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Prelude

And there the nightingale: she calls to me.

Hark, hark in the night,
And I wake at three or four from slumber.
To whom do you call, dear nightingale?

Augustine

We stood here once and talked. The clocks ticking, the coffee going cold, and the smell of books in the air. 

Isabella held still for a moment, a sigh escaping her as she held the little book of poetry. She could hear the gentle chorus of New Holland honeyeaters and finches frolicking in the bushes beyond the ocean residence windows. It finally felt like being home. 

Isabella steadied her breath and turned inward, letting the noise of wind, trees, and gulls fade as memories of laughter rose to meet her.

The room encapsulated his essence. Not in any single object, though there were many that bore witness to a successful and worldly life: rare books, maps, etchings, the artefacts of travel and learning. They spoke of intellect and achievement, of distance travelled from the most modest beginnings. What lingered now was not the value of things, but his way of thinking, his attentiveness, the interpretive presence that had once animated the room.

Late afternoon light entered through the wide bay window, falling in long, angled bands across the oriental carpets, dark hardwood floorboards, and the polished jarrah desk. The surface caught the light and held it, the grain briefly luminous, as though the wood were lit from within. Jarrah. Eucalyptus marginata. A species she had once documented in the field, a tree that knew this country as well as she did.

Beyond the glass, the ocean lay still and metallic; the horizon deliberate, the tide drawing in toward the curve of the bay. The light was the colour of diluted honey, steady and reassuring to Isabella.

His office was, as she remembered, always precisely ordered.
Isabella followed the logic of the shelves until the care taken in his book display cabinet became apparent.
Books grouped by subject and language, their final order governed by height, large volumes balanced against smaller ones, some held in place by carved bookends brought home from distant journeys.

The desk held its own quiet discipline. One closed folder, weighted and set aside, caught her attention, and she postulated that perhaps he had meant to return to it.

The large office table anchored the room. Fashioned from a single slab of jarrah cut from a fallen tree on the property, it bore the quiet authority of age and endurance.

Its surface had been polished and stained by a local craftsman, a leather writing pad set neatly into the timber.

Another carved piece supported the computer screen, its surface worked with rosettes and birds, an indulgence of quiet fancy that did not otherwise show itself in the room.

A metal pen holder sat where his hand would have reached without thought, a piece she had brought back for him from Istanbul. A fountain pen rested at a familiar angle within it. The room had been arranged for thought, for measured correspondence, for decisions that travelled further than the sea beyond the window. Her hand trembled as she reached out. Before she could touch it, the clouds moved rapidly outside, and the room shifted from light into darkness.

Beyond his collections and the desk, the space remained austere, silent, and unchanged, a remnant of the original settler’s cottage.

One piece of his life stood as a testament to his complex nature. Auggy’s easel, heavy and handmade, standing before the windowpane where the sunlight garden began. The canvas upon it was unfinished. The horizon ran cleanly through its middle, deliberate, composed. Darker coastal shrubs occupied the foreground, worked with restraint. Beyond them, the bay opened into a dappled seascape. The sky, however, remained only partly resolved. 

Brushstrokes held the motion of his hands, where he had stopped; colour laid down and reconsidered. 

On the palette lay soft blues and dried patches of white, mixed and half tempered. Outside, a common banksia leaned toward the sea, its branches yielding to the wind, its trunk permanently altered by the shifts in wind from the coast. The old flower spikes had hardened into woody pods; split follicles caught the light like small, dark mouths. Time made visible, Isabella thought.

Near the window hung the first botanical study she had drawn for him, a careful rendering of the full life cycle of Banksia quercifolia. He had framed it and celebrated the achievement with a four-course meal for them all.

Beside it was an original etching of the same species: Banksia quercifolia. An inscription below described the specimen as having been collected by Robert Brown, the botanist aboard HMS Investigator, captained by Matthew Flinders. The piece had been there for as long as Isabella could remember.

She had found out about Brown at the State Library as a boarder in Perth. Riding a friend’s bicycle into town. She recalled the day clearly, sitting with the large publication, and finding Brown’s name. He was a Scottish botanist, and the first mention of the species had been recorded in that publication. Isabella looked through the shelves.

There were her early botanical notebooks, and Auggy had kept them all. 

One with her early pansy sketches. Aunt Seffy had planted them in pots in the greenhouse one year. 

There before her, the day in Scotland, snow around her mother’s pansies. Isabella could still see her Màthair’s blue hands as she tended the snow-encrusted soil by hand. 

“When is Athair coming home?” Isabella had asked. 

Her mother had not replied. Later, she watched from her bedroom in the stone lighthouse as the snow fell and the moon rose. Athair, she had said in the night, calling to her father’s soul, as she woke from slumber to observe the cold stream of light flash out across the ocean.

Athair, tell of the moon again, is that where you are, way up there?

There were many years of her early botanical journals, preserved neatly, demonstrating Augustine’s diligence and love of history. Next to them sat a collector’s edition of a May Gibbs book, signed by the author. It was purchased on a trip to Sydney from a laneway bookshop, as Isabella recalled the story Seffy had told her many times. 

Inside the Gibbs book there was a birthday card from Augustine and Seffy. On the front, faded flowers had been carefully pressed, their colour softened with time. Inside, Auggy had inscribed a dedication with calligraphic script:

By my intimacy with nature, I find myself withdrawn from man. My interest in the sun and the moon, in the morning and the evening, compels me to solitude.

Thoreau.

It was Aunty Seffy, Josephine who collected Thoreau and other works of the early Naturalists. Seffy had been a children’s book illustrator in her time, as well as a collector of Gibbs and others such as Beatrix Potter. 

Isabella opened one of her journals to the year she had started boarding school in the late 1980s. There she found the entry of Banksia quercifolia. As her notes revealed, the image had first appeared in the journal, Transactions of the Linnean Society of London, some one hundred and seventy-five years earlier. 

In her neatest curved script, she had written: Brown was a Scottish botanist. Isabella recalled this particular research trip to the large library in town. This species she had studied over the years, including at university in London. She knew it well, like a scruffy friend. 

She had written in her field journal after a brief documentation trip that Brown had also written of Banksia plumosa and its subspecies. The species were generally considered not threatened, though denticulata was rare, or near threatened.

She held the book, her fear no longer felt theoretical.

The ocean seemed to move farther into the distance, and a tear fell. She would start documenting everything and preparing her article. It appeared Auggy had been as rare a friend as denticulata, and she knew the whereabouts of neither.

She placed the framed Brown original back in its place, remembering Auggy straightening the image so many times. The paper thinned by age, the coastal tree engraved against a distant headland. Order preserved through ink.

Auggy’s desk carried the quiet authority of habit. Papers aligned. Correspondence tied with ribbon. A brass paperweight placed exactly where it had always been. 

As she sat at the well-ordered desk and looked back toward the painting Auggy had started. She could clearly see that the sky required further refinement.

She stood in the light and understood, without quite knowing why, that the unfinished canvas was not negligence. 

Perhaps he had meant to complete it one day, she thought, remembering how slowly he worked on a painting.

She rose from the large leather chair and gazed for a moment longer at the brush strokes of Auggy’s hand.

Oh, subtle beauty, she said out loud.  

The phone rang, and she said hello. For a moment, she heard breathing. 

Who is this she said. 

The dog barked, then it began to pull at her trousers and then jumped onto her, pushing her to the ground.

Isabella got up and looked at Delilah.
“Really, Delilah, it is just the wind making the gum nuts drop onto the roof.”
The words brought Aunt Seffy back to her: standing in the kitchen, laughing at Auggy’s old mutt with one of his slippers in its mouth.

“Careful, His Nibs will rouse at you if you eat his slippers again,” Seffy used to say.

Beyond the windows, the coastline stretched into light, vast enough to hold what was placed within it. The window still ajar let the gentle sounds of the blue wren echo into the room. As the time passed, she noticed full clouds shifting across the seascape. Soon the wind gathered strength, and a howl replaced the lighter whistle-song.

The wind moved through the eaves with a low, hollow cry. Delilah howled back in reply. 

“It’s alright, girl,” Isabella said, pulling in the metal latch of the cornerstone window. 

On the mantel, the clock had stopped. It needed winding. Auggy had wound them almost religiously. Several clocks from different eras of his life. She let the Westminster Chime clock in front of her remain as it was, the hands fixed.

“I’ll wind that later,” she thought, remembering that it was often her job to do when she returned from boarding school. 

She reached for her spectacles in her pocket and looked up.

Across from the bay windows, a weathered map kept its place on the wall, its paper yellowed unevenly, the creases softened by age. It was military in nature. Northern Syria lay spread across it; the river marked with a precision that belonged to another way of seeing land.

Augustine had collected this piece from a rare map dealer in London. He had discovered that an uncle had served in the region during the First World War. She remembered the story only in pieces: the war spoken of indirectly. Auggy had mentioned only in passing both he and his brother, although due to different circumstances had left England behind, and had experienced disparate but brave adventures. He rarely talked about the details. 

All that is known is that he was sent away at a young age, received an education from monks, and had developed a lifelong fascination with maps.

Some of the place names had been circled in pencil. Others struck through. The marks were light but deliberate.

She followed the river with her eyes and felt the familiar pull, the sense of a line running on, carrying more than it could hold.

ACT I – Origins and Introductions

Isabella’s life from birth to adulthood.

(Syria, Scotland, Africa, Australia)
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Chapter 1 - A Mapping of the Past
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Isabella - Time and Love

Present Day

Augustine kept his books in the study, arranged by language, not by subject.

The French authors and poets, early translations sat on separate shelves from his English and American classics. The poets were thin and worn. 

The philosophers were heavier; their margins annotated in a hand she recognised long before she understood it. The technical books were arranged in chronological order.

The copy of Voltaire was a gift. The inscription read:

To my darling Elara,
Your beauty and resilience are my heart’s treasure.
For each day, I love you as much as I may.
Augustine.

Isabella remembered him in the quietest details. Taking his ink-nib pen, she tried to write these thoughts down.

Later, during a break from her research on Banksia quercifolia, the Oak-leaved Banksia, she recalled another time. How that day, so vivid now, but long ago, she had touched the spikey leaves of the Quercus ithaburensis in the Levant. It belonged to her youth, to that first independent journey when she had traced the homelands of her people. She had gone searching for an ancestry carried by memory but placed beyond reach by history.

There on Augustine’s shelves, all these years later, were her university journals. Her first article's notes read: Quercus ithaburensis, the Mount Tabor Oak, is a tree in the beech family, named Fagaceae.

She noticed that she had underlined the word “family” several times.

I remember that day well, Isabella thought. The first snow in London: sitting on a park bench, catching the flakes and watching a squirrel collect acorns.

Will you be back again, dear squirrel? she had written, trying to draw the little creature.

She turned the page, and there was the drawing of the furry little creature with its’ turned-up tail, holding out an acorn for Isabella to see. Inside was a folded letter she had written to Augustine and Seffy.

I will be home in the spring, it said. The little squirrels are so different from the possums who used to wake us in the night. Sometimes the light here is so dull, I fear that the depth of blue in the skies of the deep south-west of the antipodes will elude me forever. 

I had moved on from my travels in Syria before the turmoil. I thank God I have a room to write and document the plant species I encountered on my travels, and I thank you for all your help and guidance. The fruit picking has been hard work, but I am finally under a stipend and feel solid soil beneath my feet. Do come soon. Love, Issy.

The hush of the waves rolled on in the distance as Isabella tried the keys where his large, olive-skinned hands had once lightly tapped.

He had been married before Aunt Seffy. She knew that. Elara. Isabella thought.

He gave me the book when I arrived, not quite sure whether I could yet read and write or simply be still. She jotted this into her notebook, eager not to forget the details of their time together on earth. Then, in the shifting light of the room, a small paragraph came to her:

He read aloud, giving each word its due, often quoting large passages verbatim. He read as though the words belonged to him. The books remain. It is his voice that has gone. Yet his baritone lingers, circling the room, moving across the dusty books and the glass that keeps its own memory of time.

Isabella made more coffee and put on a warm cardigan. The air in the room cooled quickly as the late autumn winds moved across the seascape before her.

The photographs remained, several displayed in frames on the wall, depicting Egyptian dignitaries and scenes from the inauguration of a school for disadvantaged children.

There in the foreground stood Seffy, easily identified by her frizzy hair, long hands, and tall stature. In the scrapbook among the shelves, newspaper articles were neatly cut out and placed in chronological order. Isabella skimmed the headlines and captions: Josephine de Saint-Benoît, wife of Augustine de Saint-Benoît, had donated generous sums to fund an orphanage in Cairo.

Isabella glanced back at the image of Auggy’s first wife, Elara, and felt a wave of melancholy move through her. She wondered what dreams Elara had carried into this house, and whether they too had faded as quietly as the faces in the old photographs. Somewhere, all this life and all the stories of these people had vanished; gone, like Augustine, into the wilderness that surrounded her.

“Don’t worry,” she said to Delilah, who slept deeply by the fire.
“It is only the wind. I’ll get more wood. We’ll be okay. We’ve got each other.”

Isabella got up, secured the plantation shutters, and made a cup of Earl Grey tea with a dash of lemon, just as Aunt Seffy had made for her when she returned from boarding school each year. A sprinkling of sugar took the edge off the tang of the lemon and the bitterness of the tea, Seffy used to say. Isabella could still see her there: long hands around her favourite handmade mug, already speaking of some next expedition, some article in National Geographic, some country whose mountains, birds, or rivers had entered her imagination before breakfast.

Isabella found a shawl and curled up beside Delilah in the bay window seat, among the cushions. On the shelf nearby were the old children’s books: Little Women, Anne of Green Gables, Charlotte’s Web, and The Water-Babies, their spines softened by years of being opened in small hands.

She remembered fearing Beth would not survive her fever, how Anne had longed not only for a house but for a place in the world that would claim her, and how the railway children had waited beside the tracks for someone they loved to return. Outside the glass, a spider worked patiently in the corner of the window, drawing thread from the fading light.

Her legs felt heavy, and the melancholy deepened into tiredness, then into longing for their laughter. Years later, in the light of all Augustine and Seffy had given her, Isabella had taken her own children along the coast to the beach shack Augustine called Eagle’s Nest. There, she had held their small hands and watched their reflections gather in the little cottage pond Uncle Auggy called Magpies Mellow.

Goodbye to the little baby birds whose melody lingered from her first day of arrival into the summer retreat which held the stories of trees of stature and winding rivers. It seemed so long ago, but there on the shelf the first books she had read in Auggy’s study, Dickens, Charlotte’s Web, Sherlock Holmes. 

She had written those words when she was small. Goodbye to the little baby birds. And now youth was encapsulated in a worn note, hidden in a book from the past. There were the whispers of an ocean past, calling her back to the sand. 

And beside them an early notebook by Augustine. Isabella turned the pages carefully to reveal the beautifully drawn calligraphic script. There in his own words to his long-lost brother. The completed workbook featured pages enclosed in acid free transparent sleeves, ensuring his work stayed protected, perhaps added sometime later. Documentation was completed for every bird species they had seen on their first outing that day in France, over sixty years ago. On the front it read:

For my brother Sebastian, a poem to you, an ode to the calls that lead us on our first journey together.

The Nightingale a poem by Augustine de Saint-Benoît 

And there the nightingale: she calls to me.

Hark, hark in the night,
And I wake at three or four from slumber.
To whom do you call, dear nightingale?

I call to you,
I call to the moon,
I call to your brother so far away.
And why do you call, dear nightingale?

I call so you will rise
And look beyond the trees,
And see the circle of silver,
For it is the truest gold.

And why do you wake so early,
Dear bird of the night?
Is it a lament?
Is that why you cry?
Have you lost your soulmate?
Where do you hide?

I do not hide, my dear fellow,
For I sit and I look,
And I wait,
And I see all things.
I sit through winter,
I sit through spring,
And in the summer you will not hear me,
For I fly far away.
In the spring I may return,
But it will only be
In those moments just before
The golden light of dawn
That you will hear my call.

But why do you wake me so,
My dear lady of the night?
Why each day do I hear your calls?
When I stand,
And I walk
With sturdy determination
Across the cold icy floor.

Ah, my dear fellow,
It is for you I call for.
If you look to me,
If you seek to find me,
You will know that in the quiet before dawn
It will be there
Where truth is known.
—
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Augustine 
Sebastian Bartholomew

Cairo, Egypt – Forty years from the present day

Under a haze of desert heat and the scent of old coffee, Sebastian Bartholomew studies the shadows of Cairo’s underbelly, a man between worlds. A journalist who had learned to solve problems beyond the newsroom, as his brother Augustine once described him: he carries the quiet discipline of a soldier and the weary heart of a man who has seen too much.

The theft of an ancient sarcophagus draws him into a web of myth and danger, where truth and superstition collide beneath the moonlit sands of Egypt.

The hat carried his initials: S.B. At his neck, an open shirt from his suitcase showed the edge of an old rune and a small St Christopher medal. The light from the lamp caught the silver and threw it over the table. A cigar burned beside him, hardly smoked, there only for company.

Sebastian Bartholomew slumped over his notebook. His long hands moved across his forehead. He drank sparkling water in the half-light of dusk. The mosquitoes came for him. He killed them one by one against his skin.

He listened to the storm and thought of the flight. The city below smelled of dust and oil. He wiped the remains of curry and bread from his fingers, smoothed his moustache with a napkin, and called for whisky. Through the window the moon rose over the bazaar.

Yesterday he had walked those same streets, crowded and bright with tourist trinkets. He had moved with care, watching for anyone behind him. His contact had given him four names; the men who raided the pyramid and sold its treasure abroad. They called themselves traders. They were funding something worse.

Then the explosion came. A tourist bar burned. People screamed. Buckets of water passed hand to hand. Sebastian raised his Vivitar camera, took one frame through the smoke, and slipped it back into his pocket.

He stepped into a narrow shop. A man sat on a rug pouring mint tea from a long-necked glass decanter.

“Do you know who did this?” Sebastian asked him, first in French, then in Arabic.
Later, back at the hotel, he took off his hat and smoothed his thinning hair. He thought it made him look distinguished. He sipped cold coffee, then whisky, and read over his notes.

A girl brought him the evening paper. Outside, men shouted in the street, trying to free an ox from a cart. This part of town had lights, running water, and little else. The hotel was quite well ordered and otherwise quite refined. 

“Oh, no,” he said, pointing to the headline.
Another theft. Another tomb near Cairo. Sebastian Bartholomew, part of a small international team, would recover what was taken: a sarcophagus and the jewels of a forgotten king. If someone had told him his life would have taken this juncture, he would have laughed, however here he was, and this archaeological dispossession was real. 

He watched the waitress move between the tables. Her skin was pale against the dim light. She looked foreign, not one of the locals.

“Where are you from?” he asked.
“France,” she said, her accent thick and soft.
He dropped his fork on purpose. When she bent to pick it up, he looked down, then away.

“Thank you, Monsieur Bartholomew,” she said, smiling as he tipped her again. She leaned closer, curious, maybe hopeful. He slid a folded note across the table.

“Have you seen this man?” he asked, showing her a small Polaroid. The face was grainy, the eyes dark.
“If you see him, tell me. Immediately.”

“Of course,” she said.

“J’appelle Mademoiselle Justine?”
“Oui.”
“Enchanté,” he said, and raised his glass.
She reached to clear his plate as he lifted his espresso. The cup tipped; curry splashed his shirt; whisky hit the floor. He stood too fast, slipped, and went down on one knee.

“I’ll get ice,” she said. She returned with a towel and a handful of cubes and found him stretched out on the chaise by the window, surrounded by old, embroidered cushions and the smell of spilt whisky.

“You’re hurt?”
“No. An old wound.”
“Go on.”
“Shrapnel. I got in the way.”
She touched a long scar on his arm.
“And this?”
“Farm work,” he said. “On a sabbatical to France, my brother,” he said drifting off into the distance. 
She traced the mark at his collarbone. “And that?”
“Stonehenge,” he said. “University days, thugs,” he said swirling his whisky. 

He was about to tell her more when the wooden seat cracked. It gave way beneath them. She fell flat against his chest. For a moment they both lay there, tangled in dust and surprise. Then Bartholomew rose, straightened his shirt, found his tie with the elastic strap, and looped it over his head. He didn’t say a word.

He went out into the hotel’s courtyard, where a brass fan turned lazily in the heat. There was an old black telephone near the reception desk. He lifted the receiver. The line hissed.

“I need access to the tomb,” he said.

“You need a permit,” said the officer.

“I have one. Scotland Yard.”

“That has no jurisdiction here,” the officer said. His voice was flat.

“Meet me at the bar on High Street. Eleven tomorrow.”

There was a pause. “Alright,” said the officer.

Bartholomew hung up. He counted his money. Then he went to his room.

He bathed, poured a whisky, and rolled a cigarette. On the desk sat his travel typewriter, its keys yellowed from sun damage. He inserted a page.

The months pressed on with heat and determination.
He wrote the officer’s name as he recalled it. He noted what the paper said that morning. Tomorrow he would take what bribes were needed. That was the way things were done around here, as little as he liked the game, he knew how to play it. The tomb had been sealed for years. The locals said it was haunted. They spoke of a mummy without arms that walked before dawn, of a Pharaoh cut down by invaders, his throat opened like a second mouth. They said his spirit wailed because it could not cross into the afterlife.

Sebastian thought it nonsense. Ghosts were for the weak and the drunk.

He put on his nightshirt, the one with the torn hem, and his small sleeping cap which absorbed perspiration and flung the mosquito net over the canopy rails. The sheets smelled of incense and dust. He lay beneath the cotton blanket, pen beside the pillow.

People got lost in pyramids all the time. That was a known fact he thought.

He turned the kerosene lamp low, another power outage that evening. The light fluttered. He took one last swallow of red wine through a straw under the net, said something half-French to himself, “Voilà... magnifique,” and closed his eyes.

Outside, a donkey brayed in the street. The night hummed with mosquitoes and faraway voices. Sebastian drifted into sleep, the sound of his snoring mixing with the desert wind.

Perhaps it was the wine. His dreams came quick and bright. He was moving through the pyramid, the air close and sharp with dust. The map he’d studied unfolded before him, rising into three dimensions. The stone walls seemed to breathe. Each hieroglyph was a lock, and he turned them, one by one, like keys in the dark.

He was close: he could see the light glinting off jewels in the central chamber, when the waitress appeared. She was the same girl from the café, still holding her tray. He reached for her hand to guide her across a narrow causeway. The ground gave way beneath them. The sand opened into water. There were crocodiles. He tried to pull her up, but the jaws closed around her first. Then him.

He woke before dawn, heart hammering, sheets tangled around his legs.

He took a cold shower, then sprayed on insect repellent until the room smelled like camphor and regret. The cut-throat shave from yesterday still held, but a black shadow crept across his jaw. He wiped on aftershave, smoothed his moustache with a few drops of local oil, and tried to feel alive.

Then the curry began its morning argument with his stomach.

By the time dawn came, he was sweating through his linen. He took an antacid, sprayed more cologne, and stepped into the street with purpose and pain in equal measure. A length of toilet paper fluttered behind him like a white flag of defeat.

A gang of children saw it first. They tugged and ran, laughing. He spun around, ready to fight, then realized what had happened.

The city was waking. Oxen pulled carts of food toward the markets. Women walked with baskets balanced on their heads, faces veiled, movements certain. The air was full of spice and dust.

He reached into his jacket for the camera, then thought better of it. Tourists took photos. He wasn’t a tourist. Not today. He swapped his hat for a local scarf, checked the street ahead, and moved through the crowd.

He had a deal to make.
A tomb to enter.
And a legend to disprove.
By eleven, the heat had already risen off the stones like smoke. The bar was dim and smelled of coffee, sweat, and stale beer. The officer was there, his cap on the table, his shirt unbuttoned at the neck. Sebastian ordered whisky and water, slid the envelope across the table without a word. The officer looked at it, then at him, and smiled with the kind of understanding men share when both know the rules are written in cash. Outside, a camel groaned against its rope, and the sound carried through the open door like a warning.

After the officer left, Sebastian opened a letter from the envelope where he had placed it in his leather satchel. It was addressed Mr. Bartholomew, care of the Embassy of the United Kingdom, Cairo, Egypt. Return address: Augustine de Saint-Benoît, Damascus, Syria.

The letter recalled some fond memories of youth, when they had first been reunited in France. 

“As a half-brother you brought me to my first love, and I write to inform you that Elara and I are both well in Damascus. There have been the usual trials and tribulations of being a diplomat abroad, however, it will be with both melancholy and enthusiasm that we embark on our next post. We will arrive next Tuesday, and we have a car to meet us at the airport. Once we are settled, I do hope there will be time for a long overdue reunion. 

Yours faithfully

Auggy.”

—-
[image: ]


Isabella folded the yellowed letter and placed it back into the file on the shelf. It appeared from the dates on the letter and the newspaper article that Seffy and Auggy had married only months after his arrival in Cairo. It appeared that Elara and Augustine’s love had already begun to dwindle, like the last of the day’s embers extinguishing into the horizon. The rugged coast still, asleep like the spirit of Auggy’s old faithful mut who waited for crumbs by the desk, easel or armchair where he read his paper and had his morning croissant. 

Augustine de Saint-Benoît

Damascus over 40 years ago

And so began the love of you, dear Elara.

Augustine wrote the line, then paused, scribbling fragments of poetry on his notepad in the small office in Damascus. The ceiling fan hummed softly above him. Outside, the city moved at its own pace.

He had met Elara, in France. He remembered the day vividly, although now it seemed a lifetime ago.

He sat now with a cup of coffee brewed in the plunger, still warm, a faint froth lingering on the surface. Through the window, he watched the road outside and reflected on how far Damascus still had to go in terms of development. It felt a world away from England: from what people liked to call civilisation, and further still from youth.

Now in his forties, living in a remote posting, his children away at boarding school, his wife beside him yet somehow distant, Augustine felt the weight of time. Elara had been his first true love. That summer in France returned to him often. The long days, the cycling along the coast, the laughter. Sebastian had arrived then, and the three of them had shared stories, carefree and unguarded.

Elara had spoken of her ambitions. She was young, bright, already preparing for a diplomatic role somewhere abroad. Her parents, she said, had been diplomats too. Augustine had never heard the word spoken aloud before. At that time, he was still finishing his education in the cloisters in France, where the monks had given him his surname, de Saint-Benoît, a name bestowed rather than inherited.

For years he had lived with only fragments of memory: his mother, the Blitz, the sound of her voice. Sometimes he wondered if Augustine was even his true name. Once, faintly, he recalled someone calling him Augustus. But it no longer mattered. This was the name he carried. This was the life that had followed.

He had applied himself to books. He had not had many friends. Mostly, he observed; from libraries, from quiet corners. He had dreamed of becoming a barrister, or someone who could make a difference. He read about people who had changed the world. Martin Luther King stayed with him. Now, so far from where those stories were written, love and life felt as though they were tumbling together, indistinct.

Sometimes he worked so intensely that the words themselves seemed to spiral around him.

At other times, he travelled with colleagues, fellow diplomats, venturing beyond Damascus by whatever means were available: donkey, bicycle, battered vehicle. He took photographs. With the help of an interpreter, he listened to people’s stories. There had been much suffering here, especially since the First World War, but Augustine placed these within a larger frame; history, consequence, the long arc of human life.

He took his role seriously. But he knew it was not the work that had caused the distance between Elara and himself.

He remembered that summer in France; how he had walked beside her, reciting poetry, how she had laughed and said, Let’s go on an adventure. Years later, the details blurred. It was not that her beauty had faded. It was not simply that he worked too much. It was that she no longer seemed to understand where he wanted to go next.

The passion she once carried had softened. Some of her dreams had been quietly set aside. Once, she had led them both, speaking of change, of making a difference. They had been a team. It was not the children, though they were far away. It was the sense that he had become an actor in a carefully ordered life; and that order mattered more to her than motion.

He travelled often now: airports, parliamentary meetings in the UK, copious diplomatic travels. In his spare moments, he read. Sometimes poetry. Sometimes the same books over again.

When he returned to her, he longed for memory: passion, freedom, a shared glass of wine: some elixir of life. Instead, he returned to order.

Small things unsettled him. The faint trace of aftershave that was not his. Elara’s long conversations with groundsmen and gardeners within what had become an isolated palace; beautiful, enclosed, shaped by history and devastation alike. They had servants. They had everything they could reasonably wish for. And yet their lives were drifting apart.

Augustine sat now, attempting to finish the letter to Sebastian. He wrote that their time in Damascus had come to an end. He hesitated over the final line.

We will see you soon, my brother.

He crossed it out.

He screwed the paper into a ball and started again.

He was unsure about Cairo. He sighed, watching the clouds drift past the window. He thought of the friends who had visited: one he had studied with in France, another from his early political years in the UK. He had shown them Damascus. In some ways, it had become home.

But it was time to fold his papers and begin again. The city no longer felt safe. Small things put him on edge.

Perhaps this will be our last adventure together, he thought. Elara and me.

He almost knew the truth of it. She no longer seemed happy in a gilded cage. Perhaps it was best to let her be free: to offer her the choice, the tickets, the return to France.

For now, he ordered his desk as he always did. He placed his fountain pen back in its holder. He aligned his papers, made his list for the following day, finished the small, sweet cake beside his cup, and drained the last of his coffee.

And somewhere in his heart, he knew this: that one day there would be another; someone who would lift the passion beneath his wings, as his mother once had during the Blitz in London, when she had held him and protected him.

There would be, again, a true soulmate for Augustine.

Isabella’s studies of maps and photographs

She moved the map back into place and noticed the photograph beneath it, wedged between the frame and the wall.

Three figures stood close together in the glare of a summer sun. Two men, young, narrow-shouldered, unsmiling in the way of boys not yet sure of themselves. Between them, a woman.

On the back, written in a steady hand: France, and their names.

Isabella recognised Augustine at once. Sebastian took longer. The woman she did not know, though the name surfaced, uninvited.
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