climb up the political ladder. The rumour is you’ll be the next leader of the Conservative Party. Then what? Prime Minister?

      There’s only one thing that would have cut your climb to power off at the knees, isn’t there, Harry? One inconvenient secret. Your illegitimate daughter. How would that have played in the newspapers? ‘Earl’s Son Caught in Love Scandal’. That’s why you left me, isn’t it, Harry? Alone and pregnant with your child on Capri. You were afraid of the scandal, weren’t you? Afraid that your father would disinherit you; afraid that you would be thrown out of Sandhurst; afraid that your name would be dragged through the mud along with all your dreams of standing at the pinnacle of British life.

      Oh, Harry. Would it have been so terrible for us to marry? My father may not have been an aristocrat, but he was a successful architect, well-respected and admired. And my mother, my beautiful Italian mother, Isabella, was hostess for the most sought-after parties in London, much to Aunt Henrietta’s and Aunt Margaret’s annoyance. Papa’s family had never approved of his marriage to the penniless daughter of an Italian plasterer, but Papa had stood his ground and they’d married, with me arriving seven months later.

      Then … all was well. I had a good education. I was presented at court. I could have fit into your life, Harry. If you’d had the courage to stand up to your father. We could have found a way if you’d really wanted to.

      She runs her fingers over her ear in a habitual gesture she no longer notices and presses her hand against her fluttering stomach. I thought I’d never see you again. I thought our past was well and truly buried. She catches sight of herself in the mirror on her vanity table. Her cheeks are flushed pink and her eyes stare back at her like those of a rabbit anticipating an approaching fox. She rolls up the watercolour agitatedly and secures it with a ribbon. She is being ridiculous. She was simply taken by surprise. Best to forget the whole encounter. Yes, that would be best for everyone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Celie

      
        
        Canada – September 1919

      

      

      Celie Jeffries leans her forehead against the cool glass of the train window and gazes past the reflection of her new husband to the unbroken horizon line dividing the brown earth spiked with regimented rows of wheat stubble and the blue sky puffed with clouds. Now and then the unyielding flatness of the Saskatchewan landscape is pierced by a thrusting blood-coloured grain elevator, and she has begun counting down the lull between their appearance to pass the time. She has never seen a land so vast. From the Québec dairy farms with their fat black and white Holsteins to the Ontario forests of sugar maples transforming into fiery autumn yellows, oranges and reds, and out into the flat plains of the Canadian prairies, it is like an unravelling ball of wool that appears to have no end.

      She wonders if Germany looks anything like this. If things had turned out differently, if there had been no war and she and her university German tutor, Max Fischer, had married as they had both hoped, would she now be settled down in a comfortable house in Heidelberg, the wife of a clever young German lawyer? She rests her hand on her belly and brushes her fingers over the small bump. Would the baby she is carrying be Max’s child instead of Frank’s?

      She glances over at her new husband who is deep into Modern Methods for British Farmers 1902. Frank’s dark brown hair, almost black with its coat of brilliantine, shines in the early morning light streaming in from the dirty window, and he frowns in concentration as he scribbles a note in the margin. The burn scar on his left cheek from the chlorine gas at Ypres has faded so that it is barely noticeable now, and the nervous anxiety he has carried with him since they embarked on the ship from Liverpool for Montréal has gradually dissipated the farther they travel from Europe and the horrors of the past five years. He has even loosened his tie; she will have to remind him to tighten it when they arrive at West Lake later that day.

      If someone had told her that she would marry the dull young auctioneer who’d come to Clover Bar for dinner with his overbearing father that spring night in 1913, she would have laughed at the ridiculousness of the suggestion. In fact, Frank had shown more interest in Etta, but then, Etta was always the star of any gathering. Poor Frank would never have stood a chance with her fickle, effervescent younger sister.

      Then the waves of life had thrown her and Frank together again during the war and Frank had begun writing her from his posts in France and Turkey. She’d thought Max was dead … But then Max wasn’t dead, he was there in the sitting room in the Fry family house, Clover Bar, in May telling her that he loved her, asking her to marry him, but it was too late because she had just married Frank.

      It had been simply too late.

      Being married to Frank really isn’t so bad. He is considerate and funny in a wry sort of way, and handsome in an unassuming way, though not particularly affectionate which is not altogether surprising given that he is an Englishman. Their first night together as husband and wife in her old bedroom at Clover Bar was a mixture of fumblings and apologies, not helped by the narrowness of the single bed. The nights had improved as they’d grown accustomed to each other, though she had never managed to coax her body to spark into the passion that had come so easily with Max.

      Max Fischer. The day the new German tutor had walked into her German class at University College in London back in 1912, slender and so blondly handsome in his new wool suit with the price tag still hanging from the collar, was the day her life had changed. But then the war had to get in the way and ruin everything.

      Oh, Max. Why did the war have to happen? Why couldn’t we simply have married and had a happy life together? She runs her knuckle absent-mindedly over the window glass, stopping abruptly when she realises she is writing out his name.

      ‘Is everything okay, Celie?’

      Celie drops her hand into her lap. ‘Fine, Frank. Just wondering what time we’ll arrive in West Lake.’

      ‘We should be there around three, barring any bears or wolves on the line.’

      ‘Bears or wolves? You’re teasing me, aren’t you?’

      Frank smiles, and his pale brown eyes glint with humour. ‘Only a little. Winnie the bear in London Zoo did come from Winnipeg, after all.’

      ‘Where are you taking me, Frank Jeffries?’

      ‘I’m taking you through the looking glass to a fantastical world, just like Alice in the story.’

      ‘All this when I would have been satisfied with a larger bed.’

      He laughs. ‘We’ll have that, too, Celie. As big as the one we had in the Windsor Hotel in Montréal.’

      ‘That really was an extravagance, Frank. We needn’t have stayed a week in Montréal. We should have got straight on the train and headed west.’

      ‘And miss all of Montréal’s delights? The restaurants and the dancing? The bagels and smoked meat sandwiches on Saint Lawrence Boulevard at midnight? Not every English girl is lucky enough to honeymoon in Montréal.’

      Celie smiles reluctantly. ‘It was rather marvellous.’

      Frank pats her knee. ‘There you go, old girl. We start as we mean to go on.’ He sets the book down on the empty seat beside him and rises. ‘I’m off to the dining car to get a tea. Shall I bring you one?’

      ‘Yes, please. Milk, one sugar.’

      He salutes her. ‘I know.’

      Celie smiles as he heads out of the compartment and turns right down the aisle in the direction of the dining car. It will be fine. Perhaps what she had with Max was nothing more than a crush. An infatuation. The kind of romance that exists in novels and in the moving pictures, but that never really works in the real world where it slaps up against the shore of mundanity, familiarity, and the tedium of the everyday. Perhaps it is for the best that she and Max never had a chance to experience their love wilting under the weight of reality.

      She has to pack her memories of Max away and lock down the lid. She looks down at the gentle swell of her belly. Soon there will be new memories. Her life now lies ahead of her, not behind her in Britain or Germany. There will be a child; hopefully several. A farm to build and manage. She ran her father’s photography studio after he was killed in the Zeppelin attack back in 1917, didn’t she? She organised marches for women’s suffrage before the war and wrote articles for the Daily Mirror about women’s lives in London during the war. She speaks fluent German and she plays the piano, not that either of these is of any use now. What matters is that she is resourceful. Even her sister Jessie wouldn’t begrudge that fact. Jessie once told her that she could ‘make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear’. It’s true. She has this innate urge to improve things. To do her bit in the world around her. And now God has set her out on this new path, and, come what may, she will do everything to make it work.
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      Later that afternoon, Celie watches the train steam away from the station, the great puffs of steam obscuring, for a moment, the towering red grain elevators beside the rail line. The train whistle pierces the soft whoosh of the breeze, stirring a murder of crows from the prairie grass that stretches out beyond the grain elevators to the horizon. The train station – a modest, maroon-painted wooden building with a pitched roof extending to cover the wooden platform – squats in the sea of yellow prairie grass beside the train track, like a boat that has lost its mooring.

      She dabs at her forehead with the back of her hand and tucks a damp strand of auburn hair under her hat. The sun beats down from the wide blue sky, reflecting off the yellow prairie, and she steps further back into the meagre shade of the station canopy. She sits on one of their two trunks.

      So, this is it, Celie thinks as she fans her face. Where the next chapter begins. She glances down at her belly. You’ll be a little Canadian, baby. I wonder what you’ll think about all of this? What you’ll think of me and Daddy taking you away from busy London to the middle of nowhere? I’ll make it good for you, I promise. Your daddy and I both will. You won’t miss England, baby. Europe isn’t the place it was before the war. It’s like Daddy said – there’s nothing for us there now. Best to start over afresh.

      Frank steps out of the station office onto the platform, still dapper in his grey suit with his straightened tie and his new straw boater, despite the long train journey from Montréal. The copy of the book he has been devouring on the journey is in his hand, his thumb bookmarking where he’s left off. He sucks in a deep breath of the clean air and stretches out his arms.

      ‘Hello, Alberta!’ he shouts before the coughing takes hold. He clears his throat and wipes his mouth with his handkerchief.

      ‘Are you all right, Frank? It sounds like it’s getting worse.’

      ‘I’m fine.’ He turns and grins at Celie, his warm brown eyes lit with excitement. ‘What do you think, Celie? Look at that sky. Blue as far as the eye can see. And that prairie – have you ever seen anything like it? Flat as a squashed penny. There’s space to breathe here. We can make a life here, in our own house on our own farm. One hundred and sixty acres! Imagine that. With our own horses and cows and chickens and fields and fields of wheat. Wheat to the horizon! We’ll be free of all the rubbish of the war. I never want to go back, Celie. Never.’

      ‘Surely you don’t mean that, Frank. What about my mother? She’s all alone at Clover Bar now, what with me here, Jessie in Egypt and Etta in Italy.’ Celie rests her hand on her belly. ‘I certainly want Mama to see our baby. Maybe she’ll finally discover her maternal instinct.’

      ‘Of course, of course. We’ll figure all of that out. We can get her out here once we’re settled.’

      Celie shakes her head at the memory of the arduous journey from England, and an image of her elegant and fastidious mother heaving over a chamber pot on the ship slips into her mind. ‘I’m not sure that’s such a good idea, Frank. She’s not as young as we are. She likes her comforts.’

      He bends down and gives her a peck on her cheek. ‘First things first, Celie. We need to build a house and a barn and stock up on livestock and seed. I’ve read that the winters here are rough, so we’ll need to sort ourselves pretty sharpish before the snow comes. House first, I’d say.’

      ‘There’s no house? I thought … You led me to believe … Doesn’t the Soldiers’ Land Settlement Scheme provide a house?’

      ‘Of course it does. Well, a loan for the land, a house and all the rest. We’ll need to pay it back eventually, but it’s only $7,500 at five per cent interest.’

      ‘Seventy-five hundred dollars? Frank, that’s a fortune! Why wouldn’t you tell me? You said … well, you implied that the land was free.’

      ‘Celie, you don’t need to know these things. It’s my role to provide for my family, and I’m providing. Don’t fret. I have the money from my father’s estate and this is the world’s breadbasket. This land grows the best wheat on earth. We’ll pay back the loan in no time.’ He taps his book. ‘I intend to run the most efficient farm in Alberta, with the help of this.’

      Celie eyes the book’s tattered and stained blue cover. ‘Isn’t that meant for farming in Britain, Frank? And it is almost twenty years old.’

      ‘Britain, Canada, what difference does it make? Everyone knows Britain’s science and industry leads the world. Land is land, and British agricultural methods are so advanced that a mere twenty years isn’t going to change much. No, this is my new bible, Celie. This is going to make us rich.’

      She smiles and nods. It is no use contradicting him; she’d learned that quickly enough on their trip from Britain. According to Frank, they had more than enough money to get started, were about to take ownership of over a hundred acres of fertile land, would build themselves a big house for all the happy children they would have … all without any setbacks or complications. She was simply being a ‘Negative Nelly’ when she urged for a prudence that Frank felt impinged on his dream.

      ‘Of course, Frank. It’s a new start, as you’ve said.’ She peers down the tracks. ‘Where do we go now?’

      ‘I rang into town. The stationmaster gave me the name of the fellow who runs the garage. He’s coming to take us and our luggage to the hotel. We’ll head out tomorrow to look at the land. We’ll need to find a room to rent until the house is built, but that’s all work for another day. I say we freshen up and have a slap-up dinner at the hotel this evening to celebrate our new life.’

      ‘Is that wise, Frank? We’re going to have a great deal of expenses. The journey here was dear enough, let alone that week in Montréal.’

      ‘There you go again, Negative Nelly. Life is for the living, Celie. I think we’ll have a lot of fun here.’

      She scans the wind-blown grass, the four gigantic red grain elevators and the train track slicing through the landscape like a cut. ‘Of course, Frank. I’m sure we will.’
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      The flatbed truck pulls up outside the West Lake Hotel & Café, which stands pride of place in its yellow clapboard glory in the centre of the run of shops along the west side of the town’s gravel-strewn main road. The driver, a thickset, ginger-haired man of about thirty in a flat cap, dungarees and a loose-fitting grey wool jacket, shuts off the engine. The vehicle lurches to a stop. He pushes up his cap and scratches his head.

      ‘There ya go, best hotel this side of Edmonton. Only hotel this side of Edmonton, come to think of it. Lucky ya landed in West Lake and not some place like Boyle. Drove a Scottish fella and his family out there last week. Settlement soldier, just like you. I warned him, I sure did. Told him there wasn’t a hotel or lodging house there or anythin’. Wouldn’t hear a word of it. Said he was gonna stake his claim before anyone took the land away from him. Stubborn as Tom Philby’s mule, and that’s sayin’ somethin’. His wife gave him an earful all the way there.’

      ‘Oh, dear,’ Celie says as she struggles with the truck’s door handle. ‘What happened when you arrived there?’

      He shrugs. ‘Dropped them off. Haven’t heard anythin’ since. Must be sleepin’ in somebody’s barn or somethin’. Expect to see her roll up here with the kids any day on the back of someone’s truck.’

      ‘No doubt they’ll work things out,’ Frank says as he reaches for his wallet. ‘A wife’s place is with her husband.’ He hands the driver a two-dollar bill. ‘Thanks for your trouble. Will you help me carry the trunks into the hotel?’

      The driver sucks in through his teeth. ‘Can tell you’re fresh off the boat. You’re overpayin’ me a hundred per cent, there. Train station’s not that far. Ya gotta get your head around the exchange rate or Ol’ Man Forbes in the general store’ll take you for a ride, if ya get my drift.’

      Frank tucks the bill into the driver’s shirt pocket. ‘They’re heavy trunks.’

      The man grins under his ginger moustache. ‘Right ya are, then. Name’s Fred Wheatley if ya need anything. You can find me down at the garage most days.’

      Celie gives the door a shove and it swings open, almost depositing her on the road.

      ‘Careful, there, missus,’ Fred says. ‘Door sticks sometimes. Same thing happens to my wife, Mavis, all the time. Should probably fix it, seeing as I run the garage, but ya know what they say, the shoemaker always wears the worst shoes.’
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      The following afternoon, Frank kicks a stone into the well of a dried-up puddle and slaps his straw boater against his leg as he surveys their new plot of land. The wind buffets the flat landscape, whipping leaves off the briar brushes and scrubby trees, and he folds up the collar of his coat against the sudden chill. He looks over at Celie, who surveys the landscape of prairie grass, tree stumps, stones, briars and the occasional wind-stunted tree in silence, her expression pensive.

      ‘So, Celie, what do you think?’

      She turns to him and smiles, and he thinks again how attractive she is, with her cool blue eyes and the auburn hair, just like her mother’s, though she makes no show of it in her sensible clothing and practical manner. It is no wonder Max Fischer fell in love with her before the war. But that’s over now. She’s Mrs Frank Jeffries now, and, though he knows she isn’t in love with him, he will do everything in his power to make her happy. Everything he can to ensure she doesn’t regret her decision.

      ‘It’s perfect, Frank. We’ll make it perfect.’

      ‘It will be hard work.’

      ‘I’m not afraid of hard work.’

      ‘I know. But it’ll be physical work. Not writing articles for the papers, or running your father’s photography studio, or all the other things you did back in London. Honestly, Celie, you were the busiest person I knew.’

      She steps over the stones and grass and stands in front of Frank. She reaches up and caresses the cheek that still bears the shadow of the chlorine gas burn. ‘That was my old life, Frank. I couldn’t just stay home and play the piano and do needlepoint all day. I’m happy, Frank. I made my decision.’

      ‘No regrets?’

      She glances at a crow cawing on a mangled tree branch, the unasked question sitting heavily in the air. She looks back at him and squeezes his hand. ‘I’ll find my feet here. I’m your wife and we have a farm to build and a family to raise. And that’s what we shall do.’

      ‘I worry that you have regrets, Celie, or that you will.’

      ‘No. Never. We’ll move forward, Frank. It will be 1920 soon and I’m glad of that. A fresh new decade.’ She pats her belly. ‘We have everything to look forward to.’

      Frank leans forward and kisses her. She wraps her arms around him as he presses her tightly against him.

      ‘I love you, Celie. I want to make you the happiest woman in the world.’

      ‘Let’s get back to town and plan out our next steps, Frank.’ She nods toward Fred Wheatley’s flatbed truck. ‘We can’t keep poor Fred out here all afternoon. He has a garage to run.’

      Frank nods. ‘We can look through the Eaton catalogue I picked up in Edmonton. They have Land Settlement kits – houses, barns, equipment … everything.’

      Celie loops her arm through Frank’s as they walk back to the truck. ‘Isn’t that something? Fancy buying a house from a catalogue.’

      Frank pulls open the passenger door, and Fred Wheatley snorts awake. He yawns and stretches his arms. ‘Ya all done for today? Nice piece of land ya got there. It’s black as coffee under those stones and grass. Wheat grows like weeds in it.’ He rubs his thumb and forefinger together. ‘You’ll be a rich man come five years, Frank Jeffries, or I’ll eat my hat.’

      Frank slides onto the seat beside Fred and helps Celie in beside him. ‘I’ll hold you to that, Fred.’

      Fred turns the key in the ignition and the truck roars to a start. ‘Don’t know about you, but I’m starved. What say ya come along to the house for supper? Mavis is a fine cook, and there’s always more than we can eat. You can meet the kids.’

      ‘That’s very kind, Fred,’ Celie says, ‘but we wouldn’t want to impose—’

      ‘Impose?’ Fred says as the truck bumps down the dirt road. ‘There’s a word for ya. Mavis’ll like ya. Someone intellectual to talk to. She’s always got her nose in a book from the travellin’ library. I’m a huntin’ and fishin’ man myself. You hunt or fish, Frank? We’ll get ya out there. West Lake’s just six miles north of here. The town used to be closer, but they moved it when they put the railroad in. Carted over the post office on the back of a horse wagon, can ya believe that? We can get some good fishin’ up at West Lake. Full of pike, perch, salmon, trout, minnows, ya name it. Lots of other places around here, too. Alberta’s got as many lakes as Swiss cheese’s got holes.’ He jabs Frank with his arm. ‘Whaddaya say? Supper? I’ll pick ya up at the hotel in an hour. Mavis’ll be tickled pink, havin’ guests.’
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      A little over an hour later, Fred parks the truck in front of a neat white-painted clapboard house about a mile beyond the modest collection of buildings that make up the hamlet of West Lake, Alberta. A profusion of late-flowering purple asters and carnival-coloured dahlias flutter in the chilly wind along the gravel path to the covered porch where a swing seat creaks as the wind pushes it back and forth. The screen door opens and a tall young woman with large grey eyes and hair the colour of a lion’s mane steps onto the porch, followed by two children of about five or six who push past her and jump into Fred’s arms, screaming and giggling.

      ‘Well, hello, there!’ the woman says, smiling broadly as the group clambers out of the truck’s cab. ‘I’m Mavis,’ she says, waving. ‘Those two little monsters are Molly and Arthur. Come in and take a load off. Fred’s been telling me you’re fresh from England. You’ll have to tell me all about your trip. I’ve never been past Edmonton, let alone London, England.’

      Celie climbs the steps to the porch and extends her hand to Mavis. ‘Thank you so much for having us to dinner at such short notice. I hope we haven’t inconvenienced you, but Fred said you wouldn’t mind. If it’s inconvenient, we can always come another t—’

      Mavis laughs, her face as open and guileless as a child’s. ‘A handshake, is it? I don’t stand on such formality.’ She enfolds Celie in an enthusiastic hug. ‘I hope you like mutton pie. I’m trying out a recipe from The Canadian Home Cook Book. It was my birthday present from Fred this year.’ She rolls her eyes and laughs. ‘The book, of course. Not the pie!’

      Celie smiles, unable to resist the young woman’s cheerfulness. ‘That sounds absolutely delicious. I’m an awful cook myself. Mama had a cook, so my sisters and I never had much practice. Poor Frank doesn’t know what he signed up for, marrying me.’

      ‘Don’t worry about that,’ Mavis says as she opens the screen door and ushers Celie inside. ‘I can teach you. I love cooking and baking. You can learn along with Molly and Arthur. Fred wasn’t sure about Arthur learning to cook, but I put my foot down. No reason a boy can’t learn to cook as well as a girl, I said. Just like a girl can learn to fish as well as a boy.’ She ruffles her daughter’s messy plaits as she runs by into the house. ‘Molly caught us a big trout last time, didn’t she, Fred?’

      ‘Sure did. Put me to shame, for sure.’ Fred pats his sturdy belly. ‘Mavis is the best cook in Alberta, and that’s no lie. Ya couldn’t have a better teacher.’ He takes Frank’s hat and tosses it onto a hat stand by the door. ‘We’ll get some weight on ya, Frank. Ya’ll need it for the winters we have here. The wind can blow a hole right through ya, if you’re not careful. A little bit of fat’ll keep ya grounded.’

      ‘Where’s your manners, Fred?’ Mavis admonishes. ‘Get the poor man a beer. Molly! Arthur! Set the table, please! You can play Cowboys and Indians later.’ Mavis pats her belly. ‘Heaven knows what this place will be like when the next one comes.’

      Frank’s eyes light up. ‘Beer? I thought Alberta was dry.’

      ‘Don’t believe everythin’ ya hear, Frank,’ Fred says as he heads toward a shut door. ‘Rules are meant to be bent. Mavis makes the best bathtub beer in West Lake, and that’s sayin’ somethin’.’

      ‘Don’t you dare tell Emma Philby in the Women’s Christian Temperance Union that, Fred, or I’ll be out of the treasurer job,’ Mavis says. She looks at Celie. ‘I get a stipend for that. It’s not a lot, but every penny helps, especially when you have a husband with an appetite like Fred’s.’

      She beckons towards a doorway from which a scent of warm bread and roasting meat wafts. ‘Come with me, Celie. I’m half-way through making bird’s nest pudding for dessert. It’s Fred’s favourite. You can cut up the apples while you tell me all about you and merry old England. I can’t tell you how nice it is to have a young woman my age nearby. And a reader, too, Fred says! I’ll get you signed up to the travelling library when it comes through next month. I can tell we’re going to be great friends.’
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      Celie and Frank stand outside the yellow frontage of the West Lake Hotel and wave at Fred’s truck as it trundles down Main Street back toward his house.

      ‘Well, that was interesting,’ Frank says.

      ‘It certainly was.’

      ‘I can’t say I’m unhappy to find someone who has beer.’

      Celie laughs. ‘You’re an Englishman through and through, Frank Jeffries.’ She takes hold of Frank’s arm as they head up the steps to the hotel’s front porch. ‘Sweet Briar Farm. What do you think of that?’

      ‘Sweet Briar Farm?’

      ‘The name of our farm,’ she says as she follows him into the hotel’s spartan lobby. ‘The land’s full of briar bushes. The roses will be out in the spring, and they smell lovely.’

      ‘They’re weeds, Celie. I’ll need to clear them out.’

      ‘Not all of them, Frank. Let’s keep some around the house. Papa had some in the garden at Clover Bar. They remind me of him.’

      ‘All right. Just around the house,’ he says as he collects the room key from the hotel clerk.

      They climb the stairs to the first floor. ‘I liked Mavis very much,’ Celie says. ‘She’s the most cheerful person I’ve ever met. She’s expecting as well, did you hear that? In March just like me. Mama would say it’s a sign from God that we’re meant to be here.’

      Frank inserts the key into the lock and pushes open the door to their room. ‘Your mother tends to attribute the most innocuous things to God’s will. It probably explains a lot about her.’

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Etta

      
        
        Poggioreale Prison, Naples, Italy – October 1919

      

      

      Etta Marinetti, twenty-five but looking much younger with her delicate porcelain-white features, hazel eyes, and the mass of dark blonde hair tucked under her wide-brimmed navy hat, follows the guard down the narrow hallway of the prison, her footsteps clicking on the grimy cement floor. The walls are a dull green, or had been once, though the crumbling grey plaster is eating away any nineteenth-century attempt at institutional decoration. The guard’s keys dangle from his belt, jangling against his hip as he strides ahead. Etta takes a double-step to catch up and almost careers into him as he stops short in front of a closed door.

      He unclips the keychain and shuffles through the keys. Jabbing one into the keyhole, he then pushes open the door. He gestures to her impatiently. ‘Entrare. Entrare.’ He thrusts his chin toward the back of the room crowded with inmates and visitors. ‘Lui è lì in fondo.’

      Etta nods and slips the agreed lire into the guard’s hand. ‘Grazie.’

      ‘Solo dieci minuti. È un assassino bastardo.’

      Etta bites her tongue. Carlo is no murderer. Of that she is certain. She nods curtly. ‘Dieci minuti. Grazie.’

      She enters the room and hears the door slam behind her. A thickset guard sitting in a chair by the door eyes her boldly. He leers at her and wets his lips beneath his thick black moustache. ‘Ciao, tesoro. Vieni a trovarmi più tardi.’

      She glares at him. ‘I don’t speak Italian,’ she lies. She scans the heads of the room’s occupants; wives and mothers and their incarcerated men huddle over the narrow tables, whispering and weeping. Carlo is there, alone at a table at the back. His dark eyes meet hers, and she can see the pain of his suffering in them.

      She pushes past the chairs and tables. He stands to kiss her and the guard shouts out Don’t touch! in Italian.

      ‘Cazzo,’ Carlo swears under his breath. He gestures to the visitor’s chair. ‘Come, sit, Etta mia. The trip from Capri was fine? You are like the sun shining through a dark cloud. Imagine that I kiss you and I will do the same.’

      Etta sits on the hard chair and studies her husband across the table. Dark circles press into the skin under his eyes, and his dark hair curls over his collar and falls across his forehead. His handsome face – the face she has loved since the day they first met at the art exhibition in London before the war – is rough with a month’s growth of facial hair. The prison barber isn’t keeping up with his job. ‘You look tired, my darling. Are you sleeping all right?’

      Carlo laughs. ‘If only I could. I am squeezed into a cell with three other murderers. They do not make the most comfortable of bedfellows.’

      ‘You’re not a murderer, Carlo. Don’t say that.’

      He sits back in the chair. ‘Are you so certain, mio bell’angelo? Everyone else seems to think so.’

      ‘You would never be able to do such a thing to your poor wife in that lunatic asylum.’

      Carlo frowns. ‘Not a lunatic asylum. It was a sanitorium. The best in southern Italy.’

      ‘I’m sorry. Yes, of course. A sanitorium. Why do they think Marianna was suffocated? Maybe … maybe she simply died in her sleep. You said she hasn’t been well for years. Besides, someone in the sanitorium would have seen you if you’d been there.’

      ‘They did see me.’

      ‘Yes, but they saw you in the afternoon, and she was still alive when they brought her supper, wasn’t she? So, you couldn’t have done it.’

      ‘Oh, Etta, it puts me at the sanitorium on the day of her death. It is enough for them to build a case against me. I had a motive, didn’t I? I wanted my wife dead so that I could marry the mother of my love-child. It is a solid case as far as the prosecutor is concerned. Un delitto passionale. A crime of passion. I am only happy that your cousin Stefania has managed to keep your name and Adriana’s out of the newspapers.’

      ‘Cousin Stefania appears to have a few friends in high places.’

      Carlo frowns, his eyebrows drawing together. ‘I love you, Etta, but I have failed you and Adriana in so many ways.’

      Etta reaches her gloved hand across the table, but curls her fingers as she remembers they mustn’t touch. ‘You haven’t, Carlo. I love you with all my heart, and you have such a beautiful little daughter who loves you too.’ She digs into her pocket. ‘I have something for you.’ She smooths out a much-folded piece of paper on the table. ‘Adriana drew it for you. She insisted I give it to you today. She can be quite a little madam for a four-year-old. Cousin Stefania and Liliana spoil her terribly.’

      Carlo strokes the vibrant scribbles of a yellow-haired girl and an orange cat sitting under a purple tree. ‘Adriana and Alice the boy cat.’

      Etta shrugs. ‘She loves Alice in Wonderland, and the cat doesn’t care one way or the other. Who’s to say a boy cat can’t be named Alice, nor a tree be purple?’

      Carlo smiles. ‘Spoken like an artist. We must be free to perceive the world as we wish.’ He folds up the drawing and tucks it into his trouser pocket. ‘I miss her. I miss you all so much, my darling. To survive all the years of the war on the Italian Front in the mountains only to be jailed six months after returning to you … on our wedding day! It is like God is a cat and I am a mouse He enjoys torturing.’

      ‘I will find a way to get you out of here, Carlo.’

      ‘Etta mia, the only thing that will work is money, and this we do not have.’

      ‘You’re wrong, Carlo. You’re in the newspapers. You’re famous.’

      ‘Infamous. Notorious. This is not the fame I wished for. And what does fame matter, anyway? It is like a puff of air on a cold day.’

      ‘There are people out there who support you, my darling. You said it yourself, Carlo. Everyone believes it’s a crime of passion, and people love a tragic love story, don’t they? Celie’s written me from Canada and said the story has even reached the papers out there.’

      She leans forward and lowers her voice. ‘Carlo, listen to me. I’ve contacted several art dealers in Paris, and they’ve told me their clients are clamouring for your paintings and are willing to pay a great deal of money for them. We have every chance of being quite rich.’

      Carlo huffs. ‘Finally, I will be a rich and successful artist while I rot away in the Poggioreale for a murder I didn’t commit. It is true when they say you must be careful what you wish for.’

      ‘No, Carlo, it’s not like that. Hear me out. Your trial is in May, and the prosecutors have no proof you killed Marianna except that one of the sanitorium staff saw you in her bedroom earlier that day. Once I sell your paintings, we will have money to pay whomever we need, and that, combined with the lack of proof … you see, don’t you, my darling? They will release you. They will have to.’

      ‘I am not so certain, cara mia. You don’t know what the police here are capable of.’

      ‘This is why we must make as much money as possible while your name is in the papers.’ Her smooth forehead wrinkles as she frowns. ‘There’s only one problem. I could only find eight finished paintings from your old flat here in Naples. The landlord had stored them in his shed with the onions, can you believe that? Surely you must have more in storage somewhere?’

      Carlo runs his hand through his hair and sighs wearily. ‘I left a few with your cousin Roger at the Omega Workshops, the work I’d done when I was in London. I have no idea if he still has them. Anything else was sold before the war, and now, with my hand …’ He rubs his scarred and useless right hand with the fingers of his left. ‘Thanks to the Germans I cannot paint any longer. I am finished. I have tried painting with my left hand but it is pointless. Adriana’s efforts are better than mine.’

      ‘Due minuti, Signora Marinetti!’

      Etta nods at the guard. ‘Si! Si!’

      ‘Ah, tu parli italiano!’

      Etta rolls her eyes and looks back at Carlo. He frowns at the guard. ‘What is that about?’

      ‘Nothing. Ignore him.’ She unbuttons her kid gloves and pulls them off. She drops her hands into her lap and reaches her right hand under the table until she touches Carlo’s knee.

      He clasps her hand and rubs his thumb over her fingers. ‘I love you so much, Etta mia. I am so sorry for this. All I wanted was for us to be a happy family together, and now I have ruined everything.’

      She curls her thumb around his. ‘You’ve done nothing, my darling. We will prove it. I will find a way.’

      They need money now. The defence lawyers have already eaten up most of her modest inheritance from her father, and, this time, there’s no one else to turn to for help. She has always been one to float through life like a feather on a breeze, without a thought or care for the consequences of her actions, relying on others to solve any problems that arose – her sisters, her mother, Cousin Roger, Cousin Stefania, Carlo. Even her twin, Jessie, had called her selfish and irresponsible on more than one occasion.

      Perhaps they were right. Running off with Carlo to Italy, three months pregnant, in the middle of a war was possibly not the wisest of ideas, but they’d been so in love, and she’d thought they would marry, but then she’d found out about Carlo’s poor, mad wife Marianna and had lied to her parents about the marriage, and then he’d signed up for the army … It had been a mess on every front. Thank goodness her grandmother’s cousin Stefania had taken her into her villa on Capri. It was not the first time Cousin Stefania had rescued a pregnant Fry woman, she’d discovered, though of course her mother wasn’t a Fry then. That was a secret she needed to unravel one day.

      She squeezes Carlo’s hand under the table as an idea unfurls in her mind like a blossoming flower. I don’t see what’s wrong with wanting what one wants. And I want you back, Carlo. I’ve waited all the years of the war for you to return. I wasn’t meant to be alone with a child. I want us all to be a family. I’m not going to lose you again. Maybe you can’t paint, Carlo, but I can. I’m every bit as good as you are. I will paint the paintings and take them to Paris to sell under your name. The dealers will be queuing to buy them, I’m certain of it. I will get you out of this place, no matter what it costs and whom I have to pay off. I will do it for you and me and Adriana. No one can take our perfect future away from us. I won’t permit it.
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      The bell jingles as Etta pushes through the door into the Giosi art supply store on Via Constantinopli opposite the Accademia di Belle Arti di Napoli. The manager, a man of about fifty with an extravagant moustache and round, flushed cheeks, greets her in Italian from behind the large wooden counter.

      ‘Good morning, signorina! So nice to see you again. Isn’t it a lovely day? October is so much better than the summer months, don’t you think? One can breathe, at least! Are you here for more paint? I have some excellent grade linen canvases. Fifteen threads per square centimetre. Our great Neapolitan Vincenzo Irolli cannot get enough of them.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Etta responds in fluent Italian. ‘I shall require six canvases to start with – I shall look at the sizes – rabbit glue, linseed oil, several new brushes both round and flat, turpentine and more paint, of course. I have quite a list, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Of course, of course,’ the manager says as he pushes past a young, eager-eyed assistant to join Etta beside the palette knife display. ‘The signorina may be interested in our red sable brushes? Or, perhaps, our very best quality Kolinsky sable brushes made from the hair taken from the tail of the rare Siberian weasel—’

      Etta tilts her chin and smiles from under the wide brim of her hat, fully aware of the effect of her dimples on susceptible men. ‘Oh, how I would love some sable brushes, but I’m afraid I must resign myself to hog hair. Unless … no, I couldn’t possibly.’

      The manager’s face flushes an even deeper shade of crimson as he ushers her toward the rear of the shop. ‘We shall see, we shall see … I may be able to do something. Come, signorina, let me show you our latest paints.’

      Etta tucks her hand into the crook of the manager’s arm. ‘You take such good care of me, signor.’

      ‘Fabiano.’

      ‘What a strong Italian name. It suits you perfectly, Fabiano. You will apply your best discount, won’t you? I would be so very appreciative. The one you give Vincenzo Irolli?’ She holds her gloved hand up to her mouth and whispers conspiratorially. ‘I heard it is twenty per cent.’

      Fabiano splutters. ‘This is a very special discount, signorina. Irolli is Napoli’s greatest modern painter.’ His moustache twitches as he takes in the sight of Etta’s quivering lip. ‘But, for you, of course, of course. Twenty per cent, but please don’t say a word to anyone. Signor Giosi would be most displeased.’

      Etta turns her head so that Fabiano enjoys the full effect of her dimples. ‘I promise not to say a word, Fabiano. On credit, of course, and free delivery to Capri.’
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      Jessie

      
        
        Altumanina Health Clinic, Cairo, Egypt – December 1919

      

      

      ‘You look tired.’

      Jessie Khalid raises a hand over her mouth to stifle a yawn, with little success. ‘Oh dear, excuse me, Zara,’ she says to her sister-in-law as she follows the final patient out of the clinic’s examination room. ‘I haven’t been sleeping all that well. There’s so much to do here, and not enough hours in the day. If only we had a full-time doctor, it would make a huge difference. Aziz does his best, but the hospital and these government negotiations take up so much of his time.’

      Zara ushers the young pregnant patient out the clinic’s ornately carved door and shuts it behind her. ‘Why do you not ask him to train you in some procedures? You are as good as any doctor.’

      ‘If only that were true, Zara. I saw a lot nursing in the army hospitals during the war, but that was patching people up. Dealing with illnesses is something else altogether. Honestly, if I were in England, I would train to be a doctor myself, but there isn’t a chance of that here in Cairo.’

      She picks up an envelope from the wooden desk. ‘The Gezira Sporting Club sent us another letter today.’

      ‘You cannot blame our patients for wanting to eat their lunches on their lawn amongst the trees and flowers, Jessica. In Islam, gardens are meant for rest, reflection and contemplation, not simply to gaze at from afar. It was good of Aziz to turn over Altumanina’s gatehouse to us, despite Mama’s disapproval, but I think some of our patients pretend they are sick as an excuse to spend a day out in the Sporting Club’s gardens by the river away from the dust and noise of the city. Gezira Island is like an oasis in the middle of Cairo.’

      Jessie unfolds the letter and perches on the desk. She reads out the letter. ‘Once again, we must remonstrate with you about the influx of your patients onto the lawns of the Gezira Sporting Club, which are for the use of our private membership exclusively. Further incursions will result in our having to take up the issue with the local authorities and may to lead to the enforced closure of your establishment.’

      She drops the letter onto the desk. ‘Can you believe that, Zara? Our “establishment” is here for the critical care of the local population who otherwise would have extremely limited access to health care. They make us sound like a gin joint. I wager it was that awful black satin and pearls set complaining. Those women never did like the fact that I married an Egyptian.’

      ‘I should not worry, Jessica. Aziz will sort it out.’

      ‘Aziz will sort what out?’

      The two women look over at the tall, dark-haired figure of Doctor Aziz Khalid in a smart three-piece black suit in the doorway. He shuts the door as Jessie picks up the letter and tucks it into the envelope.

      ‘Just another letter from the Sporting Club, Aziz. They’re upset about our patients eating lunch on their lawn. We can add it to the ones from the Anglo-American Hospital and the Albanian Embassy across the road.’

      Aziz greets his sister in Arabic and bends to kiss Jessie on her cheek.

      ‘A kiss on your wife’s cheek, Aziz! In front of your sister! You are becoming British,’ Zara teases.

      ‘I will never be British, Zara.’

      ‘Mama would not mind if you were. She has no love for the nationalists. Not like you or I. She abhors the thought of Egyptians ruling Egypt one day. The riots this spring and summer quite unnerved her.’

      ‘Our mother is from the old Turkish and Albanian ruling class, Zara. She hasn’t a drop of Egyptian blood in her veins. She tolerates the British because they keep the Egyptians under their thumb, just as her uncle, the old Khedive, did. She is happy as long as she can continue enjoying a life of privilege. It is why she hates the Egyptian nationalists so much. If they get into power, she fears she will no longer enjoy the status to which she has become accustomed.’

      Zara tuts, her gold earrings swinging beneath the blue scarf she has wrapped around her head like a turban. ‘If Mama only knew …’

      Jessie glances from Zara to Aziz. ‘Your mother doesn’t know that you’re both involved with the Egyptian nationalists?’

      Aziz shakes his head. ‘She knows we are sympathetic, as many Egyptians are, but not more than that. She thinks that I am spending all my extra time at the hospital. It is best that way. She has some dubious friendships. It would not be wise for the wrong people to hear of our involvement in the Wafd Party.’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Jessie says. ‘How did the meeting go with Lord Milner today? At least Lloyd George appears to understand that the British government must meet the Egyptian nationalists half-way to stop the riots that have been going on this year.’

      Aziz sits on the desk beside Jessie. ‘I was pleasantly surprised. He seemed open to what the Wafd Party leaders had to say.’ He shrugs. ‘We shall see what his report says when it is released. I believe he understands the British Protectorate cannot go on as it has. Over eight hundred people have been killed in the riots since the spring. This must stop or the country will descend into anarchy.’

      Jessie slides off the desk and brushes out the wrinkles on the grey skirt of her nurse’s uniform. ‘A state into which the Gezira Sporting Club seems to believe the country has already descended.’

      Aziz picks up the envelope and tucks it into the breast pocket of his jacket. ‘I shall have a word with them. My father was a founding member and I fund the annual cricket trophy. I have no doubt a mutual agreement can be reached.’
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      Jessie steps out onto the marble balcony off their bedroom and looks up at the crescent moon. A brace of doves coos in the trees by the river and the cicadas fill the night with a low-pitched hum. The palm leaves rustle in a gust of wind and the scent of the climbing rose beside the bedroom window drifts through the air. She breathes in the cool air and wraps her dressing gown more closely around her body. Somewhere out there it is Christmas Eve, but not here. Not, at least, until January 6th for the Coptic Christians, like their cook, Marta, who is currently in the middle of her pre-Christmas fast.

      Her mother will have decorated the tree in Clover Bar this evening, hanging the delicate glass baubles that Papa had bought from Liberty’s every year: the jolly Father Christmas; the snowman with his stovepipe hat; the silver swan which was Etta’s favourite; and the perfect red sphere the size of a grapefruit which was her favourite. It would be the first Christmas when none of her daughters would be with her. The third Christmas since Papa’s death.

      ‘You can’t sleep again, habibti?’

      She turns to see Aziz shrugging into his dressing gown. ‘I can’t seem to settle.’

      He wraps his arms around her and rests his chin on her shoulder. ‘You are working too hard. You need to rest.’

      ‘I enjoy working. I could never be one of those ex-pat women playing bridge all day at the Sporting Club.’

      He chuckles. ‘Oh, I know. What is it that you said to Lieutenant-Colonel Purvis’s wife at the cricket ball?’

      ‘I said she was a pinch-nosed bigot. I’m sorry, Aziz, but she is.’

      He turns her in his arms and kisses her. ‘It is one of the many reasons why I love you, Jessica. You are forthright and uncompromising. I am more than happy to control the damage left in your wake.’

      ‘Am I that bad?’

      ‘Not all the time.’

      Jessie smiles. ‘Sorry. I should be more circumspect. That’s what Mama always told me. “Be circumspect like Cecelia. She never gets herself into spots of bother the way you do, Jessica.” Poor Celie. I hope she’s managing all right out in Alberta. I imagine she’s missing home tonight.’

      ‘Ah, yes. It is Christmas Eve.’

      ‘Maybe that’s why I couldn’t sleep. I’m thinking of home.’

      ‘That is entirely understandable, habibti. I studied in London, remember? I know how important Christmas is to you.’ He whispers in her ear. ‘Turn around and close your eyes.’

      ‘What?’

      He laughs. ‘Just do it. Don’t argue.’

      ‘All right.’

      ‘Don’t look until I say.’

      ‘I won’t.’

      Jessie feels something cool drape around her neck. ‘Happy Christmas, my love,’ Aziz says as he fixes the clasp. ‘You may look now.’

      Jessie looks down and strokes the gleaming strand of black pearls. ‘They’re lovely, Aziz. I’ve never seen
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