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Chapter 1




Cairo, 1915


We can always smell them before we see them.
Today it’s bad, really bad, but not as bad as the first time, because then we had no conception of just what we’d see when the wooden doors of the train slid back. Then, that first time, we’d all surged eagerly forward as soon as the train stopped, ready to help, prepared to assist those who could walk and carry those who couldn’t.
And then it hit us.
It was overpowering. It stopped us dead in our rush forward; made us stagger back. It wasn’t heat, or dust, or blowing sand – in Egypt, we were used to those – but a smell. It was more than a smell. It was a stench. So strong it grabbed deep into our throats; made us cough and choke, made our eyes pour water. I’d never smelled anything like it before; couldn’t begin to think what it was.
I know now. It’s the smell of infected wounds, of bandages that haven’t been attended to for days, of unwashed bodies, of stale sweat. Awful. Just awful. But now, I can cope. I’m expecting it. I don’t react the way I did that first time, almost vomiting onto the sand.
Gwen did. Well, she didn’t actually vomit. Gwen would never do anything so unattractive in public. But she went – very prettily – quite white, and Frank had to take her back to the motorcar she was driving and sit her down for a bit. She recovered quickly, though. Gwen’s tougher than she looks, and when it’s an emergency she comes through. And she’s used to it now, after months of volunteer driving.
So am I.
Now I can step forward and say briskly to the doctors and orderlies on the train, ‘I’ve got room for three in my car, who should I take first?’ And I can smile at the white, exhausted faces of the soldiers they send towards me, and say cheerfully, ‘Hello! I’m Flora. Come on now, we’ll have you at the hospital in just a couple of minutes.’
And if one of them is not too exhausted, or in too much pain, and says something like, ‘But you’re an Australian girl, aren’t you? And you’re driving a motorcar!’ I can answer something bright and cheerful, like, ‘Well, you can’t be too bad then, if you can notice things like that! That’s good! You’ll be fine in no time!’
And I keep chatting and smiling, smiling and chatting, until I hand them over to the hospital staff on the wide marble steps of the hospital, steps that were once pure white and wiped down every time a foot put a mark on them, but that are now dusty and sandy and stained with the brown marks of old blood. No one has time to bother with washing marble steps now.
And then, as I turn the motorcar around and head back to the train for another load of soldiers, I can stop smiling for a moment. But then there’s another load. And another. And I have to smile again, smiling all the time, holding my breath to try to keep the appalling smell out of my throat, but never, never letting the soldiers see it.
It’s only afterwards, when the train is empty, that I can cry.
…


I’d known things were going to be different in Egypt, that season of 1914 to 1915, even well before the war began. On a purely personal level, I’d been looking forward to the season for years. This season, I was sixteen years old. A very significant age. I’d be officially grown up. I wouldn’t be just a schoolgirl tagging along to Egypt with her archaeologist father anymore, but a properly grown-up, left-school-forever young woman, who was now his assistant.
Since I turned sixteen just a few months ago, my whole appearance had changed. It was like magic, I’d been transformed from a gawky duckling into – well, if not quite a swan, then something as nearly approaching a swan as hairdressers and dressmakers could make me, given the raw material they had to work with. My Aunt Helen had seen to all of that.
From a plait down my back, my hair had been cut and curled into a knot on the back of my neck, with a few careless, casual, wispy tendrils (that took a great deal of work to create) around my face.
I’d had new clothes made, quite different clothes. Some of that was good, no more black stockings and skirts well above my ankles; boring, schoolgirl outfits. Now I had smart blouses and skirts that came right down to my stylish new shoes, and pretty dresses for afternoons and evenings. Wonderful! But some of it was, well, not quite so good.
‘Now you’re sixteen and you’re not a schoolgirl anymore, Flora …’ Aunt Helen had begun.
We were in a big department store in Brisbane, shopping for my new wardrobe, and Aunt Helen, who bore a bosom like a battleship, had already ploughed her way through the departments of Gowns, Millinery and Ladies’ Boots and Shoes, leaving shop assistants bobbing in her wake.
‘Yes?’ I’d said warily.
‘A corset,’ decreed Aunt Helen. ‘It’s high time you had a proper corset.’
And in the Corsetry Department I’d been inserted into a contraption of stiffened cotton and boning by a determined and formidable fitter, herself with a bosom that you could balance a tea tray on. I’d been laced up until I was gasping like a floundered fish.
I’d brought the corset with me on the ship to Egypt, but it was packed deep in my trunk. If Aunt Helen thought I was going wrap myself in that instrument of torture every day, she was wrong. It wasn’t at all the sort of garment that lent itself to crawling through narrow passages in ancient tombs and temples.
But far, far more than my newly grown-up status was making Egypt different this year. Months ago, my father had received a letter.
‘Khalid says there are very few archaeologists travelling to Egypt for the season this year,’ he said, the letter in one hand and a buttered breakfast muffin in the other. ‘The English aren’t going. The Germans aren’t going. No French, either. He wants to know what I want to do. Will I be going? What does he mean they’re not going? I can’t understand it!’
‘The war, Fa,’ I said. ‘They’re not going because of the war.’
‘The war?’ My father looked up vaguely, as if it was the first he’d heard of it. ‘Why would that stop them?’
‘I suppose it could be difficult,’ I said. ‘Awkward, you know, with English and Germans excavating next to each other.’
‘Oh.’ He thought about that. ‘I don’t see what the war’s got to do with archaeology,’ he said at last.
Well, he wouldn’t. My father hardly recognised the modern world existed. He lived, breathed and thought about little other than ancient Egypt. It was extremely fortunate for my father that his grandfather had made a fortune as a grazier. Fa could indulge his passion for archaeology without having to bother about anything as mundane as earning a living. My mother had died before I could even remember her, so my father had only himself to please. From around November to March or April every year he went to Egypt and excavated ancient tombs and temples. He donated most of his significant finds to the Egyptian Museum. Some very important pieces went to the British Museum in London. But there were plenty of other, smaller artefacts that he was able to keep. He came home to Australia, accompanied by crates of artefacts, and studied them and arranged them and wrote about them and discussed them with people at museums. In Egypt, he was as happy as a rather sandy wombat, scrabbling away under the ground.
‘You won’t be breaking any new wartime regulations by going? Mr Khalid will be able to arrange it all, won’t he?’ I asked.
I wanted to go too. Archaeology was fascinating, but the social life in Cairo during the season was absolutely glittering. And this year, I’d be able to go to all the parties and dances and dinners. I wouldn’t have to stay meekly at home like a good girl while my father went out. This year, my biggest excitement would be staying up for dinner when he had guests himself.
‘Laws? Regulations? Khalid will take care of them.’ My father brushed my worries aside like slightly annoying flies.
I nodded. I was sure he could. Mr Khalid could take care of anything.
We were going to Egypt. Just as we did every year.
As our ship approached the docks at Alexandria I began to see just how different it would be this year. There were many more ships in the harbour than usual, and they weren’t at all like the ships that usually docked here. These were sleek, grey, dangerous-looking ships, battleships, war-ships, troop-ships. The usual dockworkers, in cotton gallibayahs, dealt languidly with boxes and trunks, but there were far more soldiers. And, unlike the dockworkers, they were moving with speed and purpose. The docks and the streets just beyond were full of them, khaki ants seething around a disturbed ant nest.
Mr Khalid always met us at Alexandria, and he was easy to see, a mountain of a man, wearing a spotless white gallibayah (I’d never seen a speck of dirt or a drop of sweat on him, and I’d often wondered how he managed it) and a red fez with a tassel. He always had workers around him, ready to transfer our luggage onto the train for Cairo. I scanned the docks, but I couldn’t see him. This was most unusual.
We walked down the gangplank, and I looked around again for Mr Khalid. ‘Where’s Khalid?’ my father fretted, anxious about our luggage.
‘I don’t know,’ I answered, looking again for the familiar huge, white figure. A younger, slimmer man appeared at my father’s side, dressed in white like Mr Khalid always was.
‘Mr Wentworth?’ he said. ‘I am Mr Hussein. Mr Khalid is my father. He has sent me.’ Mr Hussein was about twenty, I thought, with intelligent dark eyes and a wide moustache.
‘Khalid has?’ my father said. ‘Well, and I didn’t even know he had a son! I’m very pleased to meet you. But where is he?’
‘Mr Khalid apologises, but he is unable to meet you. He is very busy,’ Mr Hussein said. ‘He will meet you in Cairo. I will take care of you until then.’
Mr Khalid had always met us personally. I could feel my father wondering what he could possibly have to do that was more important than the Wentworth excavation.
Mr Hussein called for porters and a carriage, ushered us into it and drove us through the soldier-teeming streets to the station. There were masses of soldiers there, too, packing themselves into the carriages of the Cairo train. How would we ever get onto the train? I wondered. Mr Hussein, however, escorted us to a reserved, first-class compartment that was being guarded by railway officials to ensure that no one else tried to board it. After seeing us to our compartment he said, ‘I will see you in Cairo,’ and left.
The train journey from Alexandria to Cairo took between three and four hours, depending on how many camels there happened to be on the line and how often an official had to climb off the train and chase them away. After accepting tea from the carriage attendant, I pushed the lace curtains aside and looked out at papyrus-overgrown canals. We passed by villages of mud-brick houses standing on the edges of green fields, then we chugged into empty desert.
Egypt! My second home. It was wonderful to be back!
When we arrived in Cairo, instead of the horse-drawn carriage we’d always driven to our hotel out near the pyramids, Mr Hussein showed us to a motorcar.
‘A motorcar!’ my father said. ‘This is something new!’
‘Yes,’ Mr Hussein said proudly. ‘Mr Khalid is always up with the times.’
I was impressed. I’d wanted my father to buy a motorcar, everyone who was anyone in Brisbane had one, but he hadn’t seen the need. I’d been very disappointed; I’d desperately wanted to learn how to drive. I knew I’d look so utterly dashing behind the wheel!
‘Does Mr Khalid drive it?’ I asked enviously.
‘No,’ Mr Hussein said. His chest expanded a little. ‘I am the driver.’
I looked at Fa sidelong. He was preoccupied confirming that all his equipment was gathered about us. I smiled at Mr Hussein. It was worth a try. ‘Would you – could you teach me to drive?’ I asked.
Mr Hussein looked uncomfortable. ‘Indeed I could,’ he said. ‘But your father and Mr Khalid would have to agree.’
I sighed, but that was the way it was. There was little I, or any woman, could do without approval from a male relative. I was sure I could get my father and Mr Khalid to agree, but that I had to ask annoyed me.
We climbed into the motorcar, porters piled luggage up behind us, and Mr Hussein set off through the streets. There seemed to be even more soldiers here. We had an excellent view of them, perched up on the high seats of the motorcar. Of course, they also had an excellent view of us peering down at them, and many looked at us curiously. A number seemed to be off duty; they were wandering the alleys, looking into little shops, drinking coffee and beer in cafés and eating in restaurants.
We soon left them behind, and drove down the long, straight avenue leading from the middle of Cairo to the pyramids. I pulled my hat off and let my hair blow in the breeze. Even though it was winter in Egypt the days were still warm, though I knew it would be sharply cold in the evenings.
The Nile Palace, the hotel we always stayed at, was almost in the shadow of the pyramids. It was the only large building near them, set in a vast stretch of desert pockmarked with tombs and the ruins of temples. As we drove on, and the three huge shapes of the pyramids loomed before us, I saw something else: low, white shapes stretching out into the desert. Row after row of identical triangular shapes.
‘What’re they?’ I shouted to Mr Hussein above the roar and rattle of our engine.
‘It’s the Australian army camp,’ he shouted back. He shook his head. ‘It’s not a good place. It’s too low – mosquitoes, malaria.’
To avoid being bitten by the mosquitoes, we always slept under billowing white clouds of mosquito nets. I wondered if the soldiers had them as well. Unlikely, I thought.
The Nile Palace came into view. I loved our hotel. It was an eccentric extravagance of a building, an oriental fantasy of minarets, domes, arches, balconies and terraces in pure white marble. I always felt like a princess stepping into an enchanted castle as I entered. Perhaps I’d have a room like last year’s, with its own little domed balcony overlooking the pyramids. I hoped to have a room with a view of the lushly green garden, with its cooling splashing fountains and tiny pavilions smothered in vines.
Mr Hussein stopped the motorcar in front of the hotel and went into the lobby while Fa supervised the unloading of the precious baggage. When he was certain of the porters’ competence, Fa and I walked up the spotless marble stairs. As soon as we reached the top a worker leapt out of nowhere with a broom and brushed away the marks of our feet.
We joined Mr Hussein and the hotel clerk at the desk. ‘When it’s convenient the manager would like to see you,’ Mr Hussein said. He looked concerned.
The manager came to us as we sat on a terrace overlooking the garden, having tea. ‘Welcome back to Cairo, Mr Wentworth, Miss Wentworth. It is always good to see you,’ the manager said. I noticed he was rubbing his hands together. ‘But I am afraid I must tell you the hotel is soon to be requisitioned by the Australian army. It is to become a hospital.’ Now he was twisting a gold ring around and around his finger. There was a pause. ‘All of the guests will have to leave.’
Mr Hussein, hovering, looked outraged. ‘When will this happen?’ he demanded.
The manager lifted his shoulders apologetically. ‘A month? Six weeks? They have not told me. I was only informed today.’
‘Mr Wentworth and Miss Wentworth may stay for the present?’ Mr Hussein pressed.
‘Of course,’ the manager said. ‘But when I have word the Australians are ready …’ He spread his hands helplessly.
‘I have already sent for Mr Khalid,’ Mr Hussein said to my father.
I didn’t know when he had done this. He’d only heard about the Australians and the hospital just now. But things worked that way in Egypt. Mr Hussein would only have had to raise an eyebrow at one of the hotel staff for action to occur.
The manager looked alarmed. ‘Mr Khalid is coming? But there is nothing he can do, there is nothing anyone can do.’
Mr Hussein looked as if he rather doubted that.
Less than ten minutes later Mr Khalid arrived. He moved regally from the shadows of the lobby and walked over to the terrace. If Aunt Helen ploughed through life like a battleship, Mr Khalid floated as serenely as one of the white-sailed Arab feluccas on the Nile.
Mr Hussein sprang to attention. The hotel manager stood up respectfully. Mr Khalid and my father sketched bows to each other. I smiled, and Mr Khalid bowed to me as well.
Greetings over, Mr Khalid took a chair. He eyed the manager. ‘I am surprised,’ he said. ‘My information suggested this hotel would not be commandeered.’
Though Mr Khalid said he was surprised, he wasn’t showing it. I had never seen Mr Khalid outwardly surprised, or angry, or put out. He travelled through life tranquil and monumental and as inscrutable as a sphinx. People stepped aside for him, bowed, rushed to do his bidding. I knew he was immensely powerful in Cairo, he knew everything and everyone. He had fingers in every pie. He acted as agent for archaeologists and he owned property and dealt in imports and exports. I had never asked Mr Khalid a question about life in Cairo that he hadn’t been able to answer. Now, someone had failed in their duty to report to Mr Khalid. Someone, I felt, was going to regret this. Mr Khalid did not like to be surprised or misinformed. I was glad it wasn’t I who had failed him.
The manager, still standing, shuffled his feet. ‘It was only today I was informed. It was not expected. I have been in contact with other hotels, trying to find accommodation for my guests. It is not easy. So many buildings, not only hotels –’
‘Yes,’ Mr Khalid said, cutting him short. ‘It is the same all over Cairo.’
‘What?’ said my father, startled. ‘You mean the army’s taking over buildings? Whatever for?’
‘Sick soldiers?’ I suggested. ‘Mr Hussein told us about the malaria.’
‘You don’t need entire hotels for a few soldiers with malaria,’ my father said impatiently. ‘Incredible,’ he went on. ‘There’s no front here! No need for hospitals! The army always overdoes these things.’ He turned to Mr Khalid. ‘Isn’t that right?’
Mr Khalid looked at him calmly. ‘You are right,’ he agreed. ‘There is no front here. Quite possibly this is an overreaction. It will all settle down.’ He flicked an eye at Mr Hussein and the manager, and they politely withdrew.
My father was reassured. ‘As for hotel rooms, I’m sure you’ll be able to fix something up, won’t you, Khalid? I’ll leave you and Flora to deal with it. Now, how are things progressing at the excavation site? Ready to start work?’
He and Mr Khalid began talking about the excavation: how many workers had been employed, and exactly where my father planned to start digging.
I poured more tea, and passed a cup to Mr Khalid. I was concerned. If the army was setting up hospitals, surely it expected those hospitals to be used. There was no front here, certainly. But there were soldiers. Many, many soldiers. They must be here for a reason. Knowing Mr Khalid, I wondered if he knew more than he was telling.
A servant materialised at my elbow. ‘Miss Wentworth?’ he murmured. ‘You have a visitor.’
I looked around. Walking onto the terrace was a girl. No, not just a girl. A vision. A vision in white: a crisp white linen blouse and skirt, a glimpse of whitestockinged ankle, white high-heeled shoes, a waist so slim that a corset was definitely in the picture, a wide white hat, and even – only one girl I knew could have carried this off – a white parasol. I forgot all about soldiers and hotel rooms.
‘Gwen!’ I shrieked. ‘Gwen!’

Chapter 2




The other tea drinkers relaxing on the terrace smiled and looked on indulgently as Gwen and I hugged, shrieked, and hugged again. I’d known Gwendoline Travers for years. She and her family came to Egypt every year for the excavation season, just as we did. Gwen’s father was a professor of archaeology at an American university in Boston. Her older brother, Frank, was a student there and worked with his father on his yearly excavations.
Gwen and I had spent long and happy seasons together in Cairo and at sites up and down the Nile Valley. Like me, last year she’d been a schoolgirl, all long legs and black stockings with hair hanging down her back.
‘When did all this happen?’ I twirled Gwen around, frankly admiring her dress, her hat, her absurd and flattering parasol.
‘Probably about the same time it happened to you,’ Gwen replied, laughing.
I didn’t look nearly as amazing as Gwen, I knew. But just give me time, I thought. And my own dressmaker …
‘Mama said it was time I came out,’ Gwen went on. ‘If we were in England, she’d have given a coming-out ball for me and I’d probably be presented at Court.’ Gwen’s mother was an English heiress with property, so the family moved in the best society. ‘But Papa just wouldn’t miss the excavation season. Seeing we’re here –’ she shrugged ‘– she said I might as well make my debut here.’
‘If I’d stayed at home, my Aunt Helen was going to have me presented to the governor,’ I said. ‘We’re lucky she isn’t here. She’d be sure to stop all the fun we’re going to have.’
‘Really?’ said Gwen. ‘Would she?’
‘Well, Aunt Helen wasn’t at all happy about me running around Cairo society without what she called a respectable, older female to accompany me,’ I said. ‘She has a very strong sense of duty. She even considered coming to Egypt herself to chaperone me.’
Gwen laughed. ‘So what saved us from Aunt Helen?’
I linked my arm through Gwen’s and led her to a sofa in view of Fa’s table. ‘My cousin Lillian was turning sixteen as well. Aunt Helen had already promised she’d launch Lillian into Brisbane society.’
‘Poor Lillian,’ Gwen said.
‘She even offered the bait that Lillian and I would make our debuts at Government House and be presented to the governor.’ I pulled a face. ‘She should have known better. That didn’t impress Fa at all, and it certainly didn’t impress me. Why on earth would I want to stay in Brisbane and be chaperoned by Aunt Helen, when I can go to the balls and dinners and dances here?’
We looked at each other and grinned. ‘I think we’ll have a much better time in Cairo together,’ Gwen said. ‘That’s if I can just stop Frank –’
‘Stop Frank what?’ said a voice behind us.
We looked around. Gwen’s older brother was gazing at us, amused.
‘Oh, Frank! It’s so good to see you!’ I stood up and held out my hand. He clasped it warmly. Then he gave me a huge hug, and I hugged back.
Frank released me and looked me up and down. ‘Good to see you, too, Flora,’ he said. ‘And haven’t you changed!’
Gwen leapt up. ‘I was just saying that very thing!’ she exclaimed.
‘And what else were you saying?’ Frank asked. ‘Something about “If I can just stop Frank”?’
She giggled. ‘You know exactly what I mean. If I can just stop Frank keeping an eye on me all the time. And you do, you know you do!’
‘And so I should,’ said Frank calmly. ‘Imagine letting an innocent young thing like you run around Cairo. I’d be failing in my duty as an older brother if I didn’t keep an eye on you. Wouldn’t I, Flora?’ He winked at me.
‘Oh, absolutely,’ I agreed. ‘Naturally you feel obliged to watch Gwen’s every move.’
‘There you are,’ Frank said smugly to Gwen. ‘Flora knows what’s what.’
Gwen gasped indignantly and threw me a reproachful look.
‘But of course,’ I went on, ‘now that I’m here, you’ll hardly need to, will you? You know Gwen and I can look after ourselves, a couple of reliable, resourceful, modern girls like us. You’ll be free to go off and excavate, or research, or study, or – oh, I don’t know – do whatever it is conscientious elder brothers do. Won’t you?’ I smiled at him sweetly and Frank burst out laughing.
‘Good try, Flora. Reliable, resourceful, modern girls, is it? Well, I’ll leave you to get on with it, then.’ He turned to Gwen. ‘I have a few things to do, I’ll be back to pick you up at about, oh say, five? Flora, my mother sends her compliments. She knows you’ll want to settle in today, but she asks if tomorrow Mr Wentworth and yourself would dine with us at Shepheard’s.’
I glanced at my father. The manager had returned and he and Mr Khalid were deep in discussion. ‘I’ll ask Fa,’ I said. ‘But I’m sure he’ll be delighted. Please thank your mother for us, Frank.’
Frank left, and Mr Khalid looked up. ‘Perhaps Miss Wentworth could be shown to her room?’ he suggested to the manager.
The manager looked flustered. ‘Of course, my apologies. At once.’ He waved his hand and a servant appeared from nowhere. The manager murmured to him. The servant bowed to Gwen and me, and indicated we should follow him.
As I’d hoped, my room overlooked the terrace and the garden. The view in the other direction towards the pyramids was awe-inspiring, stretching out over the desert for miles and miles, but it wasn’t pretty. At the end of a long day, I was happier to look at green, growing things and sparkling fountains. I’d see quite enough sand during the excavation.
Gwen and I explored the two rooms, a bedroom and a sitting room, each with arched windows surrounded by colourful, painted tiles.
‘What a beautiful room,’ Gwen sighed. ‘I mean, mine is nice, Shepheard’s always is, but this is like an enchanted palace. We’d be closer to the excavations if we stayed here, but you know how Papa likes to be near the Egyptian Museum.’
A small balcony led off the sitting room. We sat down on a soft, padded couch. ‘We mightn’t be here very long,’ I said. ‘It looks as if we’ll be thrown out to make room for a military hospital.’
‘Flora, where will you go? Shepheard’s is packed with all these military people, and I mean packed. I only have a very small room, leading off Mama and Papa’s.’
Gwen and I wrote to each other throughout the year, but Cairo was the time to catch up with all the news. It was hard for us to picture the other’s life. Imagine, I thought, it was probably snowing in Boston right now! I’d never seen snow. And Gwen could never imagine having Christmas in the summer, or the cyclones that sometimes lashed Brisbane with teeming rains and roaring winds.
‘So we’ve been here for two weeks now,’ Gwen told me. ‘But it’s so – so different. This year with all the soldiers about, the city just isn’t the same. They’re everywhere! The cafés, the bazaar, out exploring the pyramids and the Sphinx. They keep coming to Papa’s excavation and wanting to know what he’s doing, and can they come and see it.’
‘Does he show them?’
Gwen laughed. ‘Not Papa! You know what he’s like!’
I nodded. Professor Travers was a lot like my own father, completely focused on his work. He actively discouraged visitors to his excavations, and not always politely, either.
‘But Frank does,’ Gwen said. ‘He likes to give them a tour and explain what he’s doing.’ Her face clouded a little. ‘At least he did. I think a couple of them annoyed him a bit.’
‘How?’
‘They asked him why he isn’t in uniform,’ said Gwen shortly.
‘But Frank’s American! America isn’t part of the war!’
‘Frank’s half British,’ Gwen reminded me. ‘We do spend time in England. So I hope …’ She broke off, bit her lip.
‘Yes?’
‘I hope he doesn’t take it into his head to join up!’ Gwen said in a rush. ‘Is that a terribly unpatriotic thing to say? It’s just I don’t want Frank to be in danger.’
‘Is there any danger here?’ There had to be a reason for so many soldiers in Cairo.
‘Not as far as I know,’ Gwen said. ‘I’d say the most dangerous activity for most soldiers in Cairo is riding a camel. Or maybe the rollercoaster at Luna Park, that’s certainly a thrill.’
‘Gwen! Have you been on the rollercoaster? Oh, you have to take me!’
‘I’ve been doing everything,’ said Gwen proudly. ‘Luna Park, Groppi’s Café for tea, the dances and concerts at Shepheard’s. The private dinners and dances are just starting, too. We’re going to have the most wonderful time!’
‘Now, tell me about the ensemble.’ I indicated the white dress, shoes, hat and parasol. ‘You didn’t get that in Boston?’
‘Boston? At the start of winter? No, I had dresses made here. There’s a wonderful dressmaker right around the corner from Shepheard’s. You just have to go!’
‘I will,’ I said, thinking of the clothes Aunt Helen had deemed suitable for Egypt. They were fine but they weren’t amazing the way Gwen’s outfit was. ‘But probably not entirely white for me,’ I said, thinking of the dresses I’d have made. ‘You can carry it off, you’re dark, you look wonderful in white. I’m fair, in white I just disappear.’
‘The shop has every colour,’ said Gwen. ‘You’ll need evening dresses, for the dances and concerts.’
‘I won’t be able to run around town all the time though,’ I said. ‘I’m Fa’s assistant this season.’
‘Really?’ said Gwen. ‘In what way?’
‘Oh, recording finds and sketching some of them,’ I said. ‘It’ll be fun!’
Gwen looked unconvinced. ‘Truly? Working with all those dry, dusty dead things? But then you and Frank have always liked them. I can’t see the attraction, myself.’
There was a pause. ‘Gwen?’ I said. She looked at me enquiringly. ‘Gwen, what are you going to do with your life? I’m going to be Fa’s assistant, but what about you? Are you going to pursue your violin studies?’
‘Do? Me?’ Gwen considered. It was as if no one had ever asked her before. ‘I don’t quite know, I guess,’ she said uncertainly. ‘I would quite like to do some serious violin study. But I miss a lot of lessons coming to Egypt every year and it doesn’t help my technique. I don’t actually have to do anything. I suppose I’ll get married … sometime …’ Her voice trailed off.
‘But that could be years away,’ I said.
‘And it could be next year!’ Gwen had bounced back. ‘My mother was married at seventeen, you know. But we don’t need to worry about that now!’
I looked down at the terrace. People had progressed from drinking tea to sipping cocktails. A boy in a smart uniform, carrying a sign with tinkling bells hanging from it, moved among the tables. ‘Message for Major Mostyn-Smith!’ he called. I saw Mr Hussein had joined my father and Mr Khalid.
‘Now there’s something I want to do!’ I said. ‘Mr Khalid has a motorcar. I want to learn to drive it!’
‘Really? Papa’s got a motorcar. He says it’s much the easiest way to get from town to the excavation and back. I’ve never even thought of learning to drive it myself.’ She smiled. ‘What a wonderful idea! I’ll have to talk Mama into it somehow, I’m not sure she’d think it was quite the thing. Oh could we, really could we? It would be so – so –’
‘Dashing!’ I said, laughing. ‘Why shouldn’t we? Remember what we are?’
‘Modern girls!’ said Gwen. ‘Totally modern girls!’
…


Later, when Gwen and Frank had gone, and Fa had promised we’d join their family for dinner at Shepheard’s the next day, Fa and I took a table for dinner on one of the terraces overlooking the pyramids.
‘Can we have Egyptian food?’ I asked eagerly.
Fa grinned. ‘I’ve been looking forward to that myself.’ He ordered platters of mezze with flat breads and tahini and hummus, and grilled meats. We loved Egyptian food.
‘Gwen says Professor Travers has bought a motorcar,’ I said casually. ‘She says he finds it very useful for going to and from his excavation. Fa, I was just thinking …’
‘Yes?’ Fa said warily.
‘If we bought a motorcar, you could use it to get to your excavation,’ I said. ‘And,’ very casually, ‘if I learned to drive, I could run you backwards and forwards, couldn’t I?’
Fa eyed me. Sometimes, I thought, he really wasn’t as vague as he seemed. ‘You could drive it?’ he said.
‘I could,’ I said. ‘Lots of girls drive now.’
Fa looked at me steadily.
I had to laugh. ‘Well, not lots. But girls do drive! I’m sure I could learn. And Mr Hussein will teach me.’
‘Will he?’
‘That’s if you approve, of course,’ I said. ‘Which you do, don’t you?’
‘Oh, why not?’ said Fa. ‘Talk to Khalid about it. He’ll know where to find a motorcar.’
Yes! I could see myself already, speeding along in an open-topped motorcar. Possibly with a long scarf trailing behind me. I knew Mr Khalid would find just the right sort of motorcar. Mr Khalid could do anything.
‘Fa?’ I said. ‘Just how does Mr Khalid get everything done? Whatever we want, he can arrange.’
Fa laughed. ‘I wouldn’t be brave enough to enquire. I know he has contacts everywhere. I’ve heard he’s related to some very important families indeed. He was educated in England, at a very reputable school, did you know that?’
I shook my head. Mr Khalid’s impeccable English should have given me the hint. His English was more correct than my own.
‘I’d say he’s involved in everything, in one way or another,’ Fa went on. ‘Some of the archaeologists he acts as agent for aren’t quite on the up and up. I suspect he might sometimes sail a little close to the wind. But it’s none of my business. Ah! Here comes our dinner.’
I smiled brilliantly at the waiter bringing our dishes of food. This was going to be a wonderful year!
As we ate, I looked out at the view from the terrace. It was very nearly dark and the pyramids loomed huge and black against the sky and stars. But I was reminded that something had changed. In previous years, the desert between our hotel and the pyramids had been empty. Now, there were thousands of little lights dotted between the Nile Palace and the pyramids – campfires of the huge Australian army camp.
This year, I realised, might be wonderful – but it was also going to be different.

Chapter 3




We spent the next day at the Egyptian Museum and at the offices of the Antiquities Department, where Fa renewed his connections with the Egyptian curators, archaeologists and officials. Mr Khalid had already paved the way, of course, and Fa’s excavation plans had been considered and approved. It was important, however, to observe the courtesies.
‘Flora will be my assistant on our yearly excavations from now on,’ Fa said proudly to Mr Mehmet, the head of the Antiquities Department.
Mr Mehmet regarded me rather as if I was a particularly disappointing specimen found in a tomb. ‘A lady assistant?’ he observed sceptically. ‘There are not many ladies working on excavations.’
I smiled at him brightly. ‘I’m sure there will soon be many more,’ I said. ‘After all, we’re living in modern times.’
Mr Mehmet looked dubious.
As Fa and I entered Shepheard’s Hotel for our dinner engagement with the Travers family that evening, I saw at once how different things were. Shepheard’s, one of the oldest and most fashionable hotels in Cairo, had always been busy. Now it was full to overflowing. The lobby and all the restaurants, coffee rooms and lounges were crowded with the usual clusters of archaeologists, but also with soldiers and, surprisingly, parties made up entirely of women.
Frank met us in the lobby. He followed my gaze. ‘They’re nurses,’ he said. ‘There are British nurses here, and I believe some Australians and New Zealanders too.’ The women wore sober grey dresses with high, primly buttoned collars and cuffs, a sharp contrast to the delicate, pretty evening gowns other women were wearing. But uniformed or not, the nurses were having a good time, dining in the hotel’s smartest restaurant, talking and laughing together.
The rest of the Travers family were waiting for us in a lounge room. A string quartet played rippling music in the background while drinks were served by waiters in long white robes, with red sashes around their waists and red fezzes on their heads. Mrs Travers bustled over and kissed me soundly on the cheek. ‘It’s lovely to see you, Flora, dear,’ she said. ‘And don’t you look so grown up! Such a pretty dress.’
It was blue and cream, my favourite of the evening dresses Aunt Helen had ordered made for me, but I was eclipsed by Gwen in delicate daffodil-yellow and a hemline shimmering with beads. Gwen sparkled as she walked. I just had to get to that dressmaker of hers, I thought. I wanted to sparkle too.
In the British restaurant, we were shown to one of the best tables near a terrace overlooking the Nile. Mrs Travers was very conservative and had no love for Egyptian food. It wasn’t quite dark and I could still make out graceful white-sailed feluccas gliding like ibis on the river.
As soon as we had ordered, Fa and Professor Travers sank deep into conversation about the tomb Professor Travers was excavating on the Giza plateau. I listened, interested.
‘It’s a mastaba tomb, of course, from the third dynasty,’ Professor Travers said. ‘We’ve hardly started, we’re still clearing the sand above it, but I have great hopes it hasn’t been looted. So far we’ve seen no signs of forced entry but we could be disappointed further down.’
‘Is there any indication for whom it was built?’ Fa asked.
‘It’s early days,’ said Professor Travers. ‘And you? What will you be working on?’
‘Much the same, I believe,’ said Fa. ‘Khalid tells me it’s a third dynasty mastaba. He seems confident it’ll be an interesting excavation. It appears to be a large tomb, so possibly minor royalty.’
‘Here’s to a productive season,’ said Professor Travers, raising his glass to Fa. We all raised our glasses as well. For the first time, Gwen and I had been allowed wine. Just half a glass, but still – actual wine! ‘And to professional rivalry!’ added Professor Travers. We all laughed.
Fa had a competitive gleam in his eye. Each season, he and Professor Travers had a bet running as to who would uncover the most interesting objects from their excavations. Last year, Professor Travers had won with an intact funerary statue of a high official from the pharaoh’s court. Fa was on his mettle this year.
Mrs Travers turned to me. ‘Flora, I wonder if you’d be willing to help with a little project of mine,’ she said. I glanced at Gwen. I knew Mrs Travers’ little projects of old. They were often improving, educational visits to museums and libraries. Gwen raised her shoulders slightly. Clearly, she hadn’t been warned about this one.
‘If I can,’ I said warily. ‘What is your little project?’
‘Lady Bellamy is setting up a committee of British ladies to help the soldiers,’ explained Mrs Travers. ‘She has asked if I can suggest some ladies to staff a rest and recreation centre for soldiers.’
I knew of Lady Bellamy. She was married to a high-ranking British officer and was very much a social leader in Cairo. ‘The soldiers need rest and recreation?’ I asked.
‘They do indeed,’ said Mrs Travers. She was clearly enthusiastic. ‘Lady Bellamy wants men on leave to have the opportunity for wholesome rest and recreation when they come to Cairo. Some pleasant place where they can play sports, write letters, read magazines and newspapers and borrow books. A place to have tea and conversation with British ladies, rather than –’ Mrs Travers stopped short, glanced sideways at Gwen, and coughed.
‘Rather than what, Mama?’ asked Gwen, innocent as a kitten.
‘Rather than frequenting bars and being cheated in the bazaar,’ said Frank. He gave Gwen a warning look.
‘Yes. Exactly. Rather than, uh, things like that.’ Mrs Travers looked at Frank gratefully. ‘Lady Bellamy has procured a pavilion in the Ezbekieh Gardens suitable for the purpose,’ she went on. ‘Would you be willing to help, Flora? Most of the soldiers are a long way from home, and they’re very young.’ She turned to my father. ‘Of course, the girls would be suitably chaperoned at all times.’
‘Well, I suppose,’ I said. I looked at my father. ‘But I do have work on the excavation.’
Mrs Travers rode over my objections. ‘Oh, it would only involve a morning or two a week. I’m sure your father can spare you for that.’ She smiled at Fa sweetly. ‘You will have no objection, will you, Mr Wentworth?’
It wouldn’t really have mattered if he had, I thought. Mrs Travers was highly experienced in getting her way. And it seemed she was very keen on assisting Lady Bellamy.
‘Did you know about this?’ I muttered to Gwen when I could.
Gwen shrugged again. ‘It’s a new scheme to me,’ she said. ‘But Mama only had tea with Lady Bellamy today, they must have discussed it then. I rather wish she’d ask me before she gets me involved in these schemes, but she always wants to please Lady Bellamy and keep in with her crowd.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘I’ll ask Frank sometime exactly what unwholesome activities the soldiers get into, the ones Lady Bellamy wants to save them from.’
‘Do you think he’ll tell you?’
Gwen giggled. ‘Probably not. But it’ll be fun watching him trying not to tell me.’
‘I wonder if the soldiers actually want to be saved from their unwholesome activities,’ I said.
‘I wouldn’t expect so. Tea and conversation sounds awfully slow to me,’ said Gwen. ‘Maybe no soldiers will come to the rest and recreation centre and we’ll have nothing to do. They’ll all be too busy having a good time doing who-knows-what.’
That seemed likely to me. Whatever the soldiers got up to, I was sure it had to be more entertaining than tea and magazines and polite conversation with heavily chaperoned girls.
When we’d finished dinner, we all moved out onto the terrace. Professor and Mrs Travers, Frank and Fa sat down in cane chairs around a low table, and a waiter brought coffee. Gwen and I strolled towards the far end of the long terrace, watching the lights shivering and trailing across the surface of the river as dusk deepened.
‘It’s lovely to be back here,’ sighed Gwen. ‘Just think, it’d be freezing in Boston.’
‘It’s cool here, too,’ I pointed out. The temperature had dropped sharply from the warmth of the day and we were both glad of the light shawls we’d wrapped around our shoulders.
‘Yes, but it’s not cape-and-galoshes-and-gloves cold,’ Gwen said. Suddenly, she stumbled. I caught her arm to steady her. ‘Oh! Oh, I’m so sorry!’ Gwen apologised. I looked down and saw she’d tripped over a pair of boots sticking out from a tall cane settee with a protective sun hood over it.
‘Damn!’ a woman’s voice said.
‘I’m so sorry,’ Gwen went on. ‘I just didn’t see you. Did I hurt you?’
‘No, no, not at all,’ the voice said. ‘And I can’t blame you for not seeing me. I didn’t mean to be seen!’ The person the voice belonged to was moving hurriedly in the darkness. She seemed to be trying to hide something. What was she doing? I wondered, intrigued. A small light appeared and a wisp of smoke curled around us. In the light of a match, a young woman’s face looked up at us.
‘Oh!’ said Gwen. There was a long pause. ‘You’re a girl,’ she said. ‘And you’re smoking,’ she added accusingly.
The face lit up with a broad smile. ‘Yes, I am, aren’t I?’ the girl said. ‘Isn’t it utterly shocking?’
‘You’re Australian, aren’t you?’ I said, noting the sober grey dress. ‘And you’re a nurse?’
‘Sssh,’ the girl hissed. ‘Don’t tell the whole world! Why do you think I’m down here in the dark? If I get caught smoking in public I’ll be on the next boat home before I can blink. Look, just stand in front of me, will you, while I finish this?’
‘Oh. Oh, of course,’ I said. Gwen and I moved between the girl and the people at the far end of the terrace. She drew deeply on her cigarette and looked up at us again.
‘You’re Australian yourself,’ she said to me. ‘But you’re not,’ she said to Gwen. ‘American?’
‘Boston,’ confirmed Gwen. She watched, fascinated, as the girl took another puff and blew a cloud of scented smoke. ‘Look, uh, could you – that is –’
‘Yes?’ the girl said. ‘What?’
‘Could you teach us to do that? Please?’
The girl threw her head back and laughed. ‘I could,’ she said. ‘But I doubt your parents would be pleased. You are here with your parents, aren’t you? How old are you?’
‘We’re sixteen!’ I said indignantly. ‘And we’re very modern girls!’
The girl laughed again. ‘Oh, well, in that case,’ she said. She glanced down the terrace. No one was watching. No one was near us.
‘Come on then,’ she said. ‘Quick.’
We sat down beside her on the settee, our backs to the terrace, and watched her breathlessly. The girl pulled a small silver case from her pocket. Gwen and I looked at each other. She had a real cigarette case of her own!
The girl held it out to us. Inside was a row of cigarettes encased in pastel-coloured paper: blue, pink, lemon and lavender. A faint scent of dusky rose came from the case.
‘From Paris,’ the girl said. ‘They’re French.’
How sophisticated! Carefully, Gwen and I took one each.
The girl demonstrated how to hold the cigarette between our fingers and how to put it to our lips. ‘As I light it, draw in,’ she said. ‘Just a little, mind.’
I was so tentative I was surprised my cigarette caught alight at all. I held it nonchalantly between my fingers as I’d seen the girl do. ‘Um, now what?’ I asked.
‘Just draw on it, not too deeply or you’ll choke the first time. Then blow the smoke out.’
We followed her instructions and managed to avoid choking and coughing. We blew the smoke out delicately.
‘There you go!’ the girl said. ‘You’re smoking!’ Then she frowned at us mockingly. ‘But I must warn you it’s not at all a ladylike habit!’
‘Thank you, we’ll remember that,’ I said, triumphantly blowing out a small cloud of rose-scented smoke.
The girl laughed again. ‘I’m Lydia Herschell from Newcastle,’ she said. ‘I’m here with the Australian Army Nursing Service. And you are?’
We told her our names, and shook hands.
‘And what are you doing in Cairo?’
We explained about our families and the work our fathers did.
‘So you’ve been travelling here for years?’ said Lydia. ‘How marvellous! This is the first time I’ve ever been overseas.’
‘What do you think of it?’ I asked.
Lydia made a face. ‘I joined up because I wanted to nurse wounded Australian soldiers. All I’ve come across are cases of malaria, measles and pneumonia. Oh, and a few thrilling cases of tonsillitis.’
‘What did you expect?’ Gwen asked.
‘When we left Australia we thought we might be going to France and we knew there’d be plenty for us to do there. We were on the ship and halfway here, though, when we were told we were going to Egypt. We weren’t happy, I can tell you. There’s very little for us to do here.’
‘What do you do, then, when you aren’t looking after measles and tonsillitis?’ I took another puff on my cigarette. Smoking was really very easy, I decided. Nothing to it.
‘Oh, we’re having a good time,’ said Lydia. ‘I haven’t been here very long, but I’ve been to Shepheard’s, as you can quite obviously see, and to that Luna Park place to roller-skate and go on the water splash ride. I’ve been shopping in the bazaar, and I’ve seen the pyramids and the Sphinx. But we didn’t come here to have a good time! We came to work.’
A shadow fell across us. We all looked up, startled. Frank stood over us with folded arms. ‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘And just what might you be up to, Gwen?’
Both Gwen and I caught our breaths in horror, drawing in great lungfuls of smoke. We coughed and choked and gasped.
Lydia, laughing uncontrollably, took the cigarettes from our hands and threw them into the river. She pounded our backs. ‘I’m afraid I’m leading these young ladies down the slippery primrose path,’ she said. ‘I take it you’re a relation?’
‘Gwen’s brother,’ said Frank. ‘And I don’t think Gwen needs anyone to persuade her onto a slippery, primrose path. She’s more than capable of finding the way all by herself.’
Lydia stood up and held out her hand. ‘Lydia Herschell,’ she said. ‘Are you an archaeologist?’
‘I hope to be,’ said Frank. ‘I’m Frank Travers.’
‘Interesting work,’ said Lydia. ‘I wonder – do you let people visit the place where you’re working? Some of my friends and I are very keen to see a dig.’
‘Not often,’ said Frank. ‘My father really prefers to keep visitor numbers down. Tours interfere with the work, you see.’
‘Frank!’ said Gwen. ‘That’s not very gracious.’
Gwen and I had stopped coughing, though our eyes were still streaming. Frank handed Gwen a handkerchief. ‘You’d better mop up,’ he said. ‘Before Ma sees you.’ He turned back to Lydia. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound unwelcoming. But, you know, I’m a student, and it’s not really my site.’
‘Oh, not to worry,’ said Lydia cheerfully. ‘I’m sure I’ll get to see one.’ She glanced down the terrace. A group of nurses and young Australian officers stood near the doors. A nurse waved in our direction. ‘It seems my party is preparing to go,’ Lydia said. ‘I’d better join them.’ She turned to Gwen and me. ‘I hope you don’t get into any trouble,’ she said. ‘Just stay here for a minute and the breeze will blow the scent of smoke away. And remember, for the future –’ she grinned suddenly ‘– smoking really is a very unladylike habit. Goodbye.’
She moved away. Frank hesitated, then went after her, reaching into his breast pocket. He caught up with her and they talked for a moment. He handed her something and Lydia smiled and went to join her group.
‘What did you give her?’ Gwen wanted to know when Frank came back.
‘My card,’ said Frank. ‘I felt bad. I’ll try to see if I can arrange for her to see Pa’s excavation. It’s just you know how he is about visitors.’
‘If it’s a problem, I’m sure she can visit Fa’s excavation once he gets going,’ I offered. ‘He’s all right with visitors. Usually.’
‘Thanks,’ said Frank. ‘I’ll let you know if she gets in touch. Mind you,’ he looked at us severely, ‘I’m not sure she’s a proper person for you to be associating with – encouraging you to smoke!’
‘She didn’t exactly encourage us,’ I said. ‘We might have, um, pressured her a little. Did you know she could get sent home if she’s caught smoking in public?’
‘And she’s a nurse, Frank!’ said Gwen. ‘How can you say glorious, ministering angels like nurses aren’t proper people for us to associate with? Especially,’ she whispered loudly to me, grinning at Frank, ‘if they’re pretty ones, like Lydia.’
‘Oh, I give in!’ said Frank, grinning back. ‘It won’t stop at smoking with you, I know. Next you’ll want me to convince Ma to let you cut your hair short and wear your dresses up above your ankles, like the girls in New York.’
‘Well, actually, now that you mention it …’ said Gwen.
We strolled back down the terrace, arm in arm, perfectly in accord. Every time I saw Frank and Gwen together I realised how much I’d missed by not having brothers or sisters. I loved being able to join in Gwen and Frank’s easy, joking, friendly relationship.
The group of officers and nurses was just leaving. ‘Goodbye, Lydia,’ I called after her. ‘I hope you have lots of real work soon.’
The nurses and officers looked back at us and laughed.
‘Be careful what you wish for,’ someone said.

Chapter 4




Fa was positively itching to get started on his excavation. It was a third dynasty tomb, which meant, I knew, that it dated from the Old Kingdom period, about four-and-a-half thousand years ago. Giza plateau tombs from the Old Kingdom period were built in mastaba style; flat-topped, rectangular buildings with sloping sides, usually constructed of mud brick or, less often, of stone.
‘As it is stone I am hoping that the tomb may have been built by a member of the royal family,’ Mr Khalid said as we drove across the Giza plateau. ‘A lesser member, of course, not a pharaoh. But at the very least, it will have belonged to a member of the nobility.’
‘I’m expecting some significant contents,’ Fa said, his eyes lighting up.
‘Hopefully,’ said Mr Khalid. From his position in the front seat, beside Mr Hussein, he glanced back at us. ‘Miss Flora is looking very interested,’ he observed.
I blushed, and leaned back. I’d been leaning forward in my seat watching every move Mr Hussein made as he drove the motorcar.
‘Perhaps Miss Flora would like to sit in the front?’ suggested Mr Khalid.
‘Oh, could I?’ That would give me an excellent view of the motorcar’s controls!
‘It will give you an unimpeded view of the tomb as we approach it,’ said Mr Khalid. He said it completely straight-faced, but as Mr Hussein pulled up and we got out and exchanged places, he gave me a small conspiratorial smile.
I settled into the front seat and watched breathlessly to see what Mr Hussein did when we moved off. We waited until a string of camels passed, padding softly on huge, flat feet, then Mr Hussein released a hand lever on the floor to his left. He pushed something on the floor with his foot, simultaneously operating something on the right side of the steering wheel with his hand as we pulled away smoothly. He did it again as we moved faster. That looked easy enough. But the engine had already been running. How did he start the motorcar? I watched him closely as we drove.
Mr Khalid and Fa continued their conversation from the back seat, shouting over the noise of the engine and the rattle from the rough road.
‘I have started the workmen clearing sand from the main entrance,’ said Mr Khalid. ‘There are no signs of tomb robbers, either through the door or down from the roof.’ He shrugged. ‘They may have entered from the sides; they are as yet uncleared.’
‘I’m hopeful thieves have bypassed it altogether, gone after easier targets,’ Fa shouted back. ‘After all, stone is much harder for robbers to penetrate than mud brick.’
We had already passed several excavation sites with workmen swarming around them carrying buckets of sand. One of these would be Professor Travers’ excavation. I tried to spot him or Frank as we drove by, but the white-suited, panama-hatted figures supervising the work could have been anyone.
‘There aren’t anywhere near as many excavations as usual, are there?’ I said to Mr Khalid as we reached our destination.
‘Far from it,’ he agreed. ‘The number of excavations is well down this season. The British are not coming, the Germans are not coming.’ Mr Hussein helped me from the motorcar. ‘There are no Italians, no French,’ Mr Khalid said. ‘It is fortunate for us that the Americans are continuing, along with privately funded excavations like Mr Wentworth’s. Even so, the workers are grateful to have jobs this year.’ He turned to Fa. ‘I have taken the liberty of employing more men than usual. They are eager for work, and the excavation will proceed faster.’
‘Excellent,’ said Fa. His eyes were fixed on the site in front of us.
As we approached, I could see the workers had dug down through years of sand to reveal the flat top of the tomb, this house of eternity. Fully uncovered, the tomb would look like a mastaba, the low bench made of mud bricks, which was a piece of furniture in most Egyptian houses.
I fanned flies away and followed Fa along one side of the tomb where workmen had uncovered the door of the main entrance. The sides and back of the tomb were still buried in sand, and the door stood in a pit.
Fa was almost trembling with impatience to get at it. But first, courtesy demanded that Mr Khalid introduce him to the team of workmen. After the many seasons he’d spent in Egypt, Fa spoke passable Arabic. I spoke rather less, though I could get by. As Fa encouraged them in their work, I could see the workmen were impressed that Fa spoke to them in their own language, with Mr Khalid interpreting just a little, as needed.
I could follow that Fa was promising them a bonus for every find – ‘no matter how small’, Fa emphasised – that they uncovered and brought to him. This was wise, I knew, because very small objects could be so easily concealed and carried off the excavation, hidden in the pockets of the men’s gallibayahs or under their headscarves, and sold on the black market. By promising immediate payment, the finds would come straight to Fa. On the other hand, objects could be smuggled on site, and ‘discovered’ for the sake of the bonus. Some might be genuine ancient artefacts, some might be fake. It was a constant battle of wits, Fa had explained wryly to me, and when they were caught in the act the workers were quite unrepentant, and treated it all as a huge joke. This year, however, with jobs being hard to come by, perhaps they wouldn’t try their trickery as often.
‘There is something you may be interested in seeing,’ Mr Khalid said to Fa. ‘The men noticed it when they began shifting the sand.’
He led us up a small rocky incline a little way from the tomb. A piece of canvas had been laid on the ground, weighted at the edges with rocks. Mr Khalid gestured and two workmen removed the canvas, peeling it back to reveal a hole. I stepped forward and looked down. I caught my breath.
I’d seen ancient burials before, but never one as old as this. Huddled in the bottom of the pit, curled onto its left side, was the body of a human. It was thin, dark brown in colour and totally dried out by the heat in the sand it had lain in for thousands of years. A few pieces of pottery lay in the grave beside it.
‘Hmmm.’ My father bent over the grave. ‘Pre-dynastic.’
Mr Khalid nodded. ‘At least five-and-a-half thousand years old.’
The body had not been intentionally mummified. He or she had simply dried out in the hot, dry sand and then lain, preserved, over the centuries until the workmen discovered it.
‘Interesting how the dry heat preserves them,’ Fa said. ‘Look, Flora, you can even see fingernails, and there’s a little hair remaining.’
Fa turned away and looked down the hill towards the mastaba. To him, this grave was of no importance. His focus was on the mastaba and what he hoped to find inside it. But I lingered, looking down into the grave. This had been a person. Someone had cared enough for him, or her, to place a few simple pots – probably all they could afford, I thought – in the grave, so that their loved one would have a supply of food and drink in the afterlife.
‘What would you have us do with the grave?’ Mr Khalid asked.
‘What do you think, Flora?’ Fa said, turning back to us. ‘Should it be filled in, let the fellow rest in peace?’
I was about to agree, when I had a thought. ‘We might have visitors to the site,’ I said. ‘If we did, they’d be interested in seeing this.’
Mr Khalid nodded, and gestured to the workmen to cover the grave again.
‘It will be quite safe?’ I asked as Fa hurried down to the mastaba. I didn’t like to think of anything disturbing the body.
‘I will see it is fitted with a more secure cover,’ said Mr Khalid, understanding me perfectly.
‘Thank you,’ I said.
At the end of the morning, on our drive back to the Nile Palace, I looked out at the excavation sites around and between the pyramids. Unlike previous seasons, there weren’t as many people gathered around the cemeteries of mastaba tombs containing royal sons and daughters and nobility. But around the pyramids and the Sphinx, business was booming. I watched parties of soldiers lining up to have their photographs taken standing beside the Sphinx, or balancing on the stones of the pyramids. Some were climbing to the top of a pyramid, guided by men who made it their business to show visitors the way. Others were taking rides on donkeys, camels or horses, or buying souvenirs from small stalls set up by enterprising Egyptians.
‘If men can’t get jobs on excavations this season, there seems to be plenty of opportunity here,’ I said to Mr Khalid.
‘Yes, indeed,’ he replied. ‘The soldiers have money and they want to spend it. They pay well for photographs and gifts to send home.’
I assumed that Mr Khalid had business interests in this area.
As Mr Hussein drove, I watched him very closely.
My father stared out at the desert. He’s not seeing it again, I thought. He’s thinking of the hoped-for contents of the tomb. But when we reached the hotel, Fa said to Mr Khalid, ‘I can quite see the advantages of running our own motorcar. You and Hussein have other calls on your time, Khalid, and if Flora and I had a motorcar we’d be able to come and go between the excavation and hotel and Cairo as we like.’ He glanced at me. ‘I’m sure Flora will be happy to add driving to her accomplishments. Perhaps you can locate a suitable motorcar for me to buy, Khalid?’
‘It will be no trouble at all,’ said Mr Khalid.
‘And will Mr Hussein teach me to drive?’ I burst out.
All three of them grinned at me. ‘That also will be no trouble at all,’ Mr Khalid said.
‘When? Tomorrow? Can Gwen come?’
‘If Mrs Travers approves,’ said Fa.
Mmm, I thought. That might take some persuasion.
We arranged my first driving lesson for the following morning, leaving me with the afternoon free. Fa and I took a table on the terrace and ordered iced lemonade.
‘I might take a trip into town to visit Gwen’s dressmaker,’ I said. A servant brought our lemonades, and a note from Mrs Travers. ‘Mrs Travers writes that Lady Bellamy would like to meet with her volunteers at the Ezbekieh Gardens pavilion for tea this afternoon,’ I read out. ‘This afternoon! Oh, bother!’
‘Don’t you want to volunteer?’ asked Fa. ‘I thought you said yes.’
‘Have you ever tried saying no to Mrs Travers?’ I said.
Fa thought. ‘It’d be quite a waste of time, wouldn’t it?’ he agreed.
‘Precisely,’ I said. ‘I suppose I’ll have to go and do some volunteering. But I don’t want it to stop me working on the excavation.’
‘Now’s a good time, then,’ Fa said. ‘It’ll be a few days before the men get enough sand cleared from the tomb to get inside. Even then, depending on the condition of the walls, I expect there could be a lot of sand to remove from inside.’
‘I’ll see if Mr Hussein can drive me into Cairo this afternoon,’ I said. ‘If he can’t, I’ll take the tram. You’re right, Fa, it’ll be much easier when we have our own motorcar and we can please ourselves where and when we go.’
At least, I thought, I certainly plan to please myself. Having a motorcar and being able to drive it would allow me a degree of freedom I’d never enjoyed before. I thought of Mrs Travers giving Fa her assurance that I’d be ‘suitably chaperoned’ if I volunteered at Lady Bellamy’s rest and recreation centre. I fully intended not to be suitably chaperoned when I was driving myself around Cairo. At the same time, I also knew I’d be safe. Anyone who was under the protection of Mr Khalid need not worry about being robbed, or cheated, or mistreated in any way. Driving in my motorcar, I’d be as safe as if Mr Khalid himself was sitting in the back.
Later in the afternoon I asked Mr Hussein if I could have a ride into Cairo. ‘I can easily get the tram, if it’s inconvenient,’ I said.
Mr Hussein looked disapproving. ‘The tram that runs from the hotel to the centre of town is always crowded with soldiers. Some of them can be …’ He looked for a word. ‘Rowdy.’
I was seated beside Mr Hussein in the motorcar, ready to go, when a boy ran from the hotel with a message for him. He glanced at it and said apologetically, ‘Will you excuse me for a moment? There is something I must do.’
‘Of course,’ I said.
I waited for a few minutes. I looked carefully at the motorcar’s controls again, trying to remember what Mr Hussein pressed and pulled as he drove. Then it occurred to me: I was here, the engine was running, all I had to do was slide over to the driver’s seat. Now, what exactly did Mr Hussein do? He put his foot here, he adjusted the lever on the column here, he held his left hand on the wheel and he did something that made the motorcar move forward with his right hand here –
Oh heavens! Oh heavens! The motorcar suddenly leapt forward. It bounced and bumped like a startled rabbit and kept going. How did I stop it? I pulled levers and pushed frantically with my feet but the motorcar kept rolling. It bounded over a bed of flowers and headed straight for a fountain. No – not the fountain!
I heard shouts and looked around to see Mr Hussein sprinting over the drive behind me. ‘Use the foot pedal on the right!’ he yelled. ‘On the right!’
I planted my foot on the pedal and pushed. The motorcar gave a last frenzied bound – and stopped. I sat, my hands frozen on the wheel. Mr Hussein ran up beside me, leaned over and pulled something. The engine shuddered, roared and cut out.
Silence. I looked, horrified, at Mr Hussein. ‘Have I wrecked it?’ I whispered.
Mr Hussein regarded me sombrely. ‘The motorcar is unharmed,’ he said. ‘But I am very afraid …’
‘What?’ I whispered. Had I run over someone?
Mr Hussein shook his head sadly. ‘I am afraid the flowers will never be the same.’ Then he laughed and laughed.
I was afraid Mr Hussein would never agree to teach me to drive after that, but after a stern warning about not touching the controls again until I knew what I was doing, he relented and said we would still have our lessons.
Mr Hussein dropped me at Shepheard’s and said he would be back to pick me up in three hours. Mrs Travers and Gwen were waiting for me and we walked across to the nearby Ezbekieh Gardens to meet Lady Bellamy.
‘I am not at all happy about Gwendoline driving a motorcar,’ Mrs Travers said immediately after we greeted each other. ‘Really, if it was up to me I should speak to your father, Flora, and advise him against it. However, my husband and Frank seem to think there is no harm to it.’ She made a movement that, in a less correct person than Mrs Travers, might have been seen as a toss of the head. ‘I appear to have been overruled.’
Behind her mother, Gwen made a face at me. I made one back and we were silent and demure for the rest of our walk. I decided to tell Gwen about my escapade with the motorcar when we were alone.
The Ezbekieh Gardens were a cool, restful oasis of green in the middle of the crowded, noisy, dusty city. We walked under lush trees, past a lake spanned by a pretty bridge, over lawns – struggling, rather, but recognisably lawns – and by beds of fragrant flowers. I didn’t know the gardens well, as we had always stayed outside the city at Giza, but I knew there were places for recreation and entertainment amongst the greenery: a theatre, a skating rink, a tavern and coffee houses. Now there was more. Other organisations, apart from Lady Bellamy’s, had also set up recreation centres for soldiers in the gardens. The YMCA had a large pavilion, and there seemed to be plenty of soldiers inside.
Lady Bellamy welcomed about twenty potential volunteers, mostly British civilians living in Cairo, to her pretty pavilion. I’d met some of the other volunteers in previous years. We all sat in cane chairs around a large table. ‘This lovely pavilion was once used to sell strong drink. But no more,’ said Lady Bellamy forthrightly. ‘We shall serve tea, and iced drinks and food, but this shall be a temperance concern.’
Gwen, leaning back in her chair and screened by my shoulder, murmured, ‘That’ll surely disappoint the soldiers.’ I tried not to smile.
‘We shall have table tennis, board games and cards,’ Lady Bellamy went on. ‘Naturally, there will be no gambling. Places must be arranged for writing letters home, and stationery shall be supplied. Soldiers may meet their friends here. We shall have shower rooms. Gramophone records must play at all times and we shall hold occasional concerts. We shall refer soldiers to respectable lodgings while they are on leave. Volunteers must always be here to assist with queries. I shall be creating a roster. Are there any questions, ladies?’
She didn’t look as if she expected any.
‘Um, I have a question,’ I said. All of the women turned and stared at me.
‘Yes?’ asked Lady Bellamy. ‘Flora, isn’t it? Flora Wentworth?’
I nodded. ‘Well, as we came through the gardens I saw several rest and recreation centres, the YMCA, for example. Why is another needed? What will make this centre different from the others?’
There was a collective, discreet noise of sucked-in air. Someone had dared question Lady Bellamy! Mrs Travers frowned at me.
Lady Bellamy gazed at me rather as if I were something unpleasant she’d discovered on the sole of her shoe. ‘Our centre shall be different,’ she said, ‘because English ladies will be running it. Many of our boys are away from home and the influence of their mothers and sisters for the first time. A place where they may converse with English ladies and take part in wholesome activities will be of immense benefit to them. We shall be an influence for good, in a way which organisations run by men – well-meaning and competent as they are – cannot be. Do you see?’
‘Yes, I see,’ I said. I could see Lady Bellamy’s argument, not that I necessarily agreed with her. I hoped that the soldiers who found their way here would enjoy their leave, despite being heavily influenced towards seemly behaviour by Lady Bellamy. I couldn’t honestly imagine how I could influence someone. I supposed I’d just serve them tea and smile, and hope for the best.
The meeting broke up, with Lady Bellamy promising to organise the rosters. ‘I assume Gwen and yourself prefer to work together?’ she said to me.
‘Please,’ Gwen and I said in unison.
‘That will make it easier to ensure you are suitably chaperoned,’ she said. ‘I would not be at all happy to have two young girls walking to and from their hotel through the gardens without appropriate escorts.’ She wrote on her roster.
‘Through the gardens?’ I said. ‘Is that a problem?’
Lady Bellamy looked at me severely. ‘Many soldiers use the gardens,’ she said. ‘Some frequent the public tavern. I have been unable to arrange its closure. Yet.’ She looked as if that was the next item on her agenda.
Gwen and I arranged to meet Mrs Travers at Shepheard’s later and left the pavilion, leaving Mrs Travers lingering for a few words with another of the ladies. Taking care to avoid Lady Bellamy’s eagle-eyed observation, we circled the pavilion and walked slowly towards the lake. We had time, we decided, to visit Gwen’s dressmaker near Shepheard’s Hotel.
Suddenly, a small group of soldiers stopped right in front of us. They were wearing the emu-plumed hats of the Australian Light Horse.
‘Well, now, aren’t you two just a sight for sore eyes!’ one of them said.
Gwen and I stopped, uncertain.
‘Are you ladies all right?’ another said courteously. ‘Do you need escorting somewhere?’
Gwen and I relaxed; they were only being friendly. ‘No thank you,’ I said. ‘We’re just going back to our hotel.’
‘You’re Australian, aren’t you?’ another asked. He was a nice looking boy with sandy hair and bright blue eyes. ‘What are you doing here in Cairo?’
‘We come here every year with our families for the excavation season,’ I explained.
‘This year we’ll be volunteering at Lady Bellamy’s rest and recreation centre,’ Gwen said, pointing to the pavilion. ‘It’ll be opening soon.’ She gave them a dimpled smile. ‘You’ll all surely be welcome.’
‘You young ladies will be working there? Then we’ll certainly come!’
I looked at them seriously. ‘I must warn you,’ I said, ‘that Lady Bellamy serves only tea and lemonade.’
The men laughed. ‘Even that won’t put us off!’ the sandy-haired boy promised. They touched their hats to us and went off. I noticed they headed towards the public tavern that so offended Lady Bellamy.
Gwen and I looked at each other and smiled. Maybe volunteering at Lady Bellamy’s rest and recreation centre mightn’t be as staid and boring as we’d thought.

Chapter 5




Gwen and I spent a very happy hour at the dressmaker’s. The tiny shop opened onto the street, with just enough room for the dressmaker, a sewing machine and two chairs for clients. An assistant kept disappearing through a door at the back of the shop and returning with armfuls of fabrics in glowing colours.
‘Pastels are correct for Miss Gwen,’ the dressmaker said. ‘You, Miss Flora, can wear deeper colours.’ He laid out deep, dusty pinks, sky blues, glowing orange and sea green
‘He’s right,’ Gwen agreed. ‘You should wear more intense shades.’
I had never been offered such variety in colour for dresses before. Aunt Helen had thought pale pink, baby blue, lemon and – rather daringly – insipid green were more suitable shades for young ladies. That I looked washed-out wearing them was of little concern to her.
‘Gwen, look at this!’ I held some rose pink cloth out towards her. ‘It’s got tiny mirrors embroidered around the edge.’
Gwen reached out to take it.
‘Oh no you don’t! It’s mine!’ I crushed the fabric to my chest. ‘All mine!’
‘I think she might take that one,’ Gwen said to the dressmaker, her face expressionless. He grinned and held out another tempting array of fabrics to me.
I chose several pieces of the beautiful fabrics and the dressmaker’s wife was called to take my measurements. When we stepped through the door at the back of the shop for privacy, I gasped at the rolls of fabrics. It was like Aladdin’s cave; roll upon roll of glorious colour stacked to the ceiling, with completed garments hanging on racks waiting to be collected. I lightly passed my hand over filmy, floating evening dresses in a rainbow of colour, but what caught my eye were the tailored riding clothes.
‘Jodhpurs,’ I sighed. ‘They’d be just right to wear when I’m working at the excavation. So practical.’
‘Have some made,’ advised Gwen.
‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘It’d be acceptable to wear them if I was riding, but I’m not riding, am I? Aunt Helen would have a fit.’
‘Aunt Helen’s not here,’ said Gwen. ‘And you are a modern girl.’
‘Would your mother be happy?’ I asked. ‘If you wore them?’
Gwen bit her lip, considering. ‘For riding, yes. For just wearing, no. You’re right.’
‘If I could suggest?’ the dressmaker’s wife quietly interrupted. She’d been following the conversation, looking amused. Now she turned and took a tailored skirt from a rack and held it up.
‘It looks like a skirt, yes?’ she said. ‘But it is divided.’ She spread the skirt out to reveal it was actually wide trousers. ‘Both comfortable and practical. And very modest!’
‘It’s quite short, though, isn’t it?’ I said. Just below knee length, I judged.
‘Worn with knee boots,’ she said.
‘Gwen, this is perfect!’ I said. ‘No one could object! Not even Aunt Helen.’
‘Or Lady Bellamy?’ suggested Gwen.
I ordered three.
I also ordered four evening gowns. As the dressmaker’s wife measured me, I realised that the corset I’d buried in the bottom of my trunk would have to be taken out and squeezed into if these gowns were to fit perfectly. I sighed. Sometimes a girl just had to make sacrifices.
…


Later, while Gwen and I took tea at Shepheard’s, I remembered I had an appointment with Mr Hussein the next day.
‘I’m starting driving lessons tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Do you want to come?’
‘I certainly do!’ Gwen clasped her hands. ‘Frank said he’d be delighted to teach me, but every time I ask Mama if I can have our car it always seems to be busy.’ She screwed up her nose. ‘Odd, that, don’t you think?’
‘Well, Mr Hussein is happy to teach us. Can you be at our hotel about ten?’
‘Try and keep me away,’ said Gwen. ‘I’ll ask Papa and Frank to make it right with Mama.’
Mr Hussein and I were waiting on the spotless white stairs when Frank and Professor Travers dropped Gwen at the Nile Palace the next morning. Frank looked a little apprehensive, I thought.
‘You’re sure they’ll be all right?’ he said to Mr Hussein. ‘They’ll be able to control the motorcar?’
Mr Hussein was definitely on our side. ‘There is no physical reason why a female should not drive a motorcar safely,’ he said. ‘The only issue is –’
‘Yes?’ asked Frank, rather hopefully, I thought.
‘Starting,’ said Mr Hussein. ‘It needs some strength to start a motorcar. Miss Flora and Miss Gwen are not –’ he paused. Gwen and I stared at him. Hard.
‘Not large ladies,’ said Mr Hussein tactfully. ‘But wiry. They are definitely wiry.’
‘Frank,’ said Professor Travers impatiently, from his seat in the car. ‘The girls are in good hands, I’m sure. Do you think we might get to the excavation sometime before lunch?’
Frank gave in, got into the car, and drove off.
‘Huh!’ snorted Gwen, glaring after him. ‘Frank’s just worried we’ll be able to go off and have a good time without him.’ She turned to me and smiled widely. ‘And we will, won’t we? Let’s get started!’
But getting started, as Mr Hussein had feared, was the problem. First, he showed us how to check the oil level and the water. It was news to us that motorcars needed either, but Mr Hussein assured us they were indispensable. Then, before we attempted to start the engine, he made us check that the motorcar was out of gear. ‘If it is not,’ he said severely, ‘when you start the engine the motorcar will move forward and you will be run over by your own vehicle.’
‘Well, that would be highly embarrassing,’ Gwen said. I nodded seriously and Mr Hussein shook his head at us.
‘Now we will push this lever in,’ said Mr Hussein, at the front of the car. ‘And turn this handle several times. The left hand is safest. Do not grip the crank handle hard, hold it in the palm of your hand and keep your thumb on the same side. If you do not, and the motorcar is not in the retard position, the engine will kick back and your arm could be broken.’
Gwen and I looked at each other. Driving was obviously more dangerous than it appeared.
It took us each several attempts before we could swing the crank handle and get the engine started. But we managed it. We each received a round of applause from people sitting on the verandah of the hotel, who had been watching our lesson with great interest.
‘That is excellent,’ said Mr Hussein. ‘If you had not been able to start the motorcar, what would you do if it stopped in an isolated place?’
I thought about that. ‘Ask someone to start it for me?’ I suggested. ‘There’s always someone around. Just a few piastres …’
Mr Hussein shook his head. ‘A driver must be self-sufficient,’ he said. ‘You do not want to have to depend on others.’
‘He’s right,’ Gwen said.
‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘Modern girls must be independent.’
Mr Hussein decided that we should go to a quieter road for our first attempts at driving, and he drove us out onto the Giza plateau. Among the hillocks of tombs and the holes of excavations, Gwen and I learned how to make the motorcar move forward, how to stop, how to steer in different directions and how to go backwards.
‘It’s harder than it seems,’ I said to Mr Hussein. ‘You make it look so easy! My hands and my feet are doing different things all the time and my head can’t keep up.’
‘It is just practice,’ said Mr Hussein. ‘With a few more lessons and some practice in your own motorcar in a quiet place like this, it will be easy.’
I thought of the camels and donkeys and horses and carriages in Cairo – as well as a few other motorcars. ‘Yes, practising in a quiet spot will be essential!’
‘Miss Flora, you can drive us back to the hotel,’ said Mr Hussein.
‘Me?’ I squeaked. ‘Now? Do you think I can?’
‘It is a quiet road,’ said Mr Hussein. ‘Drive along steadily.’
So I did. We bowled past the pyramids and the Sphinx. Soldiers on leave stared, waved and called out cheerfully to us: ‘Give us a lift, love!’ and ‘Going my way?’
Gwen waved back but I kept my hands in their tight grip on the steering wheel.
I’d worried about the turn into the hotel driveway, but Mr Hussein talked me through it and we pulled up at the hotel’s front entrance – with rather a jerk and a scatter of sand and gravel. We were greeted by another round of applause from guests on the verandah.
‘Oh, that was wonderful!’ I said to Mr Hussein. ‘Thank you! You’re such a good teacher!’
‘It has been a pleasure,’ Mr Hussein said. ‘I will tell Mr Khalid that arrangements can be made for the purchase of a motorcar.’
…


‘What on earth are we supposed to talk to the soldiers about?’ I groaned to Gwen and Frank as we walked across the Ezbekieh Gardens towards the rest and recreation centre. Frank had decided to be our chaperone to our first rostered morning on duty. ‘Lady Bellamy says we’re supposed to be a good influence. I don’t know how to be a good influence! What are we supposed to do, read them sermons? Sing hymns?’
‘That’d clear the centre in no time,’ said Gwen. ‘I don’t know, I guess we just talk to them. We could ask them where they come from? Ask about their families? Ask what they’ve been doing on leave?’
‘Better be careful about that,’ I said.
Gwen linked her arm through her brother’s. ‘So, Frank, exactly what unwholesome activities are the soldiers getting up to on their leave?’ she asked.
‘Yes. What specifically does Lady Bellamy want to save them from?’ I hooked my arm to his free one.
He looked at us seriously. ‘Don’t for goodness sake let Ma know that I told you,’ he said. ‘But I think girls need to know what’s what.’
‘So just what is what?’ Gwen asked.
Frank thought for a moment. ‘There are parts of Cairo that you two, hopefully, will never see. There’s a section called Haret el Wassa. The men call it the Wozzer. There are lots of bars and lots of houses where men pay to be with women.’ He gave us each a steady look. ‘You know what I mean, Gwen. I told you years ago. I don’t blame the soldiers for going there, they’re a long way from home, they’re young, and they don’t know any better.’
‘I see,’ I said.
‘Thank you,’ Gwen said quietly.
We exchanged a look behind Frank’s back. This was far more information than we’d expected.
‘You can see why Lady Bellamy wants to offer the soldiers alternative activities and I wish her the best of luck,’ said Frank. ‘Whether the soldiers will take her up on tea and crumpets and table tennis instead of the Wozzer is a different matter.’
‘It rather changes my view of Lady Bellamy,’ Gwen said. ‘I know she’s a stuffy, straight-laced, bossy old trout –’
‘Gwen!’ Frank said. ‘What a way to speak of your elders. I’m truly shocked.’
I grinned. Frank winked at me.
‘But I suppose she’s trying to do the right thing,’ Gwen finished.
Frank left us at the entrance to the pavilion and we joined the other volunteers being given their orders by Lady Bellamy. She was handing out large, all-enveloping overalls with Lady Bellamy’s Rest and Recreation Centre for Soldiers embroidered on the bibs. Gwen and I eyed them. We’d chosen pretty dresses to wear today. The overalls would cover them completely.
‘Attractive shade of green, too,’ I whispered.
‘Guaranteed to make any complexion look like mud,’ Gwen agreed in an undertone. ‘Well, I suppose that’s what they were designed for.’
‘Offer the boys tea and ask what they’d like to do. If they don’t know, suggest newspapers, magazines, writing a letter home, table tennis or a board game,’ Lady Bellamy instructed. ‘Keep moving, don’t spend too long with any one soldier; there will be others wanting your attention. I need hardly add: chatting, but no socialising, ladies!’
Did she look at Gwen and me as she said that? I wondered. Huh! What was she expecting? And just how did one distinguish between chatting and socialising? Oh well, I was sure Lady Bellamy would soon tell me, if an innocent chat somehow evolved into dangerous socialising.
The first soldiers through the door were Australians and as soon as they heard my accent, they gravitated to me. I sent some off for tea, directed one to the table tennis and suggested the latest newspapers to another. One remained.
‘And what would you like to do?’ I said brightly.
‘Well, I really wanted to write a letter home,’ he said. ‘But you see …’ He held up his right arm, it was in a sling.
‘What did you do to yourself?’ I asked. ‘Is it bad?’
‘I broke it when a horse threw me,’ he said. ‘It’ll mend. The thing is, I can’t write. Would you – would it be too much to ask you to write a letter for me?’
‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘Come on, we can do it now.’
I led him to the desks, set out stationery and ink and we sat down. ‘Now, what’s the address?’ I asked.
He gave me an address in Victoria, and I started to write to his dictation. We’d been there for perhaps fifteen minutes when Lady Bellamy loomed over me.
‘Is everything all right, Miss Wentworth?’ she asked. She glanced significantly at the watch pinned to her ample bosom.
‘Yes, perfectly, Lady Bellamy,’ I replied. ‘I’m just helping –’ I glanced at the soldier.
‘Trooper Hendy,’ supplied the soldier. He indicated his arm. ‘The young lady’s very kindly writing a letter for me. To my fiancée,’ he added.
That stumped Lady Bellamy. She nodded and sailed off.
‘Bit of a battleaxe, eh?’ Trooper Hendy whispered to me.
‘She could run an army on her own,’ I agreed. ‘But she means well.’
After we finished the letter Trooper Hendy slipped a photograph of himself and some mates posing beside the Sphinx inside the envelope and I promised to see it was posted. As he went, he looked back at me and grinned.
‘I’ll tell you a secret,’ he said.
‘What’s that?’
‘The letter’s to my sister, not my fiancée.’ He grinned again. ‘And I’m left-handed.’
My face must have been a picture, but I couldn’t help laughing. ‘Cheek!’ I said. ‘All the same, any time you want a letter written just ask for me. My name’s Flora.’
He went away laughing.
Well, that was fine, I thought. I felt – useful. I’d made Trooper Hendy happy, and his sister would be pleased to hear from him. I looked around for someone else to help.
The morning went by quickly. British and New Zealand soldiers also came in. It wasn’t hard to find something to talk about; mention their homes and families and they were away. Some of them seemed so young. I was sure they couldn’t be eighteen. I said so, quietly, to Mrs Daunt, one of the older volunteers.
‘I’m quite certain they’re not,’ she agreed. ‘I’ve heard that a lot of young men lied about their age to join the army.’ She shook her head. ‘Their poor mothers …’
At the end of our shift Lady Bellamy called us all together. ‘Some of the boys,’ she said, ‘have told me of friends in hospital who would greatly appreciate a visit from our ladies. I am certain they would also appreciate some newspapers and magazines, and perhaps someone to write a letter for them. Flora –’ She looked at me. ‘You wrote a letter for a young soldier today. Would you be willing to visit some of our boys in hospital?’
‘Yes,’ I said, rather reluctantly, but I said it. ‘Yes, I could manage a few visits.’
‘Excellent,’ said Lady Bellamy. ‘I shall draw up a roster.’
A few days later I found myself in the middle of Cairo, walking into the Egyptian Army Hospital at the Citadel. As it was a British hospital I’d expected only British patients, but there were Australians and New Zealanders here as well. I’d brought an armful of magazines, a basket with boxes of chocolates and biscuits, materials to write letters, and instructions from Lady Bellamy about not tiring seriously ill patients and not spending too long with any one soldier.
A stiffly starched English matron eyed me with suspicion. ‘Just who sent you?’ she demanded.
‘Lady Bellamy,’ I replied.
She unstiffened slightly. She called a nurse and asked her to take me to a ward. ‘Not the infectious ward, of course,’ she added sternly.
The nurse rolled her eyes at me as we moved off. ‘I could have worked that out all by myself,’ she murmured.
Her uniform was very like Lydia Herschell’s, the nurse Gwen and I had met at Shepheard’s. ‘You’re Australian,’ I said. ‘What are you doing in a British army hospital?’
‘Oh, some of us were sent here as soon as we arrived, to help out until the Australian hospitals are organised,’ she said.
‘And are you liking it?’ I asked as we walked down a corridor.
‘We’re not kept very busy,’ she said, reminding me of Lydia. ‘These cases aren’t usually serious. Still, I won’t take you too near the influenza or the measles patients!’
‘You don’t know a nurse called Lydia Herschell, do you?’ I asked.
‘Why, yes,’ the nurse said. ‘Lydia’s on this ward. Are you old friends?’
‘No, we met recently,’ I said.
‘Lydia’s a grand girl,’ the nurse said warmly. ‘I’m sure she’ll be pleased to see you.’ She put out her hand. ‘I’m Emily Lidgard.’ We shook hands.
Lydia wasn’t on the ward at the moment. Emily introduced me to the other nurses and busied herself while I did my rounds. Two of the patients were French. I’d learned French at school, but I found it a stretch to speak to real Frenchmen and be understood. We did a lot of smiling.
I was made most welcome by the Australian patients – purely for my accent.
‘Great to hear a real Aussie voice!’ one of the Australian boys said.
‘But you have Australian nurses, don’t you?’ I said.
‘Just a few, not enough of them. The rumour is they’ll be going to a big, new Australian hospital out by the pyramids.’
That got my attention. ‘You don’t know where, exactly?’
The soldier was vague. ‘I think a hotel is being converted into a hospital.’
Our hotel was the only one near the pyramids. It seemed we’d be moving soon.
The chocolates and biscuits were very popular, as were the magazines. I handed out copies of the British The War Pictorial and The War Illustrated as well as the Australian The Bulletin. The most popular magazine, however, was an Australian publication: Motor Cycling. It seemed the patients were happy to forget about the war for a while, and contemplate motor cycles instead.
I’d been around the ward and was about to leave when Lydia came bustling through the door. ‘Flora!’ she exclaimed. ‘Well, fancy meeting my partner in crime here!’
The patients sat up and took notice. ‘Partner in crime?’
‘Tell us about it, nurse!’
Lydia glanced at me. I shrugged. I didn’t mind if she told them. Lydia gave the whole ward the story of her encouraging Gwen and me to try our first cigarettes.
The patients were laughing when the matron appeared at the door. ‘Well, you’ve certainly cheered everyone up,’ she said to me. It sounded more like an accusation than a compliment.
‘I’ll be happy to come and do it again,’ I said.
‘Come again!’
‘Come soon!’
‘Bring your American friend!’ the soldiers called. The matron did not look as if another visit from me was something she’d look forward to.
‘I’ll say hello to Lady Bellamy for you, shall I?’ I suggested. That should take care of her, I thought.
Lydia walked me out.
‘The men said you’d be moving to an Australian hospital by the pyramids soon,’ I probed.
‘I’ll be happy when it happens,’ said Lydia. ‘Working for the British isn’t my idea of a good time.’ She stopped and faced me. ‘Speaking of good times, a group of nurses and officers are going on a picnic to the pyramids soon. Would you and Gwen like to come?’
Why not? I thought. A picnic with Australians would be fun.
‘I’ll have to check with Gwen, and her mother,’ I said. ‘But I’m sure Mrs Travers won’t object to us going with a group of nurses.’ I wouldn’t emphasise the Australian officers, I thought.
We made arrangements, and I went down the steps of the hospital where Mr Hussein was waiting for me. Soon, I thought, I’ll have a motorcar of my own and won’t have to be collected every time I want to go somewhere.
‘Could I drive?’ I asked eagerly.
‘Be very careful with the traffic,’ he cautioned. ‘It is much busier in the city than out by the pyramids. Steer carefully.’
I threaded my way through the streets, between donkeys, horse-drawn carriages, the occasional camel and motorcar. My mind, though, wasn’t entirely on my driving. Would Mr Khalid find us somewhere to stay in time?

Chapter 6




‘Yes,’ Mr Khalid said. ‘I have been giving this a great deal of thought.’
I looked at him expectantly. ‘You’ve found us another hotel?’
‘No,’ said Mr Khalid. ‘Finding a hotel has been impossible, sadly. The hotels are full, or they are being requisitioned by the military.’
I hadn’t thought anything was impossible for Mr Khalid. ‘What are we going to do then? We can’t give up and go back to Australia. Fa would rather live in a tent.’ Goodness, I thought. I hoped that wasn’t the solution.
‘He will not have to,’ said Mr Khalid. ‘I have an alternative which I think will be acceptable. Would you like to see it?’
‘What is it?’ I asked.
‘I think you should see first,’ Mr Khalid said. ‘Mr Wentworth told me he was too busy to come. He is happy to leave it to you.’
Mr Hussein drove us towards the city. I wondered what Mr Khalid had found. A guesthouse on one of the islands in the river? A houseboat, even? But we drove past the river and further into the city. As we entered the bazaar area the streets began to narrow. Walls rose high above our heads, gradually shutting out the sky. Washing flapped above us. Scents of incense and spicy cooking floated into the car. Shadows slid along the walls as people passed by. Soon we were so far into the city the streets were in permanent twilight and only isolated rays of sunlight found their way to the ground.
We drove through a street filled with beaten copperware, the ting! ting! of workers wielding small hammers rising all around us. The next housed a community of fabric dyers, and yards and yards of dripping, drying fabrics hung around and above us. We passed down a street of spice merchants, and baskets of brilliantly coloured spices filled the air with their fragrance.
We made an awkward turn into another street, too narrow for the motorcar to pass through, and Mr Hussein pulled up.
‘Now we must walk,’ said Mr Khalid.
I got out and looked up. Above me, on every house, were latticed balconies called mashrabiya. Behind them, women would be watching all that went on in the street without being observed themselves. The sun, I thought, would never reach this street.
We walked on and I wondered where we could be going. There couldn’t possibly be a hotel or guesthouse for Europeans in this area!
We’d only been walking for a minute when Mr Khalid stopped before an ancient, massive wooden door. ‘We are here,’ he said, and rang a bell hanging beside the door. There was an iron-grilled window to one side of the door, with copper cups on metal chains dangling from it.
‘What’s that?’ I asked.
‘Water for the poor,’ said Mr Khalid. ‘Just behind the window there is a well, and it is an old tradition that a basin is filled with water from it so all who have need may drink.’
Rattling sounded behind the door and a smaller door, set in the large one, creaked open. A man in a white robe stood there. He bowed deeply to Mr Khalid and Mr Khalid nodded.
‘This is Bilal,’ said Mr Khalid. ‘He is the caretaker.’
‘How do you do, Mr Bilal,’ I greeted him. ‘Salam alekum.’
‘Wa alekum es salam,’ responded Mr Bilal.
He stepped aside for me to go through. I hesitated. I wasn’t sure what I would find in this out-of-the-way, back-alley place.
I stepped through the small door and I found a paradise: a paved courtyard, surrounded by buildings three storeys high. From the street, there was no suggestion that this haven of peace and calm existed. A tiled fountain played into a lily pool and potted palms and flowers lined the walls. A stone staircase led up the outside of one wall to a loggia with high arches and a latticed wooden balustrade. An open sitting room nestled behind, and I could see brass lamps on long chains suspended from its lofty ceiling.
‘There are other rooms further in,’ said Mr Khalid. ‘A bridge leads across the street to the second part of the house.’
‘What is this place?’ I said, awed. ‘It’s – it’s magic.’
‘It was once two houses,’ said Mr Khalid. ‘This section dates back to the 1600s, the other to the 1500s. They were built by two rich men, one a butcher and the other a blacksmith. Many years later the houses were owned by one person, and he built the bridge that connects them.’ He indicated a stone well at the side of the courtyard. ‘Here is the ancient well, the Well of Bats. It is said that a person will see the reflection of an absent sweetheart in the water.’
That was enough for me. I wanted to live here.
‘Can we see more?’ I asked.
‘But of course,’ said Mr Khalid.
The house was a maze of stairs and passageways, corners and crannies, recesses and rooms opening off rooms into other rooms. Mr Bilal led the way, guiding us up and down, backwards and forwards.
From the arched loggia we looked down into the courtyard. Another flight of stairs up and we stood on the roof, on a terrace shaded by latticed wood with a view over a mosque and then over the rooftops of Cairo and its minarets, domes and towers.
We descended a different flight of stairs and crossed over the enclosed bridge linking the houses, passing bedrooms, studies and even, to my surprise and enormous pleasure, a fairly modern bathroom. Then suddenly we came to an interior balcony running around four sides of a large hall on the floor below. Parts of the balcony were screened with mashrabiya like the ones I’d seen in the street on the way here.
‘This was the harem of the house,’ said Mr Bilal. ‘Look.’ He opened the door of a cupboard in the wall. But it wasn’t a cupboard. It was a secret balcony, overlooking the hall, a place to hide and spy on the room below.
It was almost too much. I felt dizzy. ‘This is available to rent?’ I asked.
‘It is,’ said Mr Khalid. ‘If you like it.’
‘Like it?’ I said faintly. ‘Oh Mr Khalid, I love it!’
Mr Khalid looked at me gravely. ‘I thought you might,’ he said.
‘I want to move in right away!’ I said. Mr Khalid and Mr Bilal smiled.
‘Furniture,’ murmured Mr Khalid.
‘Staff,’ said Mr Bilal. ‘You will need a cook, a housekeeper, houseboys. My wife, Mrs Maryam, can arrange this.’
‘Perhaps two weeks,’ Mr Khalid said. Nothing happened in a hurry in Cairo.
I left them to arrange everything and went back upstairs to the roof terrace. The stone benches needed cushions, but I was sure that would all be organised. I sat down and looked out over the mysterious roofs of Cairo. A soft, cool breeze that would be cold later, rolled across from the river and a flock of white pigeons wheeled and flashed around the minarets of the mosque next door.
I looked down across the alley and noticed that in the wall opposite there was a small door, with a stone lattice above it. That must be part of this house, I thought. I wondered where the door led. There hadn’t been an entry courtyard in the house across the street. The door, besides, was small and low, not a formal entry at all. What could it lead to – another small, secret room? As soon as we moved in, I promised myself, I’d explore that mysterious door and see what lay behind it.
I wanted this house, the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith. I wanted to live here forever, and never go back to Australia. I wonder, I thought dreamily, if Fa would consider that?
…


A couple of days later Gwen and I met the picnic group in the afternoon at my hotel. Gwen and I were a novelty: girls who had visited Cairo many times before, lived here, knew our way about, and even spoke a little Arabic.
‘Flora knows everything about the pyramids and can guide us through one,’ Lydia immediately announced to the Australian nurses and young officers.
I laughed and said, ‘I certainly don’t know everything, but I can arrange a guide to take us into a pyramid. But is anyone nervous of being in small spaces?’ I glanced around the group. ‘We’ll have to bend very well over for quite a long time along narrow passages.’
‘I think I’ll stay outside,’ Emily said faintly. ‘I’m not fond of cramped places.’
‘I’ll stay with you,’ quickly offered an officer we’d been introduced to as Lieutenant Joseph Callendar. Hmmm. I was sure he wasn’t at all nervous about small spaces. I suspected he was keen on spending one-on-one time with Emily.
It was only a short distance and we could easily have walked, but riding donkeys was very popular with the nurses and officers. I knew we’d be covered with eau de donkey, but shrugged and went along with the group. Once at the pyramids of Giza, I gave a brief history of their construction about three-and-a-half thousand years ago over an eighty-year period for a father, son and grandson: the Pharaohs Cheops, Chephren and Mycerinus.
I kept it brief. I knew my audience. I saw they were eager to get inside the Great Pyramid.
‘Right, we have to climb up there.’ I pointed out the small entrance. ‘It’s about fifty feet above the ground. When we get there, boots off.’
‘Why can’t we wear our boots?’ a blonde nurse asked.
‘The stone inside is polished,’ I explained. ‘It’s very slippery. You’ll slide and fall if you leave your boots on.’
‘I hope I haven’t got a hole in my socks,’ an officer said, and everyone laughed.
‘I’m not anxious to see inside a pyramid again,’ Gwen said. ‘I’ll stay outside as well.’ Emily and Lieutenant Callendar looked rather disappointed.
I beckoned to a guide waiting for hire. He eagerly accepted the coins I handed him and led us scrambling up the tall, rough stones to the entrance.
‘Can you climb right to the top?’ one of the officers asked, leaning back to stare above us.
‘You’d need a guide. Some of the stones are taller than your head and it’s quite dangerous,’ I warned him. ‘It’s also a very strenuous climb, I’ve done it myself.’
‘You’ve climbed it?’ he said. ‘If a girl can do it, it can’t be too hard. I think I’ll give it a try.’
Not too hard if a girl can do it? He didn’t see my glare; he was still staring up at the top of the pyramid.
‘Oh come on, Lewis,’ one of the officers urged him. ‘We want to go inside the pyramid.’
‘No, I think I’ll do the climb to the top,’ Lewis said. He grinned at me challengingly. ‘Maybe Flora would like to guide me?’
That did it. ‘I’ll get an Egyptian guide if you really want to go,’ I said coolly. ‘And I’ll certainly come with you, if you like.’
There was a chorus of disapproval from the nurses and officers.
‘Let it go, Lewis.’
‘It’s not a competition you know, old man.’
‘Are you sure?’ Gwen murmured to me.
‘He’s not getting away with saying girls can’t do things,’ I hissed at her.
I turned to the group. ‘Do you mind waiting?’ I asked. ‘It won’t take long. Not if Lewis can keep up.’
I beckoned to an Egyptian guide and gave him some instructions.
‘What did you say to him?’ Lydia asked curiously.
‘I asked him to guide us to the top,’ I said. I glanced at Lewis. ‘I told him to take care of Lieutenant Canning, because he’s never done this before.’
Lewis grunted.
With the guide leading the way, we started out. I hadn’t been exaggerating; it was a hard climb. I ascended carefully, placing my feet where the guide said. Lewis kept up determinedly.
We climbed and climbed. I was careful not to look down, concentrating on placing my hands and feet exactly where the guide indicated, Lewis right beside me. As we neared the top, the guide nodded to me. I moved to the side of the block of stone he pointed out and disappeared behind it. A few more steps upwards and I reached the top.
I was sitting on the top, admiring the view, when Lewis appeared. ‘Why hello, Lewis,’ I said. ‘What delayed you?’
‘That guide –’ he panted. ‘He took you a different way!’
‘Did he?’ I said innocently. ‘I didn’t notice. Isn’t the view quite splendid?’
Lewis gave me a dark look.
‘Will you go down now?’ the guide said in Arabic.
‘Quite ready, Lewis?’ I asked. I got to my feet. ‘By the way,’ I said, ‘do take care on the way down. Every year two or three tourists die falling off the pyramids.’
The nurses and officers, perched on the stones of the pyramid, welcomed us back enthusiastically.
‘Well done, Flora!’
‘Not as easy as all that, eh, Lewis?’
‘Just what did you say to the guide?’ Gwen whispered to me.
I grinned at her. ‘I told him I’d pay him double if he made sure I reached the top first.’
Boots off, we gathered around the low entrance to the pyramid. ‘Bend over,’ I told them. ‘Heads well down. The passage goes down first, then up, and it’s only about four feet tall and three feet wide.’
Bent over and heads tucked in, we shuffled down the sharply descending passage. Our guide led the way with a dim torch. Hands on either side of the passage, I stumbled along, sucking in moist, stuffy air. Occasionally people coming out of the pyramid met us, and we pressed ourselves against the sides of the passage to allow them by.
The passage began to tilt upwards and continued low and narrow for a short way. It abruptly opened up into the Grand Gallery and we could stand up and stretch.
‘That’s better!’ said Lydia. Her voice echoed. She looked up. ‘It feels … strange,’ she said, ‘with all that great weight of stone above us.’
It was just the way I felt inside the pyramids. I was always happier when I was outside again. ‘We go up now,’ I said. ‘The king’s chamber is at the top of the gallery.’
‘Imagine!’ breathed one of the nurses. ‘The king’s chamber!’
But when we were standing in the king’s chamber they were, as I’d expected, unimpressed. It was a small room, right in the middle of the massive stone structure, fifteen feet by thirty feet, and nothing in it but an empty stone sarcophagus.
‘Where’s the gold? Where’s the treasure?’ demanded one of the officers, not quite jokingly.
I laughed. ‘In the museum,’ I said. ‘Haven’t you been there?’
He shook his head. ‘I can’t say I’m very keen on museums,’ he said. ‘Old Jim is, though. He’s always there.’
‘You have a friend who’s interested in ancient history? Then he might like to see my father’s excavation,’ I said.
‘A real excavation?’ exclaimed Lydia. ‘We’d all like to see that, wouldn’t we?’
Everyone agreed, whether through politeness or genuine interest I wasn’t sure. But if they wanted to see it, I was sure Fa wouldn’t mind.
‘I’ll arrange it when I can,’ I said. ‘Now, are we ready to go out? Remember, once we’re out of the Grand Gallery, heads down and elbows in.’
We all made it out without cracking our heads on the low roof and rejoined Gwen, Emily and Lieutenant Callendar. The sun was setting as we found a spot near the Sphinx for our picnic.
‘When it’s dark,’ I said, ‘do you want to see the Sphinx smile?’
‘What! Really smile?’
It was a trick performed by the Egyptians to amuse tourists. When the sun had set, I beckoned a guide over and spoke to him, handing over a few coins. He climbed nimbly up under the Sphinx’s head, produced some matches and lit a small object he’d taken from his pocket. In seconds a bright white flame burned, throwing a shadow upwards under the Sphinx’s head. The Sphinx did, indeed, seem to smile in the wavering light. The group gave the man a round of applause – and more coins.
‘He burnt a piece of magnesium wire,’ I explained when they asked. ‘The shadow it throws gives the illusion of a smile.’
Gwen and I were a total success with the officers and nurses. We were invited on more picnics, camel rides and outings than we would be able to manage. A few days later, we went with some nurses to Luna Park and screamed with them as we rode the rollercoaster and scurried through the skeleton house. The following week we took an evening felucca ride on the Nile. In the evenings we danced at Shepheard’s, and at my own hotel. Gwen and I watched, fascinated, as nurses and officers formed friendships, flirted and fell in – and out – of love.
We flirted with more than a few of the young officers ourselves. ‘After all,’ said Gwen, ‘a girl needs to practise.’
Frank joined in some of our social activities when he had free time. ‘Just be careful,’ he said after watching us chatting with some officers. ‘It’s all a bit of fun, but these fellows know they could be going off to fight before long, and some of them mightn’t come back. Some of them could be thinking that this is their last chance to have a good time. Everything’s a bit … accelerated.’
Gwen and I nodded knowingly. Frank was being elder-brotherly again.
‘There’ve been a couple of engagements between people who’ve only known each other a short time,’ Frank went on. ‘You don’t want to be letting these boys expect too much.’
‘Oh come on, Frank!’ said Gwen. ‘You’ve been doing some serious flirting with the nurses yourself. I could mention Sarah Turnbull? You haven’t got a leg to stand on!’
Frank grinned. ‘Guilty,’ he said. ‘That Sarah’s quite a girl, isn’t she?’
I thought about Frank’s advice. ‘You’re right,’ I said to him. ‘So how about you make a list for us? It’s all right to dance, yes?’ I ticked an imaginary list off on my fingers. ‘A walk along the terrace is acceptable? But not holding hands at the same time? And no terrace walk if there’s no lamp at the end? A moonlight picnic at the Sphinx, quite all right, I suppose? But only in a group, naturally. Now here’s a difficulty. Christmas is coming, Frank. Is a kiss under the mistletoe seen as innocent fun? Or must it be refused with an outraged glare?’ I looked at him solemnly. ‘We know you’ll advise us correctly, Frank.’
Frank gave in. ‘You two are impossible. Do what you like.’ He was serious again. ‘But I know you’ll remember what I said.’
We nodded.
‘Oh, and by the way, Flora.’
‘Yes?’
‘Christmas? That mistletoe?’
‘Yes?’
‘I’ll be first in line.’
…


Fa and I moved into the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith just before the Australian medical team took over our hotel in late December. The first thing I did when we arrived was step across the alley and try to open the small, mysterious door I’d seen the first time I’d visited the house. It was locked. That wasn’t unexpected, it opened into the alley, after all.
Mr Bilal had opened the main door across the alley for us, and was waiting for us to come in.
‘Where does that door lead to?’ I asked him.
Was it my imagination, or did his eyes shift sideways a little guiltily? ‘It is nothing,’ he said. ‘It is unused.’
‘But what was it?’ I persisted.
‘It was an old storeroom. It has easy access to the street and many years ago the blacksmith used it to store materials.’
‘May I see it sometime?’ I asked. I’d be interested in seeing where the ancient blacksmith had kept his tools.
‘Of course,’ said Mr Bilal.
Over the next few days I asked Mr Bilal several times to show me the blacksmith’s storeroom. Often he was busy and said he’d show me later, or he couldn’t find the key, and somehow I never saw inside the storeroom. Then Christmas came and my mind was on other things, and I forgot all about the mysterious door.
Christmas wasn’t widely celebrated in Cairo, except among the European community. Even the local Christians, the Copts, held their Christmas on the seventh day of January. But I decided we would have a Christmas party in our own new home, and Fa agreed.
I knew many of the nurses and officers and invited them to the party. Fa, Professor and Mrs Travers, Lady Bellamy and her ladies, and many of Fa’s archaeologist friends took over the hall. The young people went up to the roof terrace and danced to records on the new, wind-up gramophone that I’d told Fa I really, really needed for Christmas.
I’d visited the street of tinsmiths and ordered dozens of lanterns with pierced sides and I had them strung all over the terrace. Candles burning inside them cast soft, dappled shadows over the dancers.
Frank presented me with some new records from New York as a Christmas present. ‘Oh, thank you! Please put one on!’ I said.
As he placed a record on the turntable, Frank said, ‘Scott Joplin’s “Maple Leaf Rag”.’
It was a type of music I’d never heard before, fast music with a strong beat. I couldn’t wait to dance to it! But what kind of dance would you do? Frank held out his hand to me. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you how to do the bunny hug and the turkey trot. They’re all the rage in New York.’
The nurses and officers crowded around to watch. They laughed as Frank hopped on one foot, flapped his elbows like a turkey and skipped to the side. Then, as he grabbed me and clasped me tightly to him, they realised this was a dance they’d like. They clasped each other closely and followed Frank’s steps.
I held myself stiffly. Frank was clutching me so closely our bodies were welded together from chest to thigh. I’d never danced like this before. I didn’t think I liked it.
‘Flora, relax,’ Frank said in my ear. ‘The point of the dance is to be close and move together. You’ve got about as much give in you as a folded umbrella.’
I have, have I? I glared at him.
Frank grinned down at me. ‘All the really modern girls dance the turkey trot,’ he informed me.
All right, I thought, watch me then!
I took a deep breath and stopped trying to hold myself apart from Frank. It was actually easier that way, I found. Our bodies moved together in the silly, syncopated steps of the dance. We pranced across the terrace, hopping and skipping in perfect time, until the music finished and the record came to a scratching, hissing end as the needle slid towards the centre of the record.
Frank stopped, took a step back and stared at me. ‘Wow!’ he said.
I stared back. I didn’t say anything, but I was thinking ‘Wow!’ myself. Two minutes ago, I hadn’t liked being held to a boy’s chest. Now, I found I liked it. In fact, I liked it a lot.
‘I’ll just – uh – change the record,’ Frank said.
‘Good idea,’ I said. Our eyes were still locked.
‘Don’t move. I’ll be right back.’
‘I’ll be here.’
For the rest of the evening, Frank determinedly cut out any young officer who wanted to dance the turkey trot with me. When one did manage to claim my hand, Frank was quick to put on a slow foxtrot or waltz that involved no close body contact.
It was a night from a fairytale. Stars glittered ice-cold above us in the dark blue sky, scents of spiced cooking and incense rose from the streets below, passers-by looked up as our dancing shadows whirled and hopped on the walls of the buildings beside our house. And Frank and I danced and danced. We didn’t say anything to each other, but that evening I discovered I was looking at Frank in a way I’d never looked at him before.
As they left, some of the nurses told Fa it was the best night they had ever had in Egypt.
‘What a wonderful country! So beautiful, so romantic,’ sighed Sarah, the nurse Frank had been flirting with a few weeks before. ‘It was an enchanted night!’
Fa held up his glass to her. ‘And here’s to many more,’ he said.

Chapter 7




After Christmas, I began serious work on Fa’s excavation. The sand had been cleared all around and it stood alone, a solid, squat, flat-topped building of stone. The entrance had been fully opened and the workers carried out the sand that had accumulated over the years. Wall carvings and paintings were emerging as they worked.
I watched, holding my breath, as the workmen revealed scenes of the tomb’s owner hunting hippopotamus and birds, and feasting with his family and friends. I laughed at a scene showing his boatmen fighting. I felt sad when I saw him standing before the great God Osiris to be judged after his death. It was like opening a wonderful present every day, as scene after scene was uncovered. I understood how Fa and Professor Travers and Frank felt about archaeology. I felt it too.
From the wall paintings, we discovered the man the tomb had been built for had died before his tomb was completed. Some paintings were unfinished, just sketched in as rough outlines in red ochre and charcoal. The tomb would have been under construction well before he died; all wealthy Egyptians planned and built their tombs years before they expected to need them. When he died, work would have stopped on the tomb immediately. He would have been mummified, buried, and the tomb sealed up at once.
The workers were uncovering small finds, pieces of pottery, beads and a shabti or two: little figures of workers which were meant to take the place of the tomb’s owner when it was his turn to work in the fields in the after-life. It was my job to list, describe and draw these small objects. I wasn’t yet busy, but as we uncovered more of the contents I knew I soon would be.
Fa was totally immersed in the work. He was at the excavation every day. I drove him there in the morning, stayed and worked with him, or – if I had time – drove back to the town to work at Lady Bellamy’s Rest and Recreation Centre or visit at a hospital.
Now I was visiting at the Australian hospital that had once been our hotel. It was strange to see many of the bedrooms with their wooden doors removed, the rooms converted to wards. The patients seemed awed by the former hotel’s fantastical Oriental design. In the letters home I wrote for them, the boys often said their hospital was ‘like an Arabian palace, Mum!’
Lydia Herschell had transferred to the Australian hospital, along with many of the Australian nurses, and I often saw them when I visited. I’d been waiting until there was a significant discovery at the excavation before asking Fa if the nurses could visit. Since many of the wall paintings had been uncovered, and we were anticipating finding the owner’s statue soon, I thought the time was right. I invited Lydia to afternoon tea one day to talk about it.
We met at Groppi’s café, rather grandly termed a Confiserie by its proprietor, and a very popular place for tea and cakes. As usual, it was full of soldiers on leave. We knew several of them, but when some attempted to join us, Lydia waved them away. ‘We have business to discuss,’ she said to them. ‘How many people can your father have visit at one time?’ Lydia asked me.
‘Ten would be a manageable number,’ I said. ‘Any more, and the tomb will be overcrowded.’
Lydia was making notes. ‘Ten,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Then we should invite people who will be genuinely interested, don’t you think?’
I nodded. Lydia began to jot down names. ‘That’s seven, eight, nine,’ she said. ‘Now who for the tenth? Hmmm. I know! Jim.’
‘Jim?’ I said.
‘I don’t think you’ve met him. He’s always at the museum.’
‘He sounds perfect,’ I said.
We settled the date for a week later.
Fa tasked me with showing the visitors around. It was quite different from being an unofficial guide to the pyramids and I was a little nervous. I asked Gwen to come along for moral support, even though I knew she wasn’t terribly interested in Egyptian history and had seen the insides of more tombs than she ever really cared to.
‘All right,’ she agreed. ‘As long as you find time for the concert at Shepheard’s on Saturday night. There’s a violinist I want to hear.’
On the afternoon of the excavation tour, Gwen arrived early at the site. She’d driven herself out from Cairo, causing a great stir as she sped along the road from the town. She arrived, pulled up in a scatter of sand – Gwen couldn’t quite get the hang of slowing down gradually before stopping – and jumped out. Discarding her dustcoat, she revealed a pretty, frilled dress, completing the picture with a large straw hat trimmed with organza flowers and a parasol retrieved from the back seat. In my work clothes of drab-coloured divided skirt and shirt and dusty boots, I didn’t compare. Gwen had sucked all the available elegance out of the immediate atmosphere.
‘So what are you showing them?’ Gwen wanted to know. I gave her a quick look at the uncovered rooms, pointing out the inscriptions and paintings. ‘Yes, this should keep them busy,’ she said, looking around.
‘And then tea,’ I said. ‘And then they can all go!’
Gwen looked at me. ‘Flora, you aren’t nervous, are you?’ she said.
‘I am a bit,’ I said. ‘I’ve never done this before. Aren’t you nervous when you give a violin performance?’
‘I suppose I am. But you’ll be fine,’ Gwen assured me. ‘Just ask me if you can’t remember any of the dates.’
‘Ask you about dates!’ I said.
‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I can make something up in an instant. They’d never know the difference.’
We were still giggling when the group arrived by donkey.
I needn’t have worried; they were all either very interested or polite enough to pretend. I was introduced to several young officers I’d never met before, but their names immediately went out of my head as I tried frantically to remember all the things I wanted to tell them.
I conducted them through the entrance and the small rooms at the front of the tomb. ‘We know now that his name was Khnumhotep,’ I said. ‘His wife was Merithathor. We don’t know, yet, if she’s buried here as well. Or even if he’s still here.’
We arrived in the central chamber where Fa was supervising the excavation. Just the day before, the workers had uncovered the entrance to the shaft that led down to the burial chamber. At the back of the chamber others were uncovering the statue of Khnumhotep. It appeared to be undisturbed, and Fa was jubilant.
‘We expect the shaft will drop straight down for some way, at the end we’ll find a passage at right-angles which will lead to the burial chamber,’ Fa explained. ‘We’re hoping it’s blocked with rubble.’
‘You’re hoping it’s blocked?’ an officer asked. ‘Why?’
‘It was usual for the shaft and passage to be blocked up after the burial. It might be filled with blocks of solid stone,’ I said. ‘Rubble is much easier to remove.’
After a few minutes, I took the group outside again, to Fa’s relief I rather suspected. Now he could get back to serious work.
We went to the tents where the finds were sorted, described, sketched and stored. I’d spread some of the objects out on a long trestle table; shabtis, many pieces of pottery, a few pots that were almost intact, some decorated dishes and beads from necklaces.
Fa came to join us as I served tea to the visitors. They all seemed very impressed and had plenty of questions. So many that Fa didn’t go back to work after his tea; he stayed and answered the questions, and explained things and showed the small artefacts to the visitors all over again. Finally at sunset they left, some on donkeys, some in Gwen’s car.
‘Hold onto your hats,’ I warned them. ‘She drives like a demon.’
‘But looks like an angel,’ said one of the young officers gallantly.
Gwen laughed. ‘Tell me that if I get you back to camp safely!’ she said. By the way she roared off, spraying sand, I hoped they would.
I sat down with a thump. ‘Thank goodness that’s over!’ I said to Fa.
‘Well, I have to say I was rather dreading it,’ he said. ‘But they’re delightful young people and very interested. Especially that one young man.’
‘What young man?’ I asked.
‘Oh, one of the officers,’ said Fa vaguely. ‘Very interested indeed and quite well informed. I’d say he’s actually studied some Egyptian history. Now, what was his name? He did introduce himself. Something with a J in it. Joseph? James? John? You’ll know, Flora.’
I shook my head. ‘I don’t know all of them. There is a Jim the boys have mentioned who spends a lot of time in the museum. Perhaps it’s him.’
‘He asked if he could come again sometime, when we’re a little further along with the work,’ Fa said. ‘I suppose you’ll be able to put a face to the name, if he comes.’
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One afternoon, I was sitting up on the roof gazing out over the city. I looked down – and I saw the small door. Lately I’d been distracted with the excavation and my duties as a volunteer and all the wonderful dances and outings, but I had some free time just now. I was curious to see where the door led. I could go and find Mr Bilal and ask him again to show me, I thought – or I could find out for myself. That seemed like much more fun.
I carefully noted where the door was in relation to the windows beside and above it. I went downstairs, listening carefully. I could hear voices coming from the kitchen below. Good! Everyone was busy. I wondered briefly why I was doing this in secret. There was no reason I shouldn’t explore the house, after all. It just seemed … odd that Mr Bilal was never able to show me the storeroom. Well, I was going to look at it now! I crossed the bridge connecting the two houses and went down to the ground floor.
I knew that the window to the right of the small door belonged to a sitting room, and the one to its left to a study. The room above was a bedroom. So I knew exactly where the storeroom was situated – but I couldn’t find it. I stared at a blank, panelled wall in the hall and knew the room with the exterior door must be behind it, but there was no door here, inside the house. I checked the rooms on either side. Perhaps there was a connecting door in one of them? There were no doors.
I came out into the passage again and stared at the wall. I thought of the secret chamber above the balcony overlooking the hall, in the part of the house across the alley. Could this be another secret room? I started to investigate the panelling, sliding my hands across the wood, pulling at protuberances, feeling into crevices. And I found it. A pull with my nails in a crack in the panelling, then another pull, and a piece of the panelling slid aside. A secret door!
I looked over my shoulder. I stepped in quickly, and slid the panel almost shut behind me. Some light came in from the stone latticework above the door, enough to show me that this was indeed a storeroom. Not for blacksmith’s tools, however. The shelves on the walls were packed with bundles wrapped in cloth. I picked one of the bundles up and unrolled it carefully. A small black statue of a cat rolled out into my hands. A very ancient statue. I knew enough about Egyptian art to be sure of that.
I checked some of the many other parcels. I found another cat statue; a necklace of blue and orange beads; and a tiny coffin embossed with a figure of a snake that would have held a small, mummified snake. I didn’t need to see anymore. I carefully rolled all the artefacts up again and put my finds back. Well, well, well, I thought. Either these had been stored here a long time ago and forgotten, or there was something odd going on. Considering Mr Bilal’s evasiveness concerning this room, I suspected something shady.
Maybe this was a temporary store for artefacts being smuggled out of Egypt. As long as you had the key, it would be easy to bring things in and out of the door to the alley. Who was involved? Not only Mr Bilal, certainly. And what should I do?
I wasn’t sure of anything, I told myself as I paced the storeroom. I only suspected. If I reported this, the antiquities police would investigate. We’d probably have to leave the house, and Fa might even be accused of being involved. And if I told Fa about it, he’d feel obliged to report it, and exactly the same things would happen. Best to wait and watch, I decided. Best not to tell anyone at all. And best to get out of here, right now, before someone discovered me.
I peeked through the crack of the door I’d left open, saw the hallway was empty, and slid out. I pushed the panelling back into place and walked away quickly, dusting my hands off. There, clear! I thought.
‘Miss Flora?’ Mr Bilal said from behind me.
I almost leapt out of my skin. I spun around, trying to look unconcerned, but sure that I looked as guilty as if I’d just robbed a tomb myself.
‘Uh, yes?’
‘Would you like some tea?’
‘Tea? Uh, yes. Tea. Tea would be nice. Yes, please.’
Mr Bilal regarded me steadily. ‘I will take it to the roof. And, Miss Flora?’
‘Yes?’
‘I am afraid the key to the blacksmith’s storeroom is lost. I will have another made. However, I recall nothing in there of interest, only some old possessions of the owner of the house.’
‘The owner’s possessions?’ I said quickly. ‘Exactly who is the owner of the house?’
Mr Bilal looked evasive again. ‘I do not know. An Egyptian gentleman, I believe.’ There was a long pause. ‘I will take your tea to the roof.’
I went up to the roof and felt my eyes drawn down to the little door. I was going to keep an eye on that door.
…


The rest and recreation centre was very, very popular with the soldiers. I’d doubted Lady Bellamy’s tea and lemonade could compete with the tavern in the Ezbekieh Gardens, but the soldiers seemed to enjoy the cool, quiet atmosphere of the pavilion. They returned again and again. Trooper Hendy (whose name, I’d discovered, was Alex, though naturally I never used it in Lady Bellamy’s hearing) and his friends were there whenever they had leave.
I still couldn’t understand why all these soldiers were in Cairo. The fighting was far away in France. The soldiers spent a lot of time training, but for what?
‘What have you been up to?’ I asked Alex one day after not seeing him for a couple of weeks.
‘We’ve been going out on exercises for several days at a stretch,’ he explained as I poured his tea. ‘We trek far into the desert without much food and water, getting our horses accustomed to moving on sand.’
I handed Alex his teacup and he took a sip. ‘Why don’t they give you much to eat or drink?’
‘The weight adds up and the horses have to carry it all. They’re getting us ready for hard times in the desert. Each trek is getting longer and more challenging,’ he said.
Did that mean something was going to happen here, not far from Cairo? The thought kept returning to me, like a small, threatening cloud that preceded a storm.
But in the meantime, my social life was sparkling. I whirled through picnics and tennis parties, and danced the soles of several pairs of shoes thin prancing through the bunny hug and the turkey trot. Every time I tried to sit down at a dance, another young officer was holding his hand out hopefully to me. It was intoxicating! But before I accepted, I always looked around to see if Frank was offering as well. Somehow, dancing with Frank was … different. More exciting.
Every week or so Fa gave dinners for his archaeologist friends at the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith and it was my job to arrange them. All I had to do, really, was mention the date to Mr Bilal and Mrs Maryam, and their team of genies had a magnificent dinner on the table as if they’d used a magic lamp and summoned the whole feast out of empty air.
In March we had three days of khamsins, high winds that roared in from the desert, whipping up and carrying sand. The khamsins were early this year, and the workmen hastily dismantled the tents and packed equipment away in stout boxes. With the arrival of the khamsins, the excavation season would be closing before long. I’d be very sorry to leave Egypt this year, and our wonderful, mysterious house.
The khamsins blasted the sky to a pale, sickly yellow and shrouded the city in a pall of what seemed like fog, but was actually fine particles of sand. The sand infiltrated under tightly shut windows and doors, slithering and sliding and collecting in little piles in the corners of rooms that had been swept only hours before, and getting into food so that my teeth crunched on the fine grains.
After the khamsins had howled their way off over the desert, we returned to the excavation to find sand blown, again, into the tomb. I spent several days emptying sand out of boxes of artefacts and records. The wooden cover of the pit burial had sand all over it and some had drifted into the grave, but it was easy enough to clear it again so visitors could see it.
Although days at the tomb were often uncomfortable now, with a breathless heat in the air and the noon sun pounding down on our heads, we had many visitors. After a while, they began to drive Fa to distraction.
‘I’ll show them the pit burial instead,’ I suggested. ‘And the finds in the tent. That should keep them out of the tomb.’
So, while Fa happily continued supervising the clearing of rubble from the shaft, I kept visitors out of his way.
Several times, from a distance, I’d noticed an Australian officer talking to Fa, or even disappearing into the tomb, while I’d been busy with a party of visitors. ‘Is someone bothering you?’ I asked Fa one day. ‘Do you want to send him over to me?’
‘Bothering me?’ said Fa vaguely. ‘Oh, you mean Jim. James Hunter. He’s the fellow who’s so interested in Egyptian history. He’s asked if he could have a stab at excavating the pit burial. Jim’s had some experience and the pit burial isn’t important, no reason he shouldn’t cut his teeth on it. He’ll be coming and going, when he has time off.’
I felt rather sorry for the little body in the pit burial. Not important. The body had been a person, and important to someone. I was pleased someone was interested. ‘Should I keep visitors away?’ I asked.
‘Oh no,’ said Fa. ‘I don’t suppose Jim will mind if people watch him at work.’
I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t agree. Lots of archaeologists – like Professor Travers – simply hated being watched while they were working. I decided that when this Jim Hunter was working I wouldn’t take visitors to the pit burial. Over the next few days, when visitors came, I glanced up at the grave on the hill and if I saw a far away figure there, or a pile of equipment on the ground, I kept well away.
…


It was my birthday in March. I’d be seventeen! With the khamsins stopping the excavation for three days, I had time to plan a party at the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith. I invited many of Fa’s archaeologist friends, and the friends Gwen and I had made among the nurses and officers. I was so looking forward to it. My birthdays had always been in the school term and I’d had to be satisfied with a sedate tea party for school friends.
Mr Bilal strung the roof terrace with pierced tin lanterns again. As I was up on the terrace, supervising the decorations, I looked down at the little door in the alley. I’d seen nothing suspicious down there; heard nothing. Had I been completely wrong about it? I resolved to keep a closer watch – but certainly not today! When I had time …
Mrs Maryam and her band of genies had been cooking for days, filling the house with spicy, delicious aromas that floated out into the street and had passers-by lifting their heads and sniffing appreciatively. Small boys hovered near the door in the wall, pretending they needed a drink from the copper cups that hung there, but really hoping that Mrs Maryam would come out and give them a taste of something wonderful to eat.
I’d ordered a new evening gown in a glorious shade between apricot and orange with an over-dress in a paler apricot and deep embroidery along the hem. I was ready to dance all night.
And I did – in between eating, sipping champagne and opening the gifts kind friends had brought me: books, scarves, small and pretty ornaments, chocolates from Groppi’s. One of the young officers presented me with an enormous bunch of flowers, the largest I’d ever seen.
‘Thank you!’ I said, overwhelmed. ‘These are so beautiful. I’ve never seen such a large bouquet.’
‘Don’t thank me,’ he said. ‘I’m one of the many boxes of chocolates. No imagination, that’s me! These are from Jim. There’s a card – look, here it is. He was very disappointed he couldn’t be here tonight, but he had to go out on an unexpected training exercise.’
‘Who?’ I said. I looked at the card. ‘Oh, Jim Hunter.’
Gwen was admiring the flowers. ‘These are absolutely beautiful,’ she said. ‘I wonder where he got them? You’d better put them in water, Flora.’
I went to get vases and water and Gwen came along to help me arrange them in the dining room. ‘Well, you do seem to have an admirer,’ she said. ‘Is he nice?’
‘I have no notion,’ I said. ‘I’ve never met him that I can recall. He’s the man excavating the pit burial. Fa quite likes him.’
‘It seems to me he might like you,’ said Gwen, taking half the flowers and arranging them in a vase.
‘He can’t,’ I protested. ‘I wouldn’t know him from – well, from a hole in the ground.’
‘Very appropriate on an excavation site,’ said Gwen.
It wasn’t a very good joke, but we laughed. The flowers were filling the dining room with a deep, velvety scent.
‘Are you ever going to finish with those flowers and come dance again?’ Lieutenant Hardy asked from the doorway.
We abandoned the flowers and went back to the terrace and danced for hours. Lydia whirled around the terrace in the arms of an officer called Matthew Grier. They seemed to be enjoying each other’s company immensely. I’d seen her with him several times before. I must ask her about him, I thought.
Frank spent most of the night talking with the other archaeologists and we didn’t get to dance together. I was surprised how put out I felt about that. It only made me dance harder with other young men – and to swirl past Frank every chance I got.
Late in the evening I noticed that Gwen and one of the officers danced off into the shadows at the end of the terrace and stayed there for a rather long time. Hmmm, I thought.
Much later, after everyone had gone, Gwen and I were in my room.
‘And just what was going on with the debonair William?’ I demanded.
‘We-e-e-e-ll,’ Gwen looked at me, eyes sparkling.
‘Gwen! You didn’t! Did you? Did you actually kiss him?’
Gwen nodded.
‘You did? Really? So what was it like? Was it wonderful? Tell me!’
‘What was it like?’ Gwen pretended to think about it. ‘Well, to tell you the truth, it was just sort of prickly. William has a moustache, you see.’
‘Prickly? Is that all?’ I was horribly disappointed. Gwen and I had often discussed what a first kiss would be like. Stars and thrills and violins had featured heavily. ‘It wasn’t wonderful?’
‘It was pleasant enough,’ admitted Gwen. ‘But wonderful? No. Not really.’
‘Maybe you really have to like someone a lot before it’s wonderful?’ I suggested. I thought about that. Who did I like a lot – enough to kiss them, that is? No one with a prickly moustache! Suddenly I realised whose face I was picturing. The face of someone I liked a lot. Frank. Now that, I thought, would be really interesting – to be kissed by Frank. But, I realised sadly, though I’d laughed with Frank, and teased Frank, and even danced closely in his arms, he’d never, ever tried to kiss me. He hadn’t even danced with me once tonight. And on my birthday, too! He probably just didn’t think of me in that way. I’d thought he did, after the Christmas party, but clearly I’d been wrong. Oh well. Someone else would come along, I told myself.
Gwen was still talking, and I turned my full attention back to her. My full attention, except for an odd little ache around my heart.
‘I do have to admit, I was less than impressed,’ said Gwen. ‘I guess I just wanted to see what it was like, and he was offering. Maybe I won’t bother again, not until I really, really like someone, anyway. Then I’ll see if it’s different.’
We sat at my window on my lovely comfortable cushioned divan, looking out at the sky, and talked the party over. Who’d said what, which nurse had danced with which officer, which officer had flirted with which nurse, and the stars circled behind the towers and minarets.
Everything in our world was wonderful.

Chapter 9




I kept an eye on the small door in the wall. Every week or so when I felt I was unobserved, I went to the secret, sliding panel and entered the room behind it. Sometimes the bundles on the shelves were unchanged; sometimes, they were different. I would unroll a parcel or two, and they always contained small, beautiful artefacts. Nothing of great value, but valuable enough to turn a good profit. Someone was moving them in and out.
I never saw anyone near the exterior door. I never saw anyone in the house who shouldn’t have been there. I didn’t know what to do. Corruption and bribery were common in Egypt. I didn’t want Fa accused if I reported the cache. I had no idea of the best action to take – or whether to take any action at all.
…


Easter came in early April. Lady Bellamy had been most insistent that every available volunteer should be on duty at the rest and recreation centre. ‘Many of the men will be on leave,’ she said. ‘We need every hand on deck to help take care of them.’
Gwen and I were rostered on at the centre on Thursday. Lady Bellamy was sure that many soldiers would be in Cairo to attend church the following day, Good Friday. Gwen and I weren’t as convinced about why they’d want to be in Cairo, but we accepted there’d be lots of men in town.
The centre was busy with soldiers all day. Trooper Alex Hendy and his group of mates were among them. They were in town for a good time, of course, but they weren’t quite as ready to joke and laugh as they had been. They were quieter, more preoccupied.
‘Is something wrong?’ I asked Alex when I was able to speak to him alone briefly.
He looked startled. ‘Why should anything be wrong?’
‘I don’t know,’ I said. I felt Lady Bellamy’s eye on me and to look busy I started to pour Alex a cup of tea. ‘You just seem different.’ I nodded towards his friends. ‘Ted and Stan aren’t fooling about the way they usually do.’
Alex took the tea and absentmindedly added four spoonfuls of sugar. ‘Yes. Well. I suppose we’re all doing a bit of thinking, so to speak.’ He glanced around and then lowered his voice. ‘There are rumours going about that there’ll be action soon, big action. It makes a fellow think.’
‘Action? Where? Not around here, surely?’
Alex grinned. ‘Oh, the brass don’t tell us that! We could even be shipped to France. But I don’t think so. Why would we be doing all this desert training if we’re going to France?’
I looked over at Ted and Stan. They were playing table tennis, but the game was slow and languid. Normally, they’d be leaping around the table like crazed kangaroos, and table tennis balls would be flying dangerously. They’d become very skilled at landing them, quite accidentally of course, in cups of tea.
Before Alex took a sip of his tea, I said, ‘You’d better give me that. You’ve put four sugars in it.’
‘Have I?’ Alex looked at his cup, surprised. ‘Well, there you are. My mind’s on other things.’ He hesitated. ‘Speaking of other things …’
‘Yes?’
‘Well, if we’re moving out, going into action, I wondered – well, would you write to me? I know you’re busy,’ he added hastily. ‘But if you had a spare moment, just a line or two …’
I handed him a fresh cup of tea.
‘I’ll understand if you don’t have time,’ he said.
I put my hand on his arm. Bother Lady Bellamy. ‘Of course I’ll write to you, Alex. I’ll be happy to. I can tell you everything that’s happening in Cairo, and you can tell me what’s happening in – well, wherever you are.’
Before the end of the day, Ted and Stan had both approached me quietly with the same request.
‘I don’t suppose you’d write to me, would you? Just now and then.’ Stan said with a forced smile.
‘It’s so good to get mail, you see,’ Ted said.
Other soldiers I’d come to know asked me to write as well. By the end of the day I had a pocketful of slips of paper with names and addresses, and I was feeling rather overwhelmed.
When I got a chance to talk to Gwen I noticed that her overall pocket was bulging as well. ‘Not you too?’ I said.
Gwen looked troubled. ‘I don’t know how I’ll manage,’ she said. ‘But what can you say? I know it sounds silly, but they’re all so young, though they must all be older than I am – they’d have to be.’
‘Not all of them,’ I said.
…


We worked at the busy rest and recreation centre all through Good Friday. Lydia called in towards the end of the day, on the arm of Matthew Grier, her dance partner at my party. Alex, Ted and Stan came in again.
‘We were right,’ Alex told me. He was tightly holding the glass of lemonade I’d poured him, but he wasn’t drinking it. ‘Our training period’s over and we’ll be embarking for action soon. We still don’t know where, though.’ He looked down at his glass. ‘It’ll be good to have a crack at the enemy at last.’ He downed the lemonade in one long swallow.
‘Yeah,’ Ted agreed. ‘About time we saw some sort of a fight.’
Then we heard a gunshot. Heads swung around sharply.
The shot was followed by several more and everyone in the pavilion stopped dead. I tried to follow the source of the sound. It wasn’t very close – but it wasn’t too far away, either.
‘Hell,’ said Alex. ‘They’ve done it. They’ve gone for the Wozzer. The idiots!’
‘They’ve what?’ I said.
Alex, Ted and Stan snatched up their hats, ready to run in the direction the shots had come from. I grabbed Alex’s arm. ‘The Wozzer?’ I said. ‘What’s going on there?’
Alex stopped and stared at me. ‘What do you know about the Wozzer?’
‘I know it’s the bad part of town,’ I said. ‘What’s happening there?’
‘I don’t know exactly, but it won’t be good,’ Alex said. ‘Some of the fellows say they’ve been cheated there and –’ He stopped. ‘Well, if we were moving out, they’ll be getting their own back before we go. But shooting – that’s well out of order.’
Lady Bellamy’s voice rang out, ‘There is no need for panic or to be concerned. The situation will be well under control.’
‘How’s she know that?’ growled Alex. ‘See here, Flora, you get Gwen right now. We’ll get you both to your house, that’s right away from the Wozzer.’
Lydia and Matthew Grier joined us. ‘Do you know what’s happening?’ Matthew said sharply to Alex.
‘I’ve got an idea, sir, but not exactly, no,’ said Alex. ‘We’re just saying, we’ll get Miss Wentworth and Miss Travers to Miss Wentworth’s house.’ He looked at Lydia. ‘You too, ma’am. I think that’d be best until we find out what’s going on and which areas aren’t safe.’
Matthew hesitated. I could see all four of them were dying to run out of the pavilion and straight to the Wozzer. Whether to join in, or to stop whatever was happening, I didn’t know. Most of the soldiers had already gone, running towards the shouts and yells and whistle blowing. I was frightened. Gwen had gone pale.
‘Yes, first thing, we must get the girls to a safe place,’ said Matthew. I didn’t have the car today, Fa had needed it to go to the excavation that afternoon. Mr Hussein had dropped me at Shepheard’s on the way, and I’d walked across the gardens to the rest and recreation centre with Gwen. ‘Can we walk to your house?’ Matthew asked me. ‘Is it far from here?’
‘That will not be necessary.’ I hadn’t seen him arrive but Mr Hussein was beside us, composed as ever. ‘I have a motorcar and I will see the young ladies safely home.’
‘Are you sure you can?’ Matthew asked him.
Mr Hussein flicked an eye at him. ‘Certainly. No harm will come to them.’
Matthew looked Mr Hussein over and wisely decided to take his word for it.
‘Very well. Thank you.’ He turned to Lydia, taking her hand and holding it while he looked at her intently. Very interesting, I thought. ‘I’ll come to see you as soon as I can. Will you stay at Flora’s house?’
Lydia looked doubtful. ‘I should get back to the hospital. I’m on duty later tonight. Will it be safe?’ she asked Mr Hussein.
‘If it is possible, I will return you to the hospital. If not, I will have a message sent saying where you are.’
Another shot rang out.
‘We must go now,’ said Mr Hussein.
I didn’t need any urging. A swift wave to the boys – who were already on their way – another to Lady Bellamy to indicate we were leaving with Mr Hussein, and we were off. Mr Hussein had driven the motorcar right into the gardens, which was usually strictly forbidden.
‘Do we need to keep our heads down?’ gasped Gwen. She looked as if she’d recovered herself and was now rather enjoying the situation.
Mr Hussein looked at her with amusement. ‘That will not be necessary,’ he said.
‘Oh.’ Gwen sounded disappointed.
We saw no signs of disturbance as Mr Hussein drove us to the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith. The alleys, in fact, were much quieter than usual. Many of the small shops had put their shutters up.
‘It won’t spread to here, surely?’ I asked. The shouts and yells had faded far behind.
‘I think not,’ Mr Hussein said. ‘The shopkeepers are taking precautions only. The disturbance seems to be confined to a certain area.’
‘You mean the Wozzer,’ I said.
Mr Hussein raised an eyebrow. I could see he was wondering, as Alex had, just how I knew about the Wozzer – and how much.
‘Because the disturbance is not far from Shepheard’s,’ he said delicately, ‘I think it would be wise for Miss Gwen to stay with you until I ascertain whether it is safe to take her home. I will have a message sent to her family and to your hospital, Miss Lydia.’
Mr Hussein carefully negotiated a tight turn into a narrow street. The shops here, too, were all locked and shuttered. I saw Mr Hussein look ahead and brake suddenly. A crowd of soldiers was running into the alley. Some of them were carrying things. There was a roar of disappointment as the men saw the shuttered, locked shops. ‘All closed up here, too, lads!’
Looting, I thought. They were looting.
Mr Hussein spun the steering wheel urgently, trying to reverse, to get away. ‘Get down!’ he said quickly to us. ‘Get your heads down!’
Gwen gasped. Lydia, in the back with her, grabbed her head and pushed it down. I slid down and crouched on the floor in the front. We clung to whatever we could grab as Mr Hussein tried desperately to turn the motorcar.
There was another roar from the soldiers. ‘Look! A gyppo! A gyppo in a motorcar!’
‘He’s one of them! Get him!’
I heard many feet running towards us, hammering on the stones of the alley. Something crashed against the motorcar. A stone? A bottle?
‘Hold on!’ Mr Hussein ordered. The motorcar made a last sharp, shuddering turn and sped up. We must have turned, I thought. We’re getting away!
There was another crash as a missile hit the motorcar, and another.
‘They’re throwing things at us!’ Gwen exclaimed, unbelieving.
And I heard Mr Hussein cry out. I looked up from my crouched position on the floor. Mr Hussein had his hand to his head. There was blood on his face; something had hit him on the head. The motorcar careered wildly. We scraped the wall of the alley. Mr Hussein took his hand away from his head and gripped the wheel. But he couldn’t see through the blood streaming into his eyes.
I crawled back into my seat and leaned over. ‘Give me the wheel!’ I yelled. I fought to control the motorcar, but from my position I couldn’t get to the pedals. We were going to stall, to stop – and then the mob of soldiers would be on us.
Lydia leaned over the back seat to help Mr Hussein. Behind us, the sound of pounding feet had slowed. ‘There’s a girl in the motorcar!’ I heard. ‘A white girl!’
‘There’s another one!’ a soldier shouted, spotting me leaning over Mr Hussein to get to the wheel.
The sound of feet stopped. ‘That’s the girl from the rec centre in the gardens,’ an incredulous voice said.
The motorcar stopped with a bone-wrenching jerk and buzzed like an angry hornet. Mr Hussein looked around blankly. ‘Sit still,’ said Lydia, pressing her handkerchief to the wound on his face.
I stood up in the motorcar and turned to face the soldiers. Even though the alley was dim, I could recognise both Australian and New Zealand uniforms. I’d felt scared before, but now I was angry. Boiling mad, in fact.
‘Look!’ I shouted. ‘Look what you’ve done! You’ve hurt our friend and you’ve made us crash. You should be ashamed of yourselves. The people in this area have done nothing to you! Why would you steal from them? What do you think you’re doing?’
The soldiers stood silent. I knew they wouldn’t attack us now. They knew they’d gone too far.
‘I’m going to start this motorcar now,’ I went on, ‘and I’m going to drive our friend home and take care of him. Are any of you going to stop me?’
Silence.
I leapt out of the car. ‘Gwen, can you take the wheel?’ I said. Gwen got out, looking defiantly at the soldiers as she helped Lydia move Mr Hussein to the back seat. Lydia got in beside him, keeping up the pressure on his wound with her handkerchief while he leant back with his eyes closed. I looked worriedly at Lydia. She gave me a tiny, tight smile, and nodded slightly.
Gwen got into the driver’s seat. ‘Ready,’ she said.
I swung the crank handle as hard as I could and prayed it would work first time. The motorcar fired up. Thank heaven Mr Hussein had insisted we must learn to start the motorcar by ourselves! I thought. I jumped back in, and Gwen drove us away. I thanked heaven, again, that the motorcar hadn’t been badly damaged in its scrape against the wall.
There was still no sound from the soldiers. When I looked back, there was no one in the alley. They had gone.
Gwen found our way through the narrow streets to the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith. We saw no one else in the streets. When we reached the house, we looked at each other and drew deep breaths. I was surprised to find my hands were shaking as I knocked urgently on the door and pulled the bell at the same time. I had time to be frightened now.
Mr Bilal and Mrs Maryam were horrified. ‘What has happened to Mr Hussein?’ Mrs Maryam cried. ‘You must bring him in at once!’
‘The young ladies are safe?’ Mr Bilal said urgently to me.
We were.
‘Do you know what is happening?’
We didn’t.
Mr Hussein was helped to a couch inside and the blood sponged from his head. When the blood was washed off, it didn’t seem to be too bad.
‘Superficial’ said Lydia with relief. ‘It won’t even need stitches. Head wounds always bleed a lot. He’ll have a bad headache though. He certainly shouldn’t drive.’ She wrapped his head in a bandage Mrs Maryam had supplied.
‘Now you must all sit quietly and rest,’ said Mr Bilal. ‘We will bring tea and food. I will send a message to Mr Khalid.’
We hardly felt like tea, or food, but I knew they wouldn’t be happy until they’d served it.
We went to the roof, of course, and Mr Hussein, much recovered, came with us. We made him comfortable on a cushioned couch in the corner. He closed his eyes and we left him to rest. We leaned out to look over the town in all directions but could see nothing out of the ordinary. The domes and towers and minarets were as peaceful as ever. White pigeons still wove intricate patterns in the air between them. If we listened very, very carefully we could hear faraway noise but it was difficult to distinguish it from the ordinary clamour of the city.
‘Oh, I wish I knew what was happening! I hope Matthew’s all right,’ Lydia fretted.
I turned to her. ‘Yes, tell us about Matthew, Lydia.’
Lydia glanced at Mr Hussein. ‘Tell you what?’
‘Mr Hussein’s not listening,’ I said. ‘There’s something to tell. I’ve noticed Matthew’s been around rather a lot lately.’
‘And he was holding your hand very significantly,’ said Gwen. ‘There’s either something to tell or you’re an appalling flirt, Lydia.’
‘There’s nothing to tell,’ said Lydia. ‘Yet.’
‘But there might be,’ Gwen pounced.
‘Maybe. Perhaps. Nothing’s settled yet.’ Lydia had gone an interesting shade of pink.
‘When something is settled, I hope we’ll be the first to know,’ Gwen said severely.
‘And we want to be bridesmaids,’ I added. ‘What colour dresses do you think, Gwen?’ Lydia gave a small smile, but she wasn’t admitting a thing.
Mr Bilal came up to the roof terrace with tea.
We sipped our tea as the sun went down. The sky flamed red and orange. As it deepened to purple and dark blue, some of the red and orange remained – an ominous smudge just above the rooftops. There was fire in the city.
‘That doesn’t look good,’ I said.
Mr Bilal returned with little snacks and rumours of what was happening. ‘There is a riot. Houses are being burned and soldiers are throwing –’ He paused delicately. ‘Soldiers are throwing, uh, bad women into the street.’
‘What soldiers?’
‘They say Australian and New Zealand soldiers,’ said Mr Bilal.
I was sure the soldiers who’d confronted us had been wearing the uniforms of Australia and New Zealand.
‘Is anyone stopping them?’
Mr Bilal went to try and find out more.
‘Throwing bad women into the street?’ Gwen said. Gwen and I looked at each other. Then at Lydia. ‘What has Matthew told you about this?’ Gwen asked.
Lydia hesitated. ‘Do you know about the Wozzer, where some of the men go?’
‘Yes, yes,’ I said impatiently. ‘Frank’s put us in the picture about all of that. Bad liquor, bad women and being cheated.’
Lydia was silent.
‘Is there more?’
‘Well, yes. Look, I’ll give it to you straight. Yes, the men have been complaining that they’ve been cheated. They’re sold diluted liquor, they’re robbed, they’re overcharged for what they buy, there are even stories of some being stabbed, though I have to say if that’s true they haven’t come to the hospital for treatment.’ She paused to scoop some tomato salad onto a piece of flat bread. It took rather longer than it should have.
‘And?’
‘Some of the men have picked up diseases from the women in the Wozzer,’ Lydia continued reluctantly. ‘We nurses aren’t really supposed to know about that, but of course we do. There’s a special hospital at Abbassia, near the Suez Canal, called the Contagious Diseases Hospital,’ she said and took a bite of her bread and salad. ‘Measles cases, for example, would go there, but it’s more than that. There’s a barbed wire fence around it and sentries on duty. It’s where venereal diseases – gonorrhoea and syphilis – are treated. Nurses don’t work in that section; it’s all done by doctors and male orderlies.’
‘You’re not supposed to know?’ I said.
‘They’re protecting our innocence, I suppose,’ said Lydia wryly. ‘The men are given lectures on the ship on the way over, and their medical officers supply …’ she paused delicately, ‘… prophylactics, if you know what they are …’
We didn’t, but we wouldn’t have admitted it for the world. We were, after all, modern girls.
Lydia sighed. ‘The men will go to the Wozzer; they don’t listen to their medical officers. The word is that there’ve been more than two thousand cases of venereal disease treated at the Abbassia hospital. The boys are young and they’re a long way from home. This is all a huge adventure to them … so far.’
‘So some have got sick?’ I said. ‘And they’re taking it out on the people who’ve done these things to them?’
‘That seems to be it,’ said Lydia. ‘I suppose, seeing they know they’ll be leaving soon, that they’ve decided now’s the time to get square.’
We were silent, staring out at the red glow in the sky over the town.
When Fa arrived home from the excavation, he joined us on the roof and exclaimed over Mr Hussein and his bandage. I made light of the incident to him. I knew, now, we hadn’t been in danger once the soldiers had seen who we were, and I didn’t want Fa getting concerned and stopping me driving.
It worked. ‘I’m sure the whole business is a storm in a teacup,’ Fa commented. ‘Thank you for looking after the girls,’ he said to Mr Hussein and shook his hand heartily.
‘I think it was more a case of the young ladies looking after me,’ Mr Hussein responded weakly.
Fa went down to his study. I knew he’d have forgotten all about it in minutes.
Lydia began to look anxious again. Gwen and I were feeling anxious as well. We already knew that some of our friends were there in the Wozzer and many more might be there too.
The glow in the sky began to fade. ‘The fire engines have come,’ said Mr Bilal.
‘I wonder if I can get back to the hospital safely,’ Lydia said.
‘When it’s safe, my father will let us know,’ Mr Hussein said. ‘He will send someone.’
‘And this is where Matthew will come, when he can,’ I said.
…


It was after ten o’clock by the time Matthew limped in. He’d lost his cap. He was tired and sweaty, even though the night air was chill.
‘What happened?’ We surrounded Matthew.
Matthew looked at Mr Hussein. ‘What happened to you?’
We told him.
‘Lydia, you were in danger?’ Matthew looked as if that was worse than anything else he’d had to deal with that night.
Well, don’t you concern yourself Gwen, Mr Hussein and me! I thought. But about then I thought, wistfully, that it would be rather nice to have someone feel so anxious about me.
‘We’re all right, Matthew. Don’t worry!’ Lydia said impatiently.
Mr Bilal came in with a decanter of brandy and a glass. Matthew looked at him gratefully and drank a glass straight. He sank into a chair and Mr Bilal refilled his glass and left.
Matthew closed his eyes for a second. ‘When I got to the Wozzer some fellows had been chasing the – um – ladies from their houses into the street. They were throwing everything out of the houses into the street after them: furniture, mattresses. I even saw a piano pushed out of a second-storey window. They were tossing chamber pots – and their contents – out the windows too. Then they started setting fire to the piles of stuff in the streets.’ He stopped, reaching for his glass and taking a gulp. ‘Some Australians, Ninth Light Horse I think, were trying to stop it all and they arrested a few fellows. But the crowd watching wasn’t having that. They took rifles off some of the Light Horse and threw them into the fires too, and most of the arrested fellows got away.’
‘Then what?’ I asked.
‘The British military police arrived. Most of the crowd were Australians and New Zealanders and you know what they think of the MPs – they got a right round of abuse. Then the MPs decided to fire their pistols – another big mistake. I suppose they meant to fire over the heads of the crowd, but a few fellows were wounded. It started getting really nasty then, and the MPs disappeared.’
‘How many soldiers were there?’ Gwen asked.
‘Two, three thousand? Anyway, the Egyptian fire brigade turned up and tried to put the fires out. Our fellows tried to cut their fire hoses, and the Egyptians tried to turn the hoses on the crowd, and then our fellows actually pushed the fire engine into the flames.’
There was going to be really big trouble over this. It was one thing trying to get even with thieves and cheats, but quite another to attack the fire brigade.
‘Some of the men began looting shops, and they tried to set them on fire too,’ Matthew went on. ‘In the end, another fire engine came – under escort this time – and they started putting the fires out. Armed troops arrived to cordon off the area, and the fellows decided it’d probably be best to just, well, disappear.’
‘What were you doing?’ Lydia asked.
‘I was trying to locate my men. I told them to imshi, get back to camp,’ said Matthew. ‘I told them I hadn’t seen them, I didn’t know their names, and if they were smart they’d keep it that way.’
‘What will happen?’ I asked.
‘Oh, there’ll be an inquiry, of course,’ said Matthew wearily. ‘If they can identify any of the ringleaders, they’ll be punished. There’ll be apologies to the Egyptian fire service – as there should be – and probably the damage will be paid for. Those thieves and scoundrels in the Wozzer deserve not to be recompensed. But, well, you can’t have men taking the law into their own hands.’
I hoped Alex, Ted and Stan had had the good sense to keep out of it.
‘Is it safe to leave now?’ asked Lydia. ‘I’ll be late on duty, but I could get there.’
‘Me too,’ said Gwen. ‘My parents will be concerned.’
‘It seemed quiet when I came here,’ Matthew answered. ‘I don’t quite know how to get you there, though. I doubt there will be a carriage for hire on the streets.’
‘Perhaps I could drive you?’ I suggested. ‘And Gwen too.’
Both Matthew and Lydia looked shocked. ‘Certainly not!’ Matthew said. ‘We don’t know if it’s safe. You can’t be driving around alone.’ Gwen shrugged.
‘Miss Flora will have no need.’ Mr Khalid had quietly appeared on the terrace and was giving me a very stern look. He went immediately to Mr Hussein and looked him over carefully. ‘I am sorry I was delayed,’ he said. ‘The streets are … volatile. As you have seen, an Egyptian in a motorcar is a target.’
After exchanging a few quiet words with his son, and satisfying himself that he was not badly hurt, he turned to me. ‘With your permission, Miss Flora, I will have Miss Gwen driven to Shepheard’s and Miss Lydia and Lieutenant Grier to the hospital and camp. Messages have already been sent saying they are safe.’
‘You’re a wonder, Khalid,’ said Matthew.
Mr Khalid inclined his head graciously.
‘I’m so sorry Mr Hussein was hurt,’ I said to Mr Khalid as we all walked down to the courtyard. The door was open and a driver had a motorcar waiting nearby.
‘I am very appreciative of the great care you took of my son,’ Mr Khalid replied. ‘If you had not been there, and defended him so fiercely, it might have been much, much worse for him.’ We stood together, watching the driver assist Mr Hussein into the motorcar as Matthew, Lydia and Gwen waited to get in.
I couldn’t help my eyes falling on the mysterious little door in the wall directly opposite us. I looked up after a moment and saw Mr Khalid watching me. He slowly put his index finger to the side of his nose. Did he know something about the door and what went on behind it? He could just have been rubbing his nose. Did he know who the owner of the house was, and what he stored in there, and moved in and out? Did he know I knew something about it?
Mr Khalid moved to the door. ‘Thank you again, Miss Flora,’ he said. ‘I am in your debt. Many, many times over.’ He took his place in the packed motorcar.
He meant it, I knew. Egyptians took their debts very seriously indeed. I stepped back into the courtyard and Mr Bilal shut and barred the door.
I went back up to the terrace. I didn’t know what to think about Mr Khalid and the mysterious door. But I would keep quiet about what I knew. For now.
I sat on a cushioned divan, watching the last of the red glow of the fire over the Wozzer and hoping that all my friends were safe.

Chapter 10




Early the next morning, Easter Saturday, a message came from Lady Bellamy saying that she had been advised against opening the rest and recreation centre until things in the city had settled. I could read her impatience in every line. ‘But we shall certainly open on Easter Sunday,’ the note ended. ‘I trust I shall see all my volunteers there.’
Gwen and I both arrived early on Easter Sunday, eager to hear all about the goings-on in the Wozzer. But we were disappointed, the soldiers weren’t talking about it – not to us, anyway.
‘They probably think we don’t know what the Wozzer is,’ I said to Gwen.
‘It’s probably best we don’t embarrass them by telling them we do know,’ Gwen replied.
Late in the afternoon, Matthew Grier called in. ‘As I predicted there’s been a formal inquiry,’ he told us. ‘They lined up about fifty witnesses, but wouldn’t you know, no one really saw anything. The New Zealand army officers claimed their men weren’t there,’ Matthew said. ‘They were, I saw them. The Australian officers claimed that there’d been more New Zealanders than anyone else. That wasn’t true either, not from what I saw.’
‘So what happened?’ I asked.
‘There could have been some very unpleasant consequences, but in the end it was glossed over,’ said Matthew. ‘The officers decided to split the bill for the damages, and left it at that. It seemed fair.’
‘And were any of your men in trouble?’ Gwen asked.
‘None of my men were involved. I didn’t see a one of them there.’ He winked at us.
I thought about that. If it was only people in the Wozzer who’d lost goods and possessions, and they’d been cheating our boys, I thought it served them right. They were going to be recompensed, after all. I knew enough not to get cheated in the bazaar, myself, but lots of our boys didn’t.
‘Were other shops looted?’ I asked Matthew. ‘Anyone hurt?’ I knew at least one innocent person had been – Mr Hussein.
‘That’s being investigated,’ Matthew said. ‘If so, they’ll be looked after.’ I had to be satisfied with that.
There was a queer, unsettled atmosphere in the centre that day. The men seemed on edge. More of them approached Gwen and me, asking if we’d write to them when they moved out. Again, our overall pockets bulged with slips of paper of names and addresses.
‘They know they’re going into action soon,’ I said.
Gwen nodded. ‘I keep telling them to take care, to stay safe,’ she said. ‘And they just look at me. I could just – I don’t know – hug every one of them.’
‘Better not,’ I said. ‘That’d get you a reputation with Lady Bellamy in no time.’ But I knew how she felt.
…


A few days later as I drove Fa to the excavation, we saw the large Australian camp by the pyramids packing up.
‘They’re moving out,’ I said. ‘It’s happening.’ More than half the tents were down. Men were stacking equipment, rolling up canvas, burning rubbish in large bonfires.
Fa blinked and looked at the dismantled camp. ‘So they are,’ he said. ‘Where are they going, do you know?’
I shook my head. If the men knew, they weren’t telling. Lydia’s Matthew would probably know, but he was tight-lipped. Even Lydia was keeping something to herself. She’d invited Gwen and me to a moonlight picnic at the Sphinx. ‘Rather a special one,’ she’d said. ‘I’ll be going away for a while, so it’s a sort of farewell.’
‘Going away?’ I’d said. ‘Not to France?’
Lydia had just shaken her head.
It was a very big day at the excavation. The workmen cleared the last of the rubble from the shaft and passage. Fa came to the tent where I was sketching an almost intact pottery jar.
‘Come on! You’ve got to be there,’ he said, as excited as I’d ever seen him. ‘The men will be breaking into the burial chamber any moment.’
I dropped my pencils and followed him into the tomb. We climbed down the vertical shaft by rope ladder and entered the passage. Workmen were clustered along the walls, all waiting eagerly to see what was inside. The air was vibrating with excitement. Mr Khalid, despite his bulk, had managed to make his way along the passage and was waiting beside the blocked entrance to the burial chamber.
‘Right. Now.’ Fa signalled a workman to attack the sealed entrance.
In minutes there was a sizeable hole. I didn’t think Fa was even breathing. In another few minutes there was room to step inside. Mr Khalid gestured for Fa to move forward.
The workman who had broken into the entrance had a huge smile on his face. I knew it had to be good news.
Fa bent his head, stepped through the hole, and disappeared. Mr Khalid waited for me to follow. I stepped through – and stared. There he was. Khnumhotep. I gazed, mesmerised, at the painted face of Khnumhotep on his elaborately decorated sarcophagus, inscribed all over with the spells and instructions of the Book of the Dead.
Fa walked around the room, taking a visual inventory of the pieces of furniture, weapons, jars of food and mummified haunches of meat – all that Khnumhotep would need to sustain him in his new life. To me, most touching items of all were the wreaths of flowers; dried and brown and shrivelled, all falling into dust, but still flowers. Who had lovingly placed flowers on Khnumhotep’s sarcophagus so long ago, then turned and walked away and left him forever? I would never know, but I was pleased for Khnumhotep that someone had loved him.
Fa and Mr Khalid were jubilant. This was a great discovery, and a valuable one. They shook hands heartily. The workmen were delighted too. This would mean a bonus for them. When we climbed up the rope ladder and came out of the tomb, we all felt sky high.
Fa spoke to Mr Khalid, arranging an immediate payment for the workmen, so that they could celebrate that night. He also arranged for extra guards to be on site.
‘It will be done,’ Mr Khalid promised. No one, I knew, would dare to rob any tomb that Mr Khalid was involved with.
In the tent, Fa and I sat down and looked at each other.
‘I’m amazed! Just amazed!’ Fa breathed.
There was something I had to ask. ‘It’s so near the end of the season,’ I said. ‘Will you seal the tomb up and work in the burial chamber next season? Or …’ I held my breath. The excavation season always ended in March or April. After April it was considered too hot to work in Egypt. It was well into April and in other years we’d have been on our way home by now.
Fa looked at me, almost tentatively. ‘What would you think,’ he said, ‘if we stayed on? I don’t want to leave the work unfinished. Yes, I know,’ he went on quickly, as if I’d raised an objection, ‘I know it’ll be hot, but I’m sure we can cope. And we’re so settled, so comfortable, in the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith. Perhaps a little later, when it’s really hot, we might think of a trip to England. There is some research I’d like to do at the British Museum. But do you want to go home, Flora? What do you think?’
‘Go home?’ I said. I was nearly crying I was so relieved and happy. ‘I think I am home!’
And we smiled broadly at each other and, most unusually for us, hugged.
…


There was even less of the Australian camp by the pyramids when we drove back into town through the late afternoon. I wondered what the hospital at the Nile Palace would be used for, now that the men were going. Lydia had said the nurses hadn’t been busy. They’d be even less busy now, I thought. That was probably why Lydia was being sent away.
When we got home I snuck into the storeroom and checked every one of the bundles on the shelves for anything from Fa’s excavation. There was nothing from our finds, only small, valuable items I didn’t recognise. I breathed a sigh of relief.
We had dinner at Shepheard’s that night, so that Fa could tell his archaeologist friends, and especially Professor Travers, about Khnumhotep’s burial chamber. He was toasted again and again with Shepheard’s best champagne. I had a glass or two myself. I danced with Frank once or twice, but he seemed more occupied with other girls that evening. So I had another glass of champagne. Towards the end of the evening, Fa and a young officer came up to me on the terrace where I was dancing with Matthew.
‘Flora, this is James Hunter,’ Fa said as I whirled past. ‘The young man who’s been so helpful with the excavation. He’s coming to see the burial chamber tomorrow.’
‘Oh yes, James Hunter, of course.’ Matthew and I stopped for a moment, but the terrace was dimly lit and my head, to tell the truth, was spinning. I had a vague impression of brown hair, probably brown eyes, a shy smile. ‘How do you do? Fa has been so pleased with your help.’
‘Will you be at the excavation tomorrow, Miss Wentworth?’
Would I? What day was tomorrow? What day, actually, was today?
‘I’m not sure. Perhaps.’ I gave him what I hoped was a friendly smile and Matthew spun me away.
The next day I discovered that several glasses of champagne – even the very best champagne – could have an unfortunate effect. I told Fa that I’d promised to go to the rest and recreation centre, but I spent the morning in bed, vowing to never touch champagne in quantity again. In the afternoon, when I felt rather better, I went to the centre to keep my conscience clear.
The pavilion was not busy. Many of the soldiers must have been moved out already, I thought. Where to? I served tea and lemonade to the few who were there, and hoped all those that had left would be safe.
…


A few days later I attended Lydia’s farewell night picnic at the Sphinx.
‘Matthew and I met here,’ Lydia said. The Sphinx was a very popular spot for officers and nurses to take walks in the moonlight. She smiled softly to herself as we set up the picnic.
‘Is there a special reason for having your farewell party in this particular spot?’ I asked.
‘There might be.’ Lydia’s eyes were sparkling.
The officers and nurses ate, drank, talked and laughed. It was a perfect night. The moon was full, its bright light threw deep, inky shadows under and around the huge statue. Black and white, I thought – white moonlight and black shadows. It was eerie light, clear enough to see by yet hard to distinguish detail.
We finished eating and Matthew rose to his feet and held up a hand to gain attention.
‘Here it comes,’ I whispered to Gwen.
‘What? What’s coming?’
‘I’ll bet you Lydia and Matthew are getting engaged.’
‘Oh, I’m taking no bets on that,’ said Gwen. ‘I could see that coming a mile off.’
‘I have an announcement,’ Matthew said loudly. ‘A very happy announcement.’
There was a cheer from the group. It seemed other people had guessed as well.
‘In the last few weeks I have become very good friends with a lovely young lady,’ said Matthew. He held out his hand to Lydia and helped her to her feet. ‘Lydia and I have become such good friends that we have decided to become …’ he paused for effect, ‘… to become engaged. So I ask you all to drink to our happiness, our future, and my lovely fiancée.’
Lydia was half smiling, half crying. Everyone cheered again and we all toasted Lydia and Matthew’s engagement, even as I thought soberly about Matthew’s words.
The females crowded around Lydia to admire her ring. ‘The very best of luck!’ I said, hugging her. ‘I knew this was going to happen!’
‘Did you?’ Lydia’s face was shining. ‘I didn’t! It’s the worst time to get engaged, I know, with both of us going away. But we thought, let’s do it now!’
Or perhaps never, was in both our minds. But neither of us said so.
The young officer I’d raced to the top of the pyramid, Lewis Canning, was on his feet, holding up his hand for silence. ‘We don’t know when the wedding can take place,’ he said. ‘But all of us certainly plan to be there when it does.’ He swayed on his feet a little. Lewis, I thought, had been celebrating rather too well. ‘It’s an uncertain time,’ he went on. ‘But getting engaged is a splendid idea. Such a splendid idea that I think we should all get engaged!’ He paused, overcome with the brilliance of this notion. ‘Why don’t we all get engaged?’
One of his friends tugged at his arm, trying to get him to sit down, but Lewis wasn’t having that. He was in full flight. ‘Now let me see, who should get engaged to who?’ He looked around. ‘Well, there are some people here who should clearly get engaged at once.’ He pointed out several couples. ‘Emily and Joe, you should get engaged. Jean and Bill, you certainly must.’ The couples he’d pointed out laughed and disclaimed and told him to sit down.
Lewis filled his glass and continued, undeterred. ‘Now, some are harder to match. Let me see, Florence and Everett, definitely Florence and Everett go together.’ Florence was a tiny girl, only about five feet tall, and Everett stood six-feet-four in his socks, so this was a great success, I thought. Encouraged, Lewis went on. ‘Gwen, let me see, who for Gwen? I think, oh I think … William.’
Gwen’s eyes went wide with surprise. William was the officer with the prickly moustache Gwen had kissed on the night of my birthday party. Clearly the incident hadn’t gone unnoticed, as Gwen had hoped.
Lewis laughed wickedly at Gwen. Even in the moonlight we could see her blush.
‘And Flora. Dear Flora.’ He found me in the group and grinned at me. ‘Oh, there’s no question there! Jim, of course! Where’s Jim? You’re so interested in Egyptian history that you and Flora will get along splendidly. You can drone on about mummies and tombs and pyramids to each other for hours. That is, of course, if Jim is as interested in real girls as he is in ones that have been dead and pickled for thousands of years.’
It wasn’t quite so funny when I was the object of the teasing.
‘It was a good joke, Lewis, but that’s enough,’ Everett said firmly. ‘Sit down, old man, and have something to eat.’
Gwen and I looked at each other. ‘That was … unexpected,’ Gwen said. ‘I didn’t think –’ She looked upset. I felt a little upset myself.
‘That anyone had seen?’ I said. ‘I’m sure William would never have said anything.’ I looked around. ‘Come on, let’s go and sit with Lydia for a bit.’
We got to our feet and as Gwen moved off I stooped to pick up the cushions we’d been sitting on. The moon slid behind a cloud and everyone looked up. It was a small cloud but more were coming fast. The tendrils were thin and wispy but enough to shadow the brilliance of the moonlight we’d been enjoying. It was suddenly hard to see.
‘What a shame!’ someone said. ‘There are candles somewhere –’
I stopped, uncertain of where to put my feet, and stumbled.
Someone held my arm, steadying me.
‘Flora?’
‘Yes?’ I couldn’t see who it was.
‘It’s Jim. James Hunter. We were introduced at Shepheard’s.’
‘Of course.’ I was embarrassed. Lewis had coupled our names so publicly. He’d certainly had his revenge on me for humiliating him at the pyramids. I didn’t want James Hunter to know that Lewis had upset me. I looked down and tried to think of something to say. ‘Um, Fa’s very grateful for your help. And I think it’s nice that you’re working on the pit burial. So often those humble, simple little burials are ignored, but I think it’s interesting to find out how ordinary people lived.’
‘Yes, so do I!’ he said eagerly. ‘And it’s been a privilege to work with Mr Wentworth.’ A pause, then he said hesitantly, ‘I often saw you there when I visited the excavation.’
Had he? I could only recall seeing him in the distance.
The moon seemed to have gone for good now. Candles in jars were casting long, flickering shadows over our group.
‘I’m sorry if Lewis embarrassed you.’ He nodded in the direction of Lewis who was again drinking from his bottle of wine.
‘Oh, that’s all right. It was just a joke.’
I thought I’d better find Gwen. ‘Well, James –’
‘Jay,’ he said.
‘What?’
‘Jay. That’s what my mother and sisters call me. It’s a nickname, because my father was Jim – James – when he was alive. I’d like it if you –’ He paused. ‘If you’d call me Jay, too.’
‘Yes, if you like,’ I said. ‘Jay, then.’ I hunted for something to say. ‘How many sisters do you have?’
‘Three,’ he said. ‘I’m the baby.’ There was real warmth in his voice. I was sure it was a happy family.
‘And where are you from?’
‘Far western Queensland, beyond Winton. We have a property there. But I’ve been away at university for a few years now.’
‘Oh yes, of course, you’re studying archaeology,’ I said.
Another pause. Then hesitantly, he said, ‘Would you like to walk with me for a bit? Maybe … show me the Sphinx?’
I knew very well what walks around the Sphinx involved: a little stroll, a little flirting. But this was a nice young man; he’d been embarrassed by Lewis too. What harm would it do?
‘I’d be happy to show you the Sphinx,’ I said.
We set out, walking carefully because the moon was still behind clouds. Jay linked my arm through his and I didn’t object as the ground was uneven. We talked about his family, and his studies, about how I’d left school and would now be working with my father, about Fa and I staying on in Egypt.
‘Then you’ll still be here when we get back?’ he said eagerly.
‘Probably,’ I said. ‘Unless we travel to England for a while. Fa wants to go to the British Museum.’
We walked in silence for a little. Then Jay suddenly stopped, took both my hands and pulled me towards him. He bent his head and moved towards me.
I knew he was going to kiss me, and I let him. I more than let him, I leaned into him and invited it. Gwen wasn’t the only one who was curious about how it felt to be kissed. And as Frank obviously had no interest in kissing me, well, here was an opportunity to find out what it was like. Jay kissed me and I kissed him back – very thoroughly indeed. And, like Gwen, I discovered it wasn’t stars and thrills and violins, but it was certainly pleasant. Very pleasant indeed, I decided. Especially since it didn’t involve a prickly moustache. We drew apart. It was too dark to see each other’s faces, but I could hear the smile in his voice.
‘You know, I’ve been w-wanting to do that for ages,’ he said.
I was surprised. Had he? But we’d barely met.
Jay drew my arm through his again and kept walking. ‘Your father talks about you so much and I’ve seen you many times at the excavation. I feel I know you. Your work is – well, it’s brilliant.’
Really? I didn’t say anything.
‘Um, Flora?’
‘Yes?’
Suddenly his voice was shy, hesitant, uncertain. ‘This – this getting engaged business of Matthew and Lydia’s?’
‘Yes?’ Now where was this going? I wondered.
‘I wonder, would you consider, I mean well, might you consider getting engaged too? I mean – I mean, to me?’
Would I what? I stopped dead. Then I realised. It was Lewis’ joke. He was carrying on the joke. All right, I could do that, too. I started to make a joke in return, something like, ‘Of course, Jay, I’d be happy to get engaged, especially to you since we know each other so well’, but just as I opened my mouth he went on.
‘I know it’s very sudden, but I’ll be going away and I don’t know what’s going to happen, but well, you know, I mean it, Flora, I really mean it.’
Oh my. He was serious. He wanted to get engaged. To me. It was a real proposal, something every girl imagines, thinks about, dreams about.
And I wanted to run, I wanted to bolt, to flee. And he stood there in the shadows, a perfectly nice, serious young man, watching what he could see of my face for my reaction.
What could I say? ‘I’m, um, I’m very flattered,’ I started to stammer. Where on earth had that come from? Maybe I’d dredged it up from an etiquette lesson at school, ‘What A Girl Should Say When She Receives An Unwanted Proposal’. How did the rest of it go? ‘I’m – um – honoured, very honoured that you should think so highly of me –’
He put up his hand to stop me. ‘Don’t say no, please don’t say no straightaway.’ His voice shook.
I thought quickly. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. ‘I’m not saying no,’ I said carefully. ‘But can I think about it? Perhaps I could get to know you a little better?’
He exhaled. ‘Of course.’
‘I – um – think maybe we should be going back now,’ I said. ‘It must be almost time to go.’
I didn’t know if it was time to go. I just wanted to escape this situation.
At once he courteously took my arm again and we retraced our steps around the Sphinx. My head was whirling. The effects of champagne did not compare with this. I had been asked to become engaged. And all I wanted to do was run.
The group was packing up. Jay escorted me to Lydia. He shook my hand, pressed it. ‘I’ll see you soon, I hope,’ he said.
‘Where in the world have you been?’ demanded Gwen, when I found her. ‘You’ve been away an age.’
‘Have I?’ I still felt dazed.
Gwen held a candle in a jar up to my face.
‘What’s wrong?’ she said. ‘You look … funny.’
‘Have I got something to tell you!’ I said.

Chapter 11




‘Had you any inkling at all he felt like that?’ Gwen asked.
We’d driven from the Sphinx and were sitting up on the roof terrace of the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith. Frank would be arriving to take Gwen home shortly.
‘How could I?’ I said. ‘I’d only met him once, that I can remember.’
‘Then why?’
‘All I can think,’ I said slowly, ‘is that he’s so keen on Egyptian history, and he sees me as part of the excavation team. He’d really like to be involved and because they’re all going into action he wanted someone to care about him – not just his family, I mean. Lewis started that stupid joke, and he saw how happy Matthew and Lydia were, and with the moonlight maybe it all got mixed up together and he thought being engaged was a good idea …’ Did that make sense? I wondered.
Gwen smiled. ‘Blame it on the moonlight.’
I didn’t hold it against her for being amused, it was a ridiculous situation. ‘Gwen, what am I going to do?’
‘One of two things,’ she said. She ticked them off on her fingers. ‘One, you can say yes, please, and get engaged.’
‘Well, that’s out!’ I said.
‘Two, you can say no, thank you, and you don’t get engaged.’
‘It’s not that simple,’ I argued. ‘He’s going into action! I don’t want him to go away hurt, disappointed –’
‘There’s a third option,’ said Gwen. ‘You play for time. You thank him very nicely and say you need to think about it. He goes away, you write to him, by the time he comes back he’s realised it was only a romantic moonlit evening and he’ll be as glad to be out of it as you.’
‘You really think so?’ I said.
Gwen grinned. ‘Or he might come back keener than ever, of course.’
I groaned. ‘No!’
‘But you can deal with that when, or if, it happens,’ Gwen reassured me.
‘What about now, though?’ I worried. ‘I’ll have to see him. What will I do?’
‘You need to make very sure you don’t see him alone,’ said Gwen. ‘No more walks around the Sphinx.’
‘Never!’ I agreed.
‘Never say never,’ said Gwen.
We could hear Frank coming up the stairs to the roof. ‘Don’t tell Frank!’ I said quickly. ‘I’d never hear the end of it!’
Gwen put her finger to her lips. ‘Not a word. Promise.’
Gwen left with Frank and I sat on the terrace for a little longer, feeling rather resentful. I’d always expected to be over the moon if someone told me they wanted to be engaged to me. It wasn’t fair! I thought. I hadn’t asked him to fall in love! But I had agreed to go for a walk in the moonlight. That was a signal, I supposed. And I had encouraged him to kiss me, just because I was curious. I wouldn’t encourage anyone to do that again in a hurry, I promised myself. Not even Frank. In the unlikely event that he should offer.
…


The next day, a note came from Lady Bellamy. She wanted all her volunteers at the rest and recreation centre immediately for what she called ‘special training’.
The few soldiers in the centre that morning were left to their own devices; we were busy. ‘We shall be learning the basics of first aid,’ Lady Bellamy announced, a medical officer standing beside her.
‘Are we to expect trouble in Cairo, Lady Bellamy?’ Mrs McAvoy asked in her soft Scottish burr. She was, I supposed, thinking of the recent unrest in the Wozzer.
‘No, no, not at all,’ said Lady Bellamy. ‘This is a precaution only.’
Lady Bellamy knows something is going to happen, I thought. If not in Cairo, then somewhere not far away. We learned where to apply pressure to stop bleeding, how to immobilise a limb with splints, and all the surprising things you could do with just one triangular bandage.
We had finished and were chatting when Lady Bellamy said, ‘During any spare moments you have, ladies, there is plenty of linen that needs to be cut into strips and rolled up into bandages.’ She paused. ‘It is best if you do not allow the boys to see you rolling bandages. Be discreet.’
‘We might pretend we’re making tea cloths or something?’ suggested Gwen.
Lady Bellamy gave her a hard look. ‘Yes. If you like, Gwendoline. Tea cloths.’
…


A few days went by. Flowers were delivered to the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith, with a note from Jay saying that he was sorry, he couldn’t get away, and all leave had been called off for now. ‘But I hope to see you very soon’, the note ended. ‘And that you will allow me to ask your father for your hand.’
I hoped I wouldn’t see him soon. And the very idea of him speaking to Fa sent me into a panic. I was unsure whether to reply to the note.
‘Don’t,’ advised Gwen. ‘If you wanted to be engaged to him you’d write back. But as you don’t, it’s not incorrect not to reply.’
I was still considering whether to reply when another note arrived. It had been written in haste.
My dear Flora,
We are leaving almost immediately and I will not be able to get leave to visit you before I go. I am very sorry I can’t see you, but it simply can’t be arranged.
The ‘very’ was heavily underlined, I noted.
Will you write to me? And please think about what I asked you.
I sighed. I’d thought about little else.
I’ve certainly thought about it! And with great hope. When I return and ask you again, will you feel you can say yes?
When he returned, I thought, I hoped he’d have changed his mind completely.
I’m enclosing a photograph for you to remember me by. I’m afraid it’s not a very good one, just a snap of me and my friends, but it’s all I have.
Yours very truly,
Jay
The ‘very truly’ was heavily underlined, as well.
The enclosed photograph showed a group of ten young officers perched on the stones of a pyramid. I could see Matthew, that horrible Lewis, and William who’d kissed Gwen, but where was – oh yes, there he was. Jay. I stared at the rather blurry photograph and felt incredibly guilty.
…


‘No, that’s not him,’ said Gwen. She peered closely at the photograph. ‘That’s him.’
‘Are you sure?’ I stared at the officer she’d pointed out.
‘It’s a bit hard to tell,’ admitted Gwen. ‘It’s rather far away, isn’t it? What a pity he didn’t mark which one he is.’
‘I’m positive that’s him,’ I said, pointing to my choice as I took the photograph back.
‘Well, you ought to know,’ Gwen said lightly. ‘You’re the one who kissed him.’
‘Don’t remind me,’ I said.
‘Will you write to him?’ Gwen asked.
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Why not? I feel as if I’m writing to half the Australian army anyway. And if I keep my tone cool and casual, by the time I see him again he’ll probably have forgotten all about getting engaged.’ I paused. ‘I hope.’
Suddenly, Cairo seemed very empty. Only a few tents remained of the big Australian camp near the pyramids. A lot of the nurses had also left. Along with the cafes and shops, the rest and recreation centres in the Ezbekieh Gardens were very short on customers. For the first time in months, Gwen and I weren’t overwhelmed with partners at the Saturday dances at Shepheard’s. The entire town was waiting, holding its breath, for news.
…


Soon, rumours began to fly around the hotels and streets and cafes, faster than the pigeons that wheeled around Cairo’s minarets and towers.
We heard first from Lady Bellamy. There had been action in the Dardanelles.
‘Where are the Dardanelles?’ I asked.
Lady Bellamy looked down her nose at me. She obviously thought my education was lacking. ‘The Dardanelles is a narrow strait linking the Mediterranean Sea and the Black Sea,’ she said. ‘The Allies are attacking the Turkish forces there. Not by sea, however, but by land.’
So was that where my friends had gone? Were they fighting the Turks?
Mr Khalid came to the excavation to tell us that Allied soldiers had been landed on a peninsula called Gallipoli.
‘Allied? Does that include Australians?’ I asked him.
‘I fear so,’ he nodded soberly. ‘Australians appear to have disembarked on beaches with high cliffs above them. The Turks are on the top of the cliffs and in the hills behind, firing down on them.’
I went straight to the hospital to see what the nurses knew. One had heard that our boys had climbed the cliffs, attacked the Turks, and had them fleeing inland. But another said that our boys were pinned down on the beaches with the Turks picking them off like fish in a barrel. No one knew what to believe.
I found it almost impossible to work. Every day I went to the excavation with Fa and sat trying to sketch the objects from Khnumhotep’s burial chamber, but I spent more time staring out over the desert than I did drawing, wondering where my friends were, hoping they were safe. From the rumours, I was very doubtful that all of them would be.
Late one afternoon I drove Fa back into town past the Nile Palace. Every time I’d gone there as a hospital visitor it had been tranquil and ordered. It wasn’t like that anymore. Motor ambulances were lined up in front of the former hotel in a queue stretching out into the road.
‘Look!’ I said. ‘What’s happening?’
‘Ask one of those driver fellows,’ Fa said.
I pulled the motorcar up in a cloud of dust. ‘Can you tell us what’s happening, please?’ I called to one of the ambulance drivers.
‘The men who got sick on the way have been sent back for treatment,’ he answered.
I could see there was no haste or urgency. The ambulances were unloading their human cargo at the door of the hospital and driving off. ‘Sent back from where?’ I asked. ‘The Dardanelles?’
‘From Lemnos,’ the driver replied.
‘Lemnos?’
‘It’s a Greek island off the Dardanelles.’
‘What’s happening on the Dardanelles exactly?’
The driver, suddenly wary, took another look at me. ‘And who might you be, miss?’
‘Flora Wentworth,’ I said, surprised. ‘I’m a hospital visitor here.’
‘Are you?’ Perhaps the driver thought he’d said too much. ‘I’ll have to ask you to clear the road, miss. There are more ambulances coming through.’
I could see he wasn’t going to say any more so I moved the motorcar, which had not been obstructing traffic at all.
‘Do you think that’s true?’ I said to Fa. ‘That they’re transporting men who got sick coming here?’
‘People get sick all the time,’ said Fa. ‘Even on their way to action.’
‘I suppose so,’ I said. I glanced back. ‘The ambulances don’t seem to be in a hurry.’
‘There you are then,’ said Fa. ‘It’s just the usual, sick soldiers.’
‘Then where do you suppose the wounded from the Dardanelles are being treated?’ I said. ‘There must be some, from the stories we’ve been hearing.’
‘Probably on Lemnos,’ said Fa. ‘It sounds as if there’s a hospital there, doesn’t it?’
‘Yes, it does,’ I agreed. Perhaps, I thought, Lydia had gone to nurse on Lemnos. ‘If the wounded are being treated there, then maybe there aren’t a great many wounded?’
‘Let’s hope not,’ said Fa.

Chapter 12




A note came from Lady Bellamy the next morning. The messenger was so early that he knocked on the door of the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith for some time before anyone heard him. Lady Bellamy was summoning her volunteers to the rest and recreation centre, at once.
We assembled in the pavilion, some still yawning and most in need of strong coffee. If this was more first aid training or bandage rolling, we grumbled quietly to each other, couldn’t it have waited?
Lady Bellamy sailed in. I sat up straighter. She had that effect, somehow.
‘Ladies, there is a …’ she hesitated ‘… a situation. I have received word from a reliable source that wounded will soon arrive in Cairo.’
We had no doubt about the identity of her reliable source, it must be Lady Bellamy’s important officer husband.
‘As such,’ Lady Bellamy went on, ‘there is some doubt that the hospitals will be able to cope. I am asking for volunteers.’
There was a silence. ‘In what capacity?’ Mrs Haverley, an English volunteer, asked.
‘In any capacity that will release medical staff to concentrate solely on the wounded,’ said Lady Bellamy. She was in her element, resolute and organised to the backbone. ‘There is a great deal of domestic work we can perform to relieve nurses,’ she went on. ‘I have also been asked if any of my ladies can drive and have access to vehicles of any kind. There will be a great need to move the wounded from trains to hospitals, and perhaps between hospitals.’ Her piercing gaze turned to Gwen and me. ‘Flora, Gwendoline, I’m aware you can drive. Would your parents lend their motorcars? Mrs Daunt, you have a motorcar as well, I believe? The army would greatly appreciate its loan.’
‘Of course,’ said Mrs Daunt. ‘I don’t drive myself, but I can send my motorcar and driver.’
‘I’ll have to let my father know,’ I said. ‘But I’m sure he’ll be willing to lend our motorcar.’
‘Mine as well,’ said Gwen. ‘What do we need to do?’
‘Report to the hospital at the Nile Palace immediately, if you would, girls,’ said Lady Bellamy. As we left, we heard her dividing the other volunteers into groups and assigning them to the British and Australian hospitals.
‘I’ll get Frank, too,’ said Gwen. ‘It’s early, he and Papa won’t have left for the excavation yet. Perhaps he can borrow another car, it sounds as if they need all the help they can get.’
Our parents presented no difficulty to lending the use of the cars, and Frank was able to borrow one from a friend of his father’s. ‘Anything to help,’ he said. ‘It’s an older motorcar and has a tendency to backfire unexpectedly, but it goes.’
We arrived at the Nile Palace hospital and saw why we had to report at once. Ambulances were lined up waiting. An English orderly told us to file up behind them. ‘The trains from Alexandria, where the ships from the Dardanelles come in, will be coming directly to the Nile Palace,’ he explained.
‘But there’s no train station here,’ Gwen said.
‘They’ll be able to use the existing tram lines, instead of stopping at the station in town,’ the orderly said. ‘This method is much faster. See, it’s only a hundred yards to the hospital. We can transport many more wounded to the hospital in a much shorter time.’
Dear heaven, I thought, how many wounded were they expecting? There must have been thirty ambulances already lined up. All the army possessed, surely. And dozens of private motorcars like ours, and horse-drawn carriages and, at the end of the line, even donkeys.
‘How – how many wounded are actually coming?’ I asked the orderly.
He gave me a brief look. ‘Lots,’ he said.
We waited. The sun, growing hotter every day now, beat down. No one was talking. We were all staring down the tramline, watching, listening, waiting. The air over the metal tracks shivered and hissed in the heat.
The train came, its carriages mostly closed. From a few windows, faces of nurses and medical officers peered out. Although we were neatly lined up, we couldn’t help but move forward, eager to help, to assist the wounded to alight, to carry them if we had to.
The wooden doors of the carriages slid back. I stepped up to the carriage that had opened in front of me. And I fell back. My heavens, what was that?
I’d lived in Egypt, off and on, for years. I was used to bad smells, to overflowing drains, to no drains at all, to rotting meat, to alleys overcrowded with humanity. But this! From the open carriage doors came a stench that made my eyes water, my throat constrict, my hands fly to my mouth.
An orderly appeared at the door, stared down at me. ‘Don’t let them see you like that!’ he hissed. ‘Don’t let them see how it affects you.’
I stepped back and held onto the side of the motorcar for a moment. Deep breath. Another. I’d be all right. I would, really. In a moment. I glanced around for Gwen and Frank.
Gwen was sitting on the running board of her car. Frank had pushed her head down to her knees. He looked up at me, his face sweating. ‘My God,’ he said. ‘What is that? What’ve they done to them?’
‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘But an orderly said we shouldn’t let them see how it affects us. Is Gwen going to be all right?’
Gwen’s head came up. ‘Of course I am,’ she said. ‘It was just a – a shock. Do they need us yet?’ She brushed Frank’s hand away. ‘Don’t fuss, Frank! I’m all right.’ She was still white, but she stood up. ‘I’m ready,’ she said.
Doctors from the hospital were conferring with the medical officers who’d travelled on the train. Inside the carriage doors I could see rows of bunks, each with a soldier lying on it. I could see a number of different uniforms. Some uniform jackets had red tags attached to them. The doctors were selecting wounded soldiers and directing orderlies to take them, two stretchers at a time, to the waiting ambulances. The men wearing the red tags were selected first. The orderlies loaded the stretchers into the ambulances and drove off immediately. There was a low buzz of talk. A hiss of steam from the engine. There were moans, low groans. A stifled scream.
‘Here, you!’ a medical officer called.
My head snapped around. ‘Me?’ ‘Yes, you. Take these three. No, you’ll fit four in at a pinch. Take these four up to the hospital. You go straight to the hospital, mind.’
He turned away and I stared after him. Straight to the hospital? What did he think I was going to do? Go for a little detour around the pyramids, perhaps?
‘Don’t mind him, miss. He’s had a hard day.’ I turned to the four men I was to drive and tried hard not to choke. They smelled awful, of pain and sweat and bandages that hadn’t been attended to for far too long, days maybe. Their uniforms, three Australian and one British, were filthy and torn. The British soldier had bloodstained bandages right up one leg. The others were supporting him.
‘Can you get into the car?’ I asked him.
I think he was past answering, but a boy with a bandage around his head replied, ‘We’ll get him in, miss.’
They put him in the front where his leg could stretch out and the other three fell into the back. ‘Are you ready?’ I asked.
‘You’re the driver?’ said the bandage-headed boy.
‘I certainly am!’ I replied as cheerfully as I could. ‘Ooh, now we’re in trouble,’ murmured a boy with his arm in a sling.
I was stunned. They were filthy, wounded, probably in pain, possibly hungry and thirsty and they could still joke?
‘You look like you’re in enough trouble already,’ I said matter-of-factly. ‘I’ll try not to hit any bumps but any more comments about my driving and I just don’t know what might happen.’
The boys laughed. I pulled out, aiming for the smoothest ride I could manage. We were at the front door of the hospital in seconds. Orderlies and nurses were waiting to help them out. ‘Go in there and you’ll be taken care of,’ an orderly directed them.
The boy with the head wound climbed out last. ‘And whose taxi cab have I been riding in?’ he asked.
‘Flora’s taxi. At your service.’
‘Sorry I can’t give you a tip,’ he said. ‘I seem to have misplaced my wallet somewhere.’
‘Get in there and get looked after,’ I said. ‘And – good luck.’
He smiled and climbed up the marble stairs and I stood looking after him. Good luck to him indeed.
‘You! Don’t block the driveway! Back to the train! There’s more wounded waiting.’ I turned and ran back to my motorcar.
It took all the long afternoon before the train was empty. Trip after trip, ferrying those who couldn’t make even the short hundred-yard walk to the hospital by themselves. Those who were capable of it walked alone, or rode, or even just leaned on a donkey.
How in the world was the hospital coping with this influx? I wondered. I remembered Lydia telling me, long ago, that the hospital had been planned to house about five hundred patients. There were many more than five hundred disembarking from the train. Where were they putting them all?
I delivered my last passengers late in the afternoon. They were lightly wounded, and they’d been put aside to wait.
‘Are you all right?’ I asked them. They’d been waiting so long.
‘Could do with a drink,’ one answered.
At the hospital I saw them out and directed them up the stairs. ‘They need a drink,’ I said to the orderly.
‘They’ll get one first thing,’ he answered. ‘Don’t you worry.’
I’d make sure I had water in the car if I had to do this again, I thought. The fighting was still going on. There were bound to be more wounded – more and more of them. I sank down onto the marble steps of the hospital. The verandah and stairs had, not so long ago, been swept as soon as a foot landed on them. Now they were dirty, covered in sandy boot marks, and there were dark stains that could only be blood. I swallowed. We used to dance on that verandah, I thought.
I looked down at myself. There was a smear of blood on the sleeve of my blouse. I didn’t know where it’d come from. Perhaps from one of the boys I’d helped into the motorcar, or from the motorcar itself. Some of my passengers – I shuddered – had worn bandages with fresh blood seeping through them. There was another stain on my skirt, thick and yellow. Goodness knew what that was, I certainly didn’t want to know. I’d noticed some of the boys had – ugh – lice. They’d been scratching surreptitiously, trying not to let me see. At the mere thought, I started to scratch.
I stood up. I was going home. I was going to have a very long bath and wash my hair. I hoped Mrs Maryam would have dinner ready. I stopped. Dinner? Did I want it? Maybe not. Maybe just the bath and the hair wash and then bed. I didn’t think I’d have any trouble sleeping, it was the dreams that might cause a problem.
Could I do this again? I put my chin up. Yes. If I had to.
Gwen and Frank walked up the stairs and stopped by me while an orderly escorted their charges inside. Gwen sat down and put her head in her hands. ‘Oh God, I saw –’ she stopped. ‘I saw a boy with a bone sticking out of his leg. Right out of his leg!’ She looked up. ‘And you know what I did?’
Frank and I shook our heads.
‘I smiled at him and I drove him here,’ Gwen said wonderingly. ‘I didn’t think I could do that.’
I was silent. I’d seen things too. Torn and bloodstained uniforms. Bandages stiff with dried blood and pus. Boys who clearly had dysentery. And something I had glimpsed, the worst of all. When I’d moved over near one stretcher, the medical officer had deliberately stepped in front of me, blocking my view. But before he’d moved, I’d seen half a boy’s face. Only half a face. Although I’d only caught a fleeting glance, I was quite sure the other half wasn’t there to see. It was gone. I didn’t want to think about it.
Gwen was looking at us appealingly. ‘I don’t want to do this again. Do you think we’ll have to do it again?’
‘I’m afraid we will,’ Frank said.
We walked up the stairs and into the entrance hall of the hospital to see if – when – we’d be needed again.
Guests of the hotel had once been welcomed and given cups of tea in the entrance hall. Now it was chaos, with soldiers sitting and lying everywhere. Doctors and nurses moved among them, assessing, sending them off to other parts of the hospital. The orderly had told the truth about the boys being given a drink first thing. Egyptian staff were serving mugs of tea and biscuits, offering glasses of water and juice.
Soon, I could see it wasn’t chaos. Although there were men everywhere, they were being cleared quickly. The doctors were sending the more urgent cases off first. Those who could wait were sitting quietly and patiently. It was all ordered and organised and we were only in the way now.
Frank found an officer. ‘Yes,’ the officer said. ‘You probably will be needed again. You’ll be contacted when another train is expected.’
‘How long might this go on, do you think?’ Frank asked. ‘How many trains will arrive?’
The weary officer just looked at Frank and walked away.
‘Can we go?’ Gwen urged. ‘I really need a bath. And a rest. And maybe some food.’ She paused. ‘No, I don’t think I want food …’
We walked out and got into our motorcars.
Down at the train we thought we’d emptied, we could see something was happening. We all pulled over to see. The ambulances had returned and stretchers were being carried out of the train. Unlike earlier there was no hurry, no urgency, and no doctors or nurses in attendance. The men on the stretchers were covered completely, a sheet or blanket pulled right up over their heads.
‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Oh. They’re –’
‘I’m afraid they are,’ said Frank. ‘They must have died on the way here.’
‘But so many of them!’ said Gwen.
If so many had died on the train, I thought, how many had died at Gallipoli itself? How many as they were carried down to the Gallipoli beaches? How many on the ships bringing them to Alexandria? I didn’t think I wanted to know the answers to those questions.
We each drove our motorcars back to the city. Mr Bilal and Mrs Maryam opened the door, looked at me in dismay and fussed over me like a pair of nannies. A bath was drawn, my dirty and stained clothes spirited away, tea was made, and tiny delectable snacks were offered to tempt me to eat. Then I fell into bed.

Chapter 13




I slept so deeply I felt I’d only been asleep for a short time when I was disturbed by knocking at my door. Why am I being woken in the middle of the night? I grumbled to myself. But when I opened my eyes it was well into morning. Mrs Maryam had a message: could I go back to the hospital as soon as possible?
My stomach lurched. I was very afraid it meant another train of wounded. You can do it, I told myself, you’ve done it once and at least this time you know what to expect. I dressed as quickly as I could, trying not to think about the things I’d seen yesterday. I told Fa where I was going, Mrs Maryam gave me some flatbread sandwiches and I drove to the hospital.
And there was no train there. I closed my eyes for a second in relief. So why was I needed?
‘We’re to drive patients to other hospitals,’ Frank told me. I’d found him and Gwen with other drivers, waiting at the hospital steps. The steps, I noticed, were still dirty and bloodstained; everyone must be too busy to bother cleaning them.
The entrance hall had been packed with wounded soldiers yesterday. Today it was empty.
Florence, the tiny nurse who’d been at the disastrous picnic at the Sphinx, gave each driver a list of patients requiring transport to other hospitals. ‘We’re keeping the most serious cases here,’ she explained, giving Frank, Gwen and me a smile. ‘The patients who are only lightly wounded are being sent to other hospitals, or to convalescent homes.’ She didn’t add, ‘So we have room here for more trainloads of wounded’, but we all knew that was what she meant.
My soldiers were in the main hall. It had been a huge, splendid, open space. It was two storeys high with a wide balcony running all around at the first storey level, reached by a grand staircase. There were columns and arches, magnificently painted in a fantasy, Arabian Nights style. There had been a lounge where settees and armchairs were arranged around coffee tables. Dances and formal receptions had been held here. The hall wasn’t magical anymore. Now it held row after row of narrow, iron-framed hospital beds, separated from each other only by a low, open-fronted cupboard that held each soldier’s belongings. So many beds!
Jean, another nurse I got to know, came to meet me. We smiled at each other. ‘How many wounded were admitted here yesterday?’ I asked her.
‘Hundreds,’ Jean said. ‘At one stage we were admitting two hundred every hour.’
‘But where have you put them all?’
She gestured to the packed hall. ‘As you see. The dining room in the rotunda is like this, too. The wards upstairs are smaller, of course, but even they have more beds in each one than we’d ever have reckoned could fit.’ She beckoned to three soldiers. ‘Now, here’s your first lot, Flora. This is Albert and Fred and Martin. Can you drive them to the Sporting Club, please?’
I looked at her, confused. I knew these soldiers were considered lightly wounded, and certainly they were all on their feet and moving, but surely they weren’t ready for the Sporting Club!
Jean laughed at me. ‘The pavilion at the Sporting Club’s been turned into a hospital,’ she said. ‘They’re not going off to play tennis! When you’ve delivered these fellows, there’ll be more waiting.’
I smiled at the soldiers. ‘Please follow me to my motorcar,’ I said, and led the way. They looked far different from the dirty, untended boys I’d driven from the train to the hospital the day before. Each clutched a parcel with a red cross printed on the wrapping. ‘You look as if you’re feeling a lot better than you did yesterday,’ I said.
They agreed, enthusiastically. ‘The nurses are angels!’ Albert said. ‘They got us washed and our bandages changed in no time.’
‘Clean pyjamas,’ sighed Fred. ‘Clean socks. Handkerchiefs. Slippers!’
‘Some decent food,’ said Martin. ‘Proper tea.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Funny how little it takes to make you happy.’
‘And what’s in the parcels you’re carrying?’ I asked.
‘They’re comfort parcels from the Red Cross. They have soap and toothpaste, chocolate and cigarettes, writing paper – things like that.’ Albert closed his eyes and sighed. ‘After Gallipoli, I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.’
There was a short silence and Fred and Martin looked at him. ‘Um, sorry, bad choice of words,’ Albert said, abashed. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’
‘Is it very bad there?’ I said. ‘We hear so many stories, you don’t know what to believe.’
The soldiers looked at each other again. ‘Yes. It’s bad.’ The answer was so short, I knew it was far worse than any of the accounts I’d heard.
‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I have friends there.’
At once Albert tried to reassure me, ‘Oh, it’s not that bad!’
‘I’m sure your friends are all right!’ said Fred.
‘We were just – well, unlucky, weren’t we, boys?’ said Martin.
‘Yeah. Got careless, like,’ Albert agreed.
I knew there were some who were far, far more unlucky. I’d seen them yesterday. But I didn’t want to upset these boys by questioning them further, and we’d arrived at the Sporting Club.
The hospital had been set up in a large, open-sided pavilion surrounded by flowering bougainvillea that overlooked the green sports fields. From the motorcar, I could see rows of narrow cane beds in the pavilion. A breeze blew gently through, ruffling the crisp white sheets on the beds. The soldiers climbed out of the car and stared, entranced.
‘Will you look at that!’ Martin said.
‘Only thing that’d make it better would be a beer!’ sighed Fred.
A nurse, Emily, came to meet us and grinned at them. ‘Well, you won’t be getting any of that! Cup of tea do you?’ She turned to me. ‘Thanks, Flora. We’ll get them comfortable now.’
I nodded, waved to the soldiers and headed back to the hospital. Gwen and Frank had just arrived and we walked back up the steps together.
‘You’ll never guess where I’ve just taken soldiers!’ Gwen said. ‘Would you believe, Luna Park! All the buildings have been converted into a hospital. They’ve set up beds in the skating rink and the skeleton house, the Ferris wheel building, the bandstand – just everywhere. Even the ticket office is an operating theatre now.’
I tried to imagine hospital beds in a skeleton house, and failed.
‘Where have you been?’ I asked Frank. ‘Right out to Helouan, there’s a convalescent hospital there,’ said Frank. ‘The army must be taking over every building they can lay their hands on. It doesn’t look good, does it?’
‘So many wounded already,’ I said. ‘So many hospitals. How much worse than this can it get?’
Frank shook his head.
In the next ten days, sixteen thousand wounded flooded into Cairo from the Dardanelles. Every hospital was bursting at the seams. Every building that could be used as some sort of hospital was taken over. Cane beds were hastily thrown together all over Cairo to stock the new hospitals.
Doctors and nurses worked to exhaustion.
‘We’re working twelve hours at a stretch,’ Emily told me when I delivered some patients to the Sporting Club. ‘We’re snatching a few hours sleep and going straight back on duty.’
Frankly, she looked like it. Her face was white and strained and I was sure she had lost weight. It was now really hot, and it would only get hotter as full summer arrived. ‘I wish we had cooler uniforms,’ Emily said, her sleeves rolled up as far as they would go. ‘I’m sweating all day. Look, my whole back’s soaked.’
Every day I drove Fa to the excavation – nothing was going to stop his work there – then I worked with him as I waited in readiness to be contacted if the motorcar was needed. If it was a day of ferrying soldiers between hospitals, I breathed a vast sigh of relief. If it was a day, or night, when a train of wounded arrived, I set my teeth and got on with it.
Even though I knew what to expect now: the smell, the awful wounds, the cries, the groans, it never, never, got easier. Any of the soldiers, each caught in his own web of pain – bleeding, sometimes dying – could be one of my friends. I hadn’t seen any boys I knew arrive wounded – not yet – but I knew nurses who had. Many had friends, brothers, cousins at the Dardanelles. I heard from Emily of one wounded boy who was desperate to contact a nurse called Sarah Turnbull, the girl Gwen had teased Frank about flirting with all those months ago. ‘And he chose that exact nurse – you know Sarah, Flora – to ask where he could find Nurse Turnbull to tell her how her brother died.’ Emily’s eyes were full of tears. ‘And Sarah just stayed on duty. Can you believe it?’
Whenever they had a few hours off, I urged the nurses to come to the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith, just to get away from the hospitals for a bit. There were no parties or dancing on the roof terrace now. We sat, talking a little, trying to rest, while Mr Bilal and Mrs Maryam fussed over us with fragrant mint and lemon-flavoured tea and tiny honey cakes.
‘It feels good to sit down,’ Florence said.
Emily and Jean nodded.
I stood by the doorway. The days were so unbelievably hectic and demanding it should have felt good to sit and rest. But I simply couldn’t. I was on edge, nerves fluttering and jangling all the time, anticipating the next call to the trains.
‘How is it at the hospital?’ I asked.
‘We’re improvising all the time, we don’t have all the equipment we need,’ said Emily wearily. ‘We’re boiling up water in old kerosene tins to sterilise instruments.’
‘You get a bit sick and silly from lack of sleep,’ said Jean. ‘When I do get to sleep I have queer, awful dreams. If I’m on nights, it’s too hot to sleep during the day so I get even more tired.’
I refilled her cup from the teapot.
‘I look at the face of every boy who comes in,’ said Florence. ‘Wondering if the next one I see will be a friend or relation. It’s dreadful to say, I know, but sometimes I hope the next boy will be someone I know, just so he’ll be out of the fighting. Just wounded a little bit, of course, not badly! Because even if he’s wounded, he’ll be safe now.’
We all looked at her.
‘Sorry,’ said Florence. ‘Some cases really affect me. This nice boy arrived a few weeks ago, his name is – was – Tom. And he was getting better. He’d lost a foot, but he was cheerful. Then he got an infection, and they had to amputate higher up. It didn’t work and he got worse and worse.’ She pressed her lips together for a moment. ‘He talked about his home and his sisters and brother, and how happy they’d been. He knew it wasn’t going well, and he asked me to help him to write a letter to his mother. He didn’t want a word about how sick he was. But he knew, and he asked if I’d add a few words to the letter before I sent it. “Just to let my mum know what happened,” he said. Then last night, he died.’
Florence was crying. We were all crying.
‘Some of mine,’ sniffed Jean, ‘I don’t know if they’ll ever get better either.’
We knew she didn’t mean they’d die. Jean didn’t talk much about the ward she was currently working on. Some of the patients were wounded, we knew, but they had other problems, and they weren’t ones you could see. Her boys were referred to as lunatics – the mental cases.
It had become a tradition among the nurses to peer into the dark water of the Well of Bats before they left. That night, they all performed the ritual – Emily, Jean, Florence. No one ever said what they saw, if they saw anything.
I never bothered to look into the water. After all, I had no absent sweetheart.
What I did have, however, was mail. I began to receive letters from the Dardanelles. I stared at the first few, turning them over in my hands, confused. I didn’t remember these names. In the turmoil of the past two weeks I’d almost forgotten that I’d promised to write to soldiers who were going away. But the soldiers hadn’t forgotten. The letters came and came, several every day. I had to write back, I’d said I would, and I couldn’t disappoint the boys. But it was so hard, at the end of a long, hot, dusty day’s driving, to sit down and take out pen and paper.
One of the first I opened was from Alex Hendy. It was short and contained little news about the war. I supposed the censor would have cut that out, if Alex had included it. The letter said he was well and safe, and so were Ted and Stan.
They’re writing to you too, Alex wrote. Things are quiet here at the moment, so we plan to go down to the beach this afternoon and have a good wash in the sea. That will be a treat as water is short here and we have to save it to make tea.
I wrote that when Alex returned, I’d make him all the cups of tea he could drink at the rest and recreation centre.
Then I opened another letter, and another. These were from soldiers I didn’t know as well as Alex. What on earth was I going to write to them? I knew I had to make the letters different. It wouldn’t do if I wrote exactly the same letter to Alex and then to Ted and Stan. I had to force myself to push the pen along, writing several letters every night. Dear Tom, Dear Bill, Dear Bob, Dear Albert, yes, of course I remember meeting you at the rest and recreation centre in the Ezbekieh Gardens …
I wrote six letters the first night and left the others, planning to reply the next day. But the next day, another dozen letters arrived. Over the next few days, my desk piled up with letters and they were dropping onto the floor. I couldn’t possibly write to all these boys! But I knew I had to.
I didn’t remember most of them of course, but the boys wouldn’t know that. Dear Jim, Dear Fred, Dear George, Dear Charlie …
From the letters, I learned a little about the conditions in the Dardanelles. I was struck by the image of our boys crouching in the trenches, barely able to put their heads up.
Gwen was receiving letters as well, and we compared the news they contained.
‘They’re being fired on constantly,’ I said.
‘The food’s bad and boring, and they’re plagued by flies and lice,’ said Gwen.
‘The heat’s unbearable,’ I said.
But we weren’t getting this information from the soldiers’ complaints, never that. It was from their jokes.
‘This one says they’re having competitions to see who has the most flies drowning in their tea,’ I said.
‘They take bets on whether the flies can manage to drink a whole mug of tea before a man can lift it to his lips,’ Gwen read out.
‘This one’s made a pet of a rat and he’s training it to salute the sergeant,’ I said.
And then, a letter came and I did know the name, only too well. A letter from Jay.
His letter was very much like the others. He made light of the conditions, he talked about how wonderful his men were, how they got on with the job, didn’t grouse. ‘I lost a few in the first attack,’ his letter said. ‘I don’t know yet where they are, I trust they made it safely to a hospital. I’d ask you to enquire about them, but they may be on Lemnos or in a hospital in Alexandria, so I won’t waste your time, which I’m sure is limited. Are you still working hard on the excavation?’
The excavation? I hadn’t been there for weeks. The work would be piling up, but I was very busy elsewhere. Jay must have no conception of what was happening in Cairo. His letter ended, ‘I am thinking of you all the time, Flora. It is what gets me through the days here. I hope you are thinking of me, too, and thinking of something else, which of course we will talk about when I come back. I am, yours very truly –’ And, as it had been on the note he sent before he went away, the ‘very truly’ was heavily underlined.
Oh dear. It didn’t sound as if he was forgetting about becoming engaged. I had to reply, though. I dipped my pen in the ink again and took a fresh sheet of paper. Dear Jay …
…


Lydia came back to Cairo on leave for a few days. Gwen and I went to see her at the nurses’ home when she arrived and I was appalled at her appearance. She’d was very thin, her face was gaunt and she looked exhausted.
‘It’s so good to see you.’ I hugged her gently. I felt that if I hugged her heartily, as I wanted to, she might snap right in two. ‘Where have you been? Lemnos?’
‘No, I’ve been working on a hospital ship off Gallipoli, collecting wounded from the beaches and transporting them, sometimes to Lemnos, other times to Alexandria,’ she replied. ‘Look, I’m not being rude, but I just want to sleep. Can I come and see you in a day or so?’
‘Of course,’ I said.
Lydia came to the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith two days later. I sent a message to Gwen and she joined us on the roof.
‘Tell us what you’ve been doing,’ I demanded.
Lydia gratefully took a glass of iced lime juice from Mr Bilal. ‘Working,’ she said. ‘Oh, have we been working! Thirty-six hours at a stretch, sometimes, snatching an hour or two of sleep, and feeling guilty about it because there’s some boy not being cared for while you sleep.’
She looked out over the city, her eyes following the flying flocks of pigeons. The glass in her hand, I noticed, was shaking slightly.
‘We were off Gallipoli when our boys first went ashore,’ she said quietly. ‘When it got light enough, I could actually see them running up the beach. I could see them being shot down, as they dodged from cover to cover. Not that there was much cover. I could see them start to climb those awful cliffs. There were shells bursting and observation planes flying over.’
I tried to picture it.
Lydia barely paused for breath before continuing, ‘Then the wounded started to come. They came on barges and they were hoisted onto the decks in a sort of wooden cradle. They were laid in rows on the deck until a doctor could identify the most urgent cases.’ She didn’t look at us, she seemed almost to have forgotten we were there. ‘There were bullets actually hitting the deck. Catherine told me she was talking to a boy, and she’d just moved away when a bullet hit him in the leg. I wasn’t on deck, I’d been sent below.’
‘What were you doing there?’ Gwen asked quietly.
‘The hold was set up as a hospital. It was strange, the whole ship was vibrating from the cannon fire from the English and French warships. We were trying to work with a few electric lights that kept flickering. It was so hot we had the portholes open for air and a few electric fans, and they kept going on and off too. The surgeon was operating in a corner, on a mess table. And the wounds –’ She stopped and put her hands over her face for a moment. When she took them away she looked into our eyes. ‘Oh, the terrible wounds! I can’t tell you –’
‘You don’t need to,’ I said. ‘We’ve seen them.’ We told Lydia about the trains.
‘And that’s after they’ve had some treatment!’ she said. ‘But there just isn’t the time. The smaller wounds usually have the bullet still in them when the boys leave us; the surgeons are too busy with major procedures like amputations.’ Her hands were shaking more now. I took her glass, put it on the table, knelt before her, held her hands in mine. ‘The boys are dirty and they smell,’ she almost whispered. ‘I hate to see it.’
Gwen sat beside Lydia and gave her a small hug. ‘They make them comfortable here,’ she consoled her. Lydia smiled at us and removed her hands from mine. ‘Lydia, are you going back there?’ Gwen asked.
‘No,’ said Lydia. ‘I’ve been posted to Lemnos. We should be able to do much more for the boys; make them comfortable, instead of just doing the patch-up jobs that are all we can do on the ships.’
I handed her the glass of lime juice and she took a sip. ‘Lydia,’ I asked, ‘do you think – is it going to go on much longer?’
‘I’m no strategist,’ said Lydia. ‘But from what I’ve seen from the ship there are lines of Allied and Turkish trenches at the top of the hills. They’re so close together, with lots of firing back and forth. No one’s moving much either way.’
‘So you think …’
‘It could go on for ages,’ Lydia said.

Chapter 14




We worked throughout June and July as it became hotter and hotter. The wounded arrived in a steady stream. When a train of casualties arrived we worked until the train was cleared.
There was sometimes a special carriage on the train, its doors locked and the windows closed tight. These men were only unloaded after every other carriage had been cleared. Most didn’t seem to be badly wounded.
‘Why are they locked in?’ I asked an orderly.
‘We have to do it. A week or so back one jumped off the train between Alexandria and Cairo,’ he said.
‘Why would he do that?’
The orderly shrugged. ‘Who knows? Mental cases, these are.’
I looked again. Some of the soldiers sat quietly, but their eyes were locked in a horrified stare. One was picking incessantly at his sleeve. Another was trembling. I turned away. I didn’t want to gawp.
‘What happened to the poor man who jumped?’ I asked.
‘They found him just walking along the track. Goodness knows where he thought he was going.’
‘He wasn’t hurt?’
‘Not him. But now we lock them in. Look, I haven’t got time to talk. Are you taking these four to the hospital or not?’
I turned away from the carriage of mental cases, but I couldn’t forget them. The war, I’d found, could wound more than bodies.
When there were no trains, we transported wounded between hospitals, driving the less serious cases to convalescent hospitals. These were happy days, the boys were feeling better and looking forward to resting in a comfortable place. They laughed and joked, and teased Gwen and me about our driving.
On the rare days we weren’t called in, I went to the excavation. Most of the burial chamber had been cleared and Fa was working on cataloguing and drawing the things it had contained. Khnumhotep’s beautiful painted sarcophagus had been carefully removed and was in secure storage at the Egyptian Museum. It had been sealed with resin and would need careful handling to avoid damage when it was opened. Fa was waiting for advice from the British Museum on the best way to approach it.
I felt guilty about not helping him more with the cataloguing and drawing, but when the trains of wounded came I had to be there. Every car, every driver, made a difference in getting the boys to hospital quickly.
…


I was still receiving lots of letters. But now, the letters weren’t all coming from boys who’d asked me to write to them. Sometimes I’d receive a letter from a soldier I’d never heard from before to tell me that their mate Harry, or old Arthur, or Herbert, or Cliff, wouldn’t be writing to me anymore. ‘I’m sorry, but he’s bought it, miss.’ I hardly remembered the boys, but every one of those letters made me cry.
Sometimes a soldier who’d written to me half a dozen times or more, simply didn’t write anymore. I always kept all their letters together with carbon copies of my own letters, so I could remember what I’d written to each one, and after a while I’d notice that no new letter had come from George, or Bill, or Jack. I sadly put their letters away in a different box that was filling rapidly.
But sometimes, a letter came that made me happier for a while. A boy might write to say that his mate had been wounded and had been taken to a hospital ship. If he arrived in Cairo, and if I had the time, could I see if I could find him and let his mates know how he was getting on?
I enquired at the hospitals, and sometimes I found the soldier. I’d visit him and tell him his mates were anxious about him. The boys were always thrilled to think that someone was asking after them.
‘They’re worried about me? Ah, they don’t need to worry about me! In the lap of luxury I am, here,’ they’d say. ‘Here, is there any of that writing paper around? And a pencil? I’ll write to them straight away, let them know Johnny Turk doesn’t get rid of me that easily!’
If they couldn’t write themselves I’d write for them, and hope that their mates would still be there to receive the letter.
Often, I couldn’t find the soldier. It meant that he might be in a hospital on Lemnos, or in Alexandria. I would write and tell his mates that I was sure he was fine, he was probably in a hospital I couldn’t get to.
But in some cases, I found a name in the hospital records. Then I wrote back to his mates, as gently as I could, and told them what I knew. ‘I will visit his grave for you, if you like,’ I’d write. ‘I’ll leave some flowers. Would you like me to do that?’ A few wrote to say yes, they would, they’d appreciate that. So I made time to drive to the New British Protestant Cemetery where most of the Gallipoli dead had been buried, not far from the centre of Cairo. The new section was raw; no gardens, no flowers, just mound after mound of sand with a plain white wooden cross. A few had a white wooden Star of David. I walked the rows, a cemetery official guiding me, the sun beating down and my poor flowers wilting, until I found the one name I was looking for. There were so many graves.
Jay’s letters kept coming. Each time one arrived I took out the photograph he’d given me before he left and wondered whether all those young men were still alive. I gazed at Jay, smiling in the middle of them. Was he still smiling? His letters didn’t sound like it. He still wrote about how wonderful his men were, but he wrote more and more about how he must look after them, how he couldn’t let them down. How he’d do everything he must and it was the thought of someone waiting for him that was keeping him going. ‘Please keep writing, Flora,’ his letters always ended. ‘Please write often. Every day if you can.’
…


In early August, Lady Bellamy sent a note asking Gwen and me to see her at the rest and recreation centre as soon as possible.
‘What’ve we done?’ asked Gwen.
‘Even worse, what haven’t we done?’ I answered.
We hadn’t been to the centre much lately, but surely Lady Bellamy realised we were busy as drivers? She couldn’t expect us to do more, could she?
Lady Bellamy chose a quiet moment to take us aside. ‘I know you have important driving duties,’ she said. ‘Sadly, the need for drivers will continue. Even more so, in the near future.’
Hmm. So Lady Bellamy knew something.
‘I have been asked if I have any more ladies able to assist the nurses on the wards,’ said Lady Bellamy. Apparently she could expect more from us. ‘It is expected the hospitals will become even more challenged quite soon.’ She paused for a moment. ‘As unmarried girls I have endeavoured to keep you away from the wards,’ she went on. ‘But needs must.’
Gwen and I both stared. What did she think we’d see on the wards, for heaven’s sake? Boys in their pyjamas? Boys not in their pyjamas, perhaps? We’d observed worse as the trains were unloaded.
‘What sort of work, Lady Bellamy?’ asked Gwen. ‘Will we be using our first aid training?’
I hoped not. The training we’d had would be completely inadequate for the wounds we’d seen.
‘There will be no nursing, as such,’ said Lady Bellamy. Gwen and I heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Your tasks will consist of preparation, tidying up, some cleaning. There will be plenty to do, I’m certain. And girls?’ She looked at Gwen in particular.
‘Yes?’
‘Wear sensible clothing, plain skirts and blouses, hair tied back. You will be there to work.’
‘Really!’ said Gwen, as we left. ‘Surely we could have figured that out ourselves.’
I looked at Gwen. For a day of driving boys between hospitals, she had chosen a rose pink skirt, a paler pink blouse covered in frills and a distractingly pretty pink hat, which tied under her chin to keep it from blowing off. Gwen caught my look, and we both laughed.
‘A girl has to give the boys something to look at,’ she protested.
‘And indeed you do,’ I said. ‘What do you think about this work? If we’re not doing first aid?’
‘I’m awfully afraid I think the worst,’ said Gwen. ‘I’m afraid it might mean –’
‘Bed pans,’ I finished for her.
…


While we waited for the call to work in the hospital, we kept on with our driving. A train arrived one day and we reported as usual. This one was no different from the others: the same appalling smells, the infected wounds, the oozing, maggoty dressings. I watched the stretcher cases being unloaded, waiting to drive the more lightly wounded to the hospital. If a stretcher case had to wait to be loaded into an ambulance, I moved from my motorcar to shield the soldier from the sun with my shadow and said a few reassuring words.
An anxious boy had seized my hand and I was talking to him, telling him he’d be helped soon, when I heard my name.
‘Flora! It’s you, isn’t it? Flora!’
The voice came from the nearest stretcher case. I didn’t recognise the face. It was dirty, with a stubbled chin. The man had a loose bandage around his head.
I patted the shoulder of the boy I’d been talking to, gently released his grip on my hand and moved closer. Now I could see it was Lydia’s fiancée, Matthew Grier.
‘Matthew! What’s happened to you?’ I glanced at the red tag pinned to his jacket. Red tag. That wasn’t good.
‘Not much,’ said Matthew. He tried to smile. ‘I’ll be fine.’
I doubted that. ‘Of course you will!’ I said.
‘What are you doing here?’
‘Driving. Taking men to the hospital.’ Such a stupid conversation. It sounded as if we’d met in the street, and I’d told him I was on my way to Groppi’s.
Stretcher bearers were ready for Matthew and I had to step back. ‘I’ll come and see you!’ I called after him. ‘I’ve heard from Lydia. She’s on Lemnos!’ He waved a hand in acknowledgment, as he was loaded into the ambulance.
‘Where are you taking him?’ I asked an orderly.
‘Nile Palace.’ I’d expected so, the Nile Palace was a hospital for serious cases.
I went there that very afternoon, as soon as the train was empty of wounded.
‘He’s being operated on,’ I was told. ‘You can’t see him now. Come back in two days.’
‘Two days? It’s really serious then?’ I asked. ‘What’s being done?’
‘I really couldn’t say,’ said the nurse. I didn’t know her, she wasn’t going to tell me anything.
Two days later I returned, and found to my relief that Jean had been transferred to Matthew’s ward.
‘Yes, of course you can see him,’ she said. ‘But Flora, you should know. He’s lost his left leg below the knee.’
‘His leg!’ Matthew was a career soldier. He’d been going to spend his life in the army. He wouldn’t be, now. ‘Does he know?’
‘Yes,’ Jean said. ‘He’s taken it fairly well, considering. But it shouldn’t have happened! If it’d been seen to sooner …’
‘It was infected?’ I asked.
Jean nodded. Her eyes flashed. ‘Appalling conditions! Such a waste!’ She broke off as another nurse passed by. ‘There’s no use carrying on about it. Come on in, he’ll be pleased to see you.’
As an officer, Matthew was in a smaller ward on an upper floor. It had once been a bedroom, but now it held six folding metal-framed beds. I noticed that having a chair placed at the end of them had extended some of the beds.
‘That’s for the six-foot Queenslanders,’ Jean grinned. ‘You breed them big up there.’
Matthew had been washed and shaved and looked considerably better. A cradle held the sheet up over the bottom end of the bed.
‘Flora!’ His face broke into a huge smile. ‘Do you know, when I saw you at the train, I thought I was dreaming. Is visiting old crocks in hospital included in your driver’s duties?’
I put down the magazines and chocolates I was carrying. ‘All part of the service,’ I said. ‘How are you feeling?’
Matthew shrugged. ‘All right, considering. You know about this?’ He nodded at the place where his leg used to be.
I bit my lip. ‘Yes. I’m so sorry.’
‘It could be worse. I could be dead. Enough about me. Do I remember you saying you’d heard from Lydia?’
‘Yes. Over two weeks ago. Just a postcard saying she’d arrived on Lemnos and it wasn’t quite what she’d expected, and she’d write properly soon. I haven’t heard anything since.’
‘How’s that delightful Gwen?’
‘Oh, charming every soldier she drives,’ I said. ‘Just as usual.’ We laughed and I told him about the soldiers I’d heard from that he knew. There was a brief silence.
‘Matthew,’ I said carefully, ‘have you seen anything of Jay – Jim Hunter?’
Matthew’s face changed. His eyes slid to the window and he gazed out. ‘Jim? Oh yes. We’ve run into each other a couple of times.’
‘What did you – what did you think? Is he all right?’
‘You’ve been writing to him?’
I nodded. As far as I knew Matthew didn’t know Jay had asked me to become engaged, and I wanted to keep it that way.
‘Well, he’s still in Gallipoli. At least he was, when I was taken out. Why do you ask if he’s all right?’
‘His letters changed so much. It seemed as if things were getting too much for him. It worries me.’
‘Things are getting too much for everyone,’ said Matthew. ‘It affects some fellows more than others.’ He looked at me sharply. ‘Fond of him, are you? If it’s not a delicate question, is there something between you?’
I could feel a flush rising up my neck to my face. Matthew watched its progress with interest.
‘Mmm. You don’t need to answer that,’ he said. ‘Look, some fellows are operating on the edge. Sometimes, it’s letters from home that are keeping them balanced. If you want my advice, Flora, you keep on writing.’
That wasn’t at all what I’d wanted to hear. It was putting a responsibility on me that I didn’t want.
‘I’ll keep on writing,’ I said.

Chapter 15




Then, suddenly, the trains began arriving in greater numbers. Train after train.
‘There was a big battle,’ an orderly on one of the trains told me. ‘A place the Turks call Kanli Sirt, Bloody Ridge. Our boys are calling it Lone Pine. There are more wounded coming, lots more.’
This, I gathered, was the something Lady Bellamy had known about. Cairo was again bursting with wounded. More and more beds were squeezed into the existing hospitals and the army searched for more places to establish hospitals. And we worked.
Now, when we’d cleared the train, Gwen, Frank and I didn’t go home. We parked our cars by the hospital and put in time on the wards.
As Gwen and I had feared, our work involved bedpans. And a lot more. We weren’t trained nurses and we couldn’t take on nursing duties, but we could boil up instruments, roll bandages, wash and clean, and make tea. And deal with a lot of bedpans.
‘I can’t believe how many they get through,’ Gwen groaned. ‘Are they doing it on purpose, do you think?’
‘Oh, probably,’ I agreed. ‘Especially the ones with dysentery. You’d think they could wait or go to the lavatory, wouldn’t you?’
We looked at each other and laughed hysterically. Laughing was good – we needed to laugh about it.
Lady Bellamy had issued orders that unmarried girls must be given suitable tasks. Presumably, ones where we wouldn’t see anything we weren’t supposed to. If she’d been hoping to shield us from the sight of boys without their trousers, she succeeded to a certain degree. But we saw much worse.
We couldn’t avoid seeing the terrible wounds the boys had suffered. For boys who’d been shot in the chest, their gaping wounds meant every breath was a struggle.
‘Waiting to die,’ said Jean flatly, of those with spinal fractures. ‘They’re just waiting to die.’
Many of the boys developed bedsores from lying in bed for weeks, sometimes months. Some sores were as big as dinner plates. Often they became infected and had to be dressed, and the procedure was so painful that anaesthetic was administered before the fresh dressings were applied.
One boy caused a panic in the ward every afternoon by haemorrhaging every day around three or four o’clock. ‘The blood vessel can’t be tied off successfully,’ Jean said. ‘It’s in an awkward spot.’
One day, when I came into the ward, he wasn’t there. There was someone else in the bed. I glanced a question at Jean. She shook her head.
For cases of cholera and typhoid, no one went to the wards except the staff appointed to them. They wore overalls and boots and their rubber masks had a thick, antiseptic-soaked pad inserted into them.
And all of this was exacerbated by temperatures of well over one hundred degrees every day, and the hot, sand-laden winds, and the swarms of flies that couldn’t be defeated by mosquito netting or gauze covers on food.
But if it was hard on volunteers, it was harder on the nurses. ‘I started at seven yesterday morning,’ a theatre nurse, Mary, told me wearily one afternoon. ‘I didn’t stop till two in the morning. I assisted at ten amputations,’ she said. ‘Just one after another after another. Whenever I tried to sleep I just heard that saw; the sound of the saw, going on and on.’
One long, hot day, I walked into the ward to deliver a supply of freshly rolled bandages to a nurse called Edith. As I walked towards her I saw her straighten up from the bed of a boy whose wound she was about to dress. She stopped, stood still, and put a trembling hand to her forehead. She went absolutely grey in the face and swayed on her feet. ‘Here, she’s not well!’ the boy exclaimed. ‘Catch her!’
I dropped the bandages (with the unworthy thought that there was an hour’s work wasted) and caught her arms. An orderly came to help me as Edith’s knees sagged and she leaned heavily on us. Another orderly arrived and Edith was hurried out of the ward. I didn’t see her again.
‘What happened to Edith?’ I asked Florence a few days later. ‘Is she all right?’
‘She’s had a complete nervous breakdown,’ said Florence. ‘She’s gone to a nurses’ rest home to recover.’ I got the impression that Florence didn’t have much sympathy for Edith. She hadn’t been able to handle her duties. The nurses hadn’t a lot of respect for those who couldn’t cope. I wondered, nervously, how long I’d be able to take it.
Late one afternoon, the hospital was in turmoil. Gwen, Frank and I had been working unloading a train all day. We were dirty and tired and thirsty – but we were needed. Frank was sent in one direction, Gwen and I in another.
‘You’re wanted up on the third floor,’ an orderly told us.
We’d never been sent up to the third floor. ‘Are you sure?’ I asked. I had a vague notion the third floor contained the wards for dangerously ill patients.
The orderly had clearly had a long day too. He looked at his list. ‘That’s where it says help’s needed,’ he said.
We walked up the long flights of stairs. ‘We’ve been sent to help,’ I told the nurse who opened the door. There actually was a door, I noticed. On most of the other wards the doors had been removed to save space.
‘Volunteers? You’ve been sent to help here?’ she said. She seemed surprised.
‘That’s right.’ We often had to explain to the nurses just what we were capable of doing. ‘We can roll bandages, sterilise instruments, make tea, clean …’
‘… do bedpans,’ said Gwen with a resigned sigh.
‘Well.’ The nurse seemed undecided. ‘You could do teas. It’s time they all had a cup.’
Tea was easy, a pleasure. It was better than bedpans, every time.
‘There’s the kitchen,’ the nurse said.
We made tea, poured it into mugs and placed them on trays with milk and sugar.
We entered the ward. And stopped. This was like no ward we’d been on before. Many of the men didn’t seem wounded at all. They had no bandages, no evidence of missing limbs. One boy, lying quietly in a corner bed, did appear to be injured; he had a bandage on his head. Some patients were sitting on their beds or on chairs, staring blank-faced at nothing. One man was curled into a ball on his bed, shaking, the whole bed vibrating under him. Two men were sitting together, talking and talking. But they weren’t talking to each other, it wasn’t a conversation. They were just talking, on and on.
Gwen and I looked at each other. We knew where we were now – the ward for mental cases.
‘Should we stay?’ Gwen whispered. ‘I don’t think we ought to be in this ward.’
‘I don’t know. I think the orderly got it wrong,’ I agreed. ‘But we’ve made the tea. We may as well hand it around and then check with the nurse.’
We started our rounds.
Not one of the patients responded when I asked how they’d like their tea, so it was milk and two sugars for all. And when there was no response when I held out the mug, I took the hand and curled the fingers around the mug. Some drank, others just stared blankly into their mugs.
The patient with the bandaged head suddenly screamed. I jumped, almost dropping the mug I was handing to one of the talkers. I whipped around, but there was nothing wrong that I could see. He was just screaming. No one else reacted. Maybe he does it all the time, I thought, unnerved.
The nurse glanced over to see how Gwen and I were doing. ‘I’ll take Edward his tea,’ she said.
‘Does he do that often?’ asked Gwen shakily.
‘Constantly,’ the nurse said. She picked up the tea and turned towards him. Then she stopped. The mug dropped from her hand and she spun around to Gwen and me. ‘Get a doctor, right now!’ she said.
Behind her, the screaming soldier was ripping the bandages from his head. Underneath, I could see an open wound. He screamed again, tore the last of the bandages off and began to claw at the wound. He was frenzied, grabbing at – something – and flinging it to the floor. Gwen and I stared, horrified, transfixed.
The nurse flew towards the screaming man. ‘The doctor, I said. Go!’ she shouted at us.
We ran to the ward next door but there was no doctor there. We raced into another ward – no doctor. Then, in the corridor, thank heaven, we found a doctor. I grabbed at him. ‘The ward – the nurse said – he’s pulling his bandages off and he’s – oh, please!’ Gwen was silent, clutching at my shoulder. ‘That ward!’ I pointed. The doctor sped away.
Gwen and I stood totally still in the corridor. Down the hall, the screaming abruptly stopped. I felt as if my knees weren’t going to hold me up any longer. They were just giving up. I leaned my back against the wall and pulled Gwen to lean beside me.
‘You know – you know what that was?’ I said.
‘Oh God, yes, yes.’ Gwen slid slowly down the wall, her face white. She sat on the floor, bending her head to her knees. She looked up at me.
‘It’s no good. I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore. I just – can’t.’
…


Gwen didn’t feel able to drive so we left her car at the hospital and I dropped her at Shepheard’s, giving her a big hug before she walked in.
Gwen visited the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith the next day. ‘Mama insisted to Lady Bellamy that I’m not to work on the wards anymore,’ she said. ‘Truthfully, I’m rather relieved.’
‘I’ll bet that orderly who sent us up there got a good talking to,’ I said.
Gwen nodded. ‘I’m afraid so. Mama suggested I should volunteer where she does, doing clerical work and running a library for the soldiers.’ She shook her head emphatically. ‘But I said no. I can still drive; it was just the wards I can’t cope with. Mama’s never been happy about me driving, but she finally agreed I still can.’ She looked at me. ‘And I’ll still visit convalescent hospitals, but I won’t be assisting on the wards again.’ She looked down into her glass of chilled lime juice. ‘Thank heaven.’
I was surprised at the way I felt – rather scornful. Huh. Gwen can’t take it, I thought. It was just the way, I realised, Florence had felt about Edith and her nervous breakdown.
‘Are you still going to work on the wards?’ Gwen asked.
‘Of course,’ I said shortly.
Gwen lifted her head sharply. ‘I’m doing a lot!’ she said defensively. ‘I’m doing all I can!’
‘Did I say you weren’t?’ I replied.
We stared at each other in surprise. We had never disagreed before.
‘I – I think I’ll go now,’ Gwen said. She looked at me as if she hoped I’d say something to stop her. But I didn’t. Gwen put her glass down on the table with a sharp crack and walked off.
Mrs Travers came to see Fa, and I think she advised him that I, also, should be pulled out.
‘It’s up to you,’ he said to me. ‘What do you want to do?’
‘What do I want? I want to work on the excavation, I want to sit on the roof and drink mint tea, I want to sleep for weeks,’ I said. ‘But I can’t, can I? Not when I’m needed.’ I shuddered. ‘I don’t want to go near a mental ward again, but I think Lady Bellamy’s seen to that.’
Fa nodded. ‘Right then. If that’s what you need to do.’
…


I was so busy every day, and so tired when I finally got home, that all I wanted was food and bed. The mysterious door in the alley, and the room behind it, had been pushed well to the back of my mind. I thought of it sometimes, and intended to go and look into it again, but I never got there. When I’m not so busy I’ll do something about it, I told myself. When I’m not so tired.
But I was always tired.
Another postcard came from Lydia on Lemnos. It had a picture of a pretty harbour on it. I knew that harbour wasn’t pretty now, it was full of warships. The postcard was hastily scrawled and had no news, but that didn’t surprise me. If we were busy in Cairo, Lemnos must be as well. Lemnos was usually the first place wounded were taken when they were evacuated from Gallipoli.
Dear Flora, she wrote. I am desperate for new boots. Mine have worn out and there is no way to get new ones here. The other girls are in the same boat, so if you could manage to find a few pairs? Very sturdy boots! Love, Lydia. Then, at the bottom in very tiny writing, she’d added, Petticoats too. And if you could manage some of that French chocolate we shared on the terrace at Shepheard’s …
I laughed. It wasn’t chocolate she wanted, but she obviously couldn’t write cigarettes on an open postcard, she’d be in trouble. The ‘French chocolate’ was easy. But where would I find very sturdy boots in women’s sizes?
I consulted Mr Khalid.
‘I don’t understand why they all need boots,’ I said. ‘But would you know where to get them?’
‘Leave it with me,’ said Mr Khalid. ‘What sizes?’
That stumped me for a moment. ‘I know Lydia takes the same size I do, a five,’ I said. ‘So perhaps two fives, then two sizes down and two sizes up?’
‘That should be possible,’ Mr Khalid assured me.
For the petticoats I went to the dressmaker near Shepheard’s and ordered a dozen. Good, strong cotton petticoats, I emphasised, nothing fancy. I was glad to give the dressmaker some custom; I hadn’t had much need for pretty new dresses in the past few months.
In a few days, Mr Khalid brought a dozen pairs of stout, serviceable women’s boots. The dressmaker delivered a dozen petticoats, in good, strong cotton as I’d asked for, but each trimmed with pretty ribbon. I added some packs of Lydia’s ‘French chocolate’, carefully concealing them in the middle of the parcel, and sent it all off. I hoped Lydia would be able to write soon and tell me why she needed these things.
In a few weeks I had a letter from Lydia.
I haven’t had time to write before, she wrote, but I have been off sick for a couple of days with dysentery. We call it Lemnositis because everybody gets it here. I’m feeling better and will go back on duty tomorrow.
You’ll be wondering about the boots and petticoats. (You won’t, I’m sure, be wondering about the French chocolate!) Remember how, before I left, I said things would be better on Lemnos? I’ve never been more wrong in my life, I think.
When we arrived at West Mudros harbour it was packed with ships because Lemnos is only five hours’ sailing time from Gallipoli. We were met – I couldn’t believe this – by a sergeant with bagpipes to play us into our camp. We had to line up in rows of four and we were expected to march. We marched for well over a mile with men cheering us and dogs barking. We must have looked a regular circus even though we were doing our best, but becoming more and more hysterical all the way to our hospital site. (There are other hospitals on the island, two Canadian, one British and ours was to be the fourth.) Well, our hospital site stopped us laughing, quick smart.
My dear, there was nothing. The patients were lying on stretchers on bare, rocky ground. There was no equipment. We nurses had tents, but they weren’t up and there were no beds or stretchers. There was no water to drink or to wash in. I’ve never seen Matron so angry; she was incandescent, but there was nothing we could do.
More wounded arrived the next day and at least we managed to get some tents put over them; the only other thing we could do was give them a drink (we’d located some springs by then). Nearly all were badly wounded stretcher cases. We tore up our clothes for dressings (that’s where our petticoats went) and used our own cakes of soap.
It was three days before our equipment arrived, then we could do more for the boys, but water is still short. We can’t get a bath. If we have some time we go to the harbour and have a dip in the sea, but the water is rather dirty so it’s not pleasant.
Our boots have simply worn out. The ground here is very rough and rocky and there’s nowhere to get boots mended. We’re also having trouble with the wildlife. There are snakes, scorpions, centipedes and lots of insects that bite, and even, my dear, moles. They don’t bite, but they burrow under our tents. My bed actually collapsed one night because a mole burrowed under one of its legs. And so many flies! We have to keep our left hands over the cup all the time we’re not drinking our tea, to keep the flies out.
We could do with the services of a dentist here too. We are living largely on tinned meat, bully beef, tinned carrots and biscuits; what the men call hard tack. The biscuits are so hard we have to gnaw bits off the corners and there have been several broken teeth.
Well, I feel better for having got all that off my chest! Don’t think I’m complaining, Flora, we are all doing the best we can and we didn’t expect it to be a picnic, but it is so difficult not to have the things we need to make the boys comfortable. There have been so many terrible wounds, so many deaths. It is awful to say, but I’m almost glad of my Matthew’s wound, it means he is out of it and gone home to Australia. It makes me wish that anyone I know, rather than be wounded, should be killed outright.
I folded Lydia’s letter. Scented soap, I thought, more petticoats, packets of nice biscuits, bars of chocolate. I’d arrange another parcel for Lydia just as soon as I could.
Lydia’s last words, wishing that anyone she knew should be killed outright rather than badly wounded, hit me hard and made me think of Jay.
His letters had, until recently, been arriving regularly. I’d been disturbed by their content: intense, driven, increasingly desperate. How he must look after his men, how he must set an example. Then, a few weeks ago, they’d just stopped. I’d written several times, but had no reply. I’d been waiting, telling myself that the mail wasn’t regular, it never was, and certainly some was lost along the way and surely a letter would come soon. But other boys had suddenly stopped writing, and I knew why. Now, it seemed, the same thing had happened to Jay.
I took out the bundle of letters I’d received from Jay, and the photograph of the laughing young men on the stones of the pyramid. Gently, I touched Jay’s face. I put the photograph with his letters, and took down the special box of letters from the boys who’d stopped writing. The box, I saw with a lurch of my heart, was almost full. I placed Jay’s letters in it and closed the lid.

Chapter 16




The huge numbers of wounded flooding into Cairo from Lone Pine had slowed, but trains still arrived all through September, October and November. The weather was cooling, which made things rather easier for the boys in hospital. The terrible heat of summer had affected them badly and the flies it brought had spread typhoid, cholera and dysentery. Many of the wounded died from the illnesses they contracted in the hospital, rather than from the wounds that had brought them there.
One day when no trains came in, I took a group of soldiers on an outing to the pyramids. A trooper called Gerald slipped as he was getting into the motorcar, cutting his hand. I frantically searched the motorcar but could find nothing to staunch the bleeding.
‘Hold tight, I’ll be right back!’ I said, and raced off to find a guide, or anyone with some kind of bandage.
I returned a few minutes later with some rags to find Gerald and his mates calmly sitting in the car and on the running board. Gerald’s hand was neatly bandaged up with a triangular bandage, the kind I’d practised first aid with at the rest and recreation centre.
‘What happened?’ I asked. ‘Who did this?’
‘An American girl drove up with a bunch of walking wounded like us,’ a boy with a broken ankle, Sam, said from the running board. ‘She had a whole first aid kit in her motorcar.’
‘She just wrapped me up and off they went,’ Gerald said. ‘Very impressive.’
‘And very pretty,’ another soldier said. And they all laughed.
As I drove the soldiers back to the convalescent hospital I realised I’d been unfair to Gwen. She was doing all that she could. And today, more than I could.
When I tried to approach her later at the hospital, she saw me coming and turned her back. All right, I thought, I can be unreasonable too! I walked away.
In early December Lydia returned to Cairo for a few days’ leave to recover from another bout of Lemnositis. When she came to visit we went straight up to the roof terrace. Mr Bilal hurried downstairs, murmuring about ‘nourishing food’.
‘What’s happened to your hair?’ was my first question. I could have asked, ‘How did you lose so much more weight?’ or ‘Why is your uniform so ragged?’ but I knew the answers to those questions.
Lydia ran a hand through her short bob. ‘I cut it off. A lot of us did. I kept getting burrs in it, and all the boys had lice when they arrived, so of course they leapt onto us. It was just too hard to keep long hair clean, so off it went.’ She grinned, like the old Lydia. ‘To get a proper hot bath and wash our hair thoroughly we have to go to some natural hot springs on the island, but they’re five miles away so we don’t get there too often.’ She struck a dramatic pose. ‘It’s very up-to-date, isn’t it? Makes me feel like a totally modern girl, like you and Gwen. It’s so easy to look after I don’t think I’ll grow it again.’
‘So are things better on Lemnos? It doesn’t sound like it.’
‘There are different problems now,’ said Lydia. ‘We’ve got more equipment so that’s better, but the cold weather’s come and there’ve been freezing conditions at Gallipoli. We’re getting boys with frostbite – can you imagine, frostbite! Some cases are so bad they’ve lost feet or hands. Some of the girls have frostbitten toes themselves. We weren’t issued with winter uniforms. In the end, we were handed whatever could be scratched up: riding pants, gumboots, big waterproof coats. I’ll have to show you a photograph I took. We look tragic, really tragic!’
Lydia paused to take mint tea and a plate of hot meat pastries from Mr Bilal. She smiled. ‘Thank you, this looks so good!’
‘What else is happening?’ I asked.
‘We’ve had really high winds. The tents creak and shake and strain all night and often they blow right down. With the wind, there’s rain. The camp’s turned into a quagmire. We’re supposed to be getting huts built, but it hasn’t happened yet.’
‘Oh, Lydia!’ I said. ‘It’s all too awful!’
Lydia quickly tried to reassure me. ‘Oh, it’s not so bad now. There are some rest camps on the island and the boys from Gallipoli are rotated there. There are concerts and entertainments, if we have time to get to them.’
‘Well, I’ll make sure you have a good time while you’re here!’ I said. ‘Have you time to dine at Shepheard’s with me? Or tea at Groppi’s? We’ll go everywhere!’
‘Thanks,’ said Lydia. ‘I’d love to go out with you. But like last time, what I want to do most is sleep. In a warm bed, in my room at the nurses’ home that I can be confident is not going to take off in a high wind.’ She laughed. ‘It doesn’t take much to make me happy these days!’
I walked Lydia out. She hesitated in the courtyard, gave me a quick smile and crossed the courtyard to peer into the water of the Well of Bats. She stood there for some time. Then she turned to me and her smile was brilliant. ‘He’s all right,’ she said. ‘I knew he’d arrived safely in Australia. But now I really know he’s being well looked after!’
The Well of Bats had told her all that? When Lydia had gone, I looked down into the water myself. All I saw was the pale, wavering, moon-like reflection of my own face.
Just as I’d expected.
…


December wore on. Lydia had long gone back to Lemnos. The trains kept arriving. I continued driving and working at the rest and recreation centre; even there Gwen and I were avoiding each other. The situation was starting to feel ridiculous, like two small children squabbling, and neither prepared to give in. I didn’t know how to end it.
I wasn’t needed on the wards anymore. Frankly, that was a vast relief. I appreciated even more how Gwen had felt.
Fa and I didn’t even discuss throwing a Christmas party this year. So many of the guests that had attended our wonderful party last year were gone, to Gallipoli or Lemnos or Alexandria. Some were gone forever.
As the year drew to an end, I said to Fa one morning over breakfast, ‘Christmas?’
Fa shrugged. ‘There’s not a lot to celebrate, is there?’
‘There’s Khnumhotep,’ I said.
With assistance from some of his friends, and advice from the British Museum, Fa had painstakingly removed the resin from the sarcophagus. Finally they were able to open it. And there he was, Khnumhotep, wrapped in layer upon layer of linen. Fa was working on deciphering the hieroglyphs on the sarcophagus.
No one else was giving parties either. We decided, in the end, that we’d just have Christmas dinner at Shepheard’s.
The large dining room at Shepheard’s was full that Christmas night, but it was a very subdued gathering. We’d been invited to dine with the Travers. In the lounge before dinner, Fa and Professor Travers immediately launched into an excavation comparison. Tonight they would settle their bet as to who had found the most interesting object on their sites.
‘Khnumhotep’s tomb is quite beautifully preserved,’ Fa said.
‘I don’t think a double burial is anything to sneeze at,’ Professor Travers countered.
They’d each visited the other’s site, and knew the calibre of the discoveries.
‘What do you say we call it a draw this year?’ Fa said with a smile.
‘I say, let’s order some champagne and toast to it,’ Professor Travers said. We all raised our glasses to the wonderful finds of Fa and Professor Travers.
A band was playing and Frank asked me to dance. ‘I hear your father’s thinking of going to England to do some research,’ he said, holding me a little closer than necessary.
‘Yes, but I’ve asked him to wait a little. I’m still needed here,’ I said.
‘We all are,’ said Frank soberly. ‘But afterwards – what will you do?’
‘We’ll go to England, I suppose,’ I said. ‘But I expect we’ll come back to Egypt eventually to work.’
There was a pause. ‘And you?’ I asked. ‘What will you do after all this ends?’
‘I could go back to Boston and finish my studies,’ Frank said. ‘But, well, I might go to England myself.’
‘England?’ I said. ‘What for? Research?’ Then I looked at him sharply. ‘Frank, you’re not thinking about enlisting? You don’t have to do that!’
‘It’s not a question of what I have to do,’ Frank said quietly, firmly.
The music stopped, but Frank and I didn’t break our embrace. Standing in the middle of the dance floor, we stared at each other, until all the other dancers had cleared the floor and were smiling at us in amusement. Hurriedly, we released each other and walked back to our table.
I’d been placed across from Gwen. I wondered if Mrs Travers knew of the reserve between us, and had seated us near each other to try and mend the friendship. Or maybe she hadn’t noticed; we tried not to let our coolness show. I looked around the room. There were many people here we knew: archaeologists and their wives and families, officers on leave, British army staff based in Cairo. Lady Bellamy approached from a table across the room where her husband sat with other high-ranking military officials. Professor Travers courteously offered her his chair and she graciously accepted.
‘I understand your excavations went very well this year,’ she said to Fa and Professor Travers.
‘Thank you, yes,’ said Fa. ‘An intact tomb. I’m working on the hieroglyphs on the sarcophagus at present.’
‘A husband and wife in my tomb,’ said Professor Travers proudly.
‘Have you deciphered many of your hieroglyphs?’ Lady Bellamy asked Fa.
Fa hesitated. ‘It could be better,’ he admitted. ‘I need to consult the experts at the British Museum. But that requires travelling to London, of course.’ He glanced at me. ‘It’s not the right time; Flora is being very useful here and she feels she must stay.’
Lady Bellamy looked at me, tapping her folded fan against her chin.
‘Flora is indeed being very useful,’ she said. ‘Gwendoline too, of course. Their work is much appreciated.’ The fan tapped again. ‘Perhaps – hopefully – they will not be needed for very much longer. Well, I must be off.’
She snapped her fan open, fluttered it vigorously, stood up, and moved off across the dining room.
I stared after her. ‘She knows something!’ I said.
‘She didn’t say anything specific,’ objected Frank.
‘She never does,’ I said. ‘But you can always tell when she knows something.’ I forgot all about not speaking to Gwen and appealed to her for support. ‘Can’t you, Gwen?’
Gwen, startled, was silent for a moment, then Frank nudged her and pulled a face. ‘Oh yes,’ she confirmed. ‘You never know what until it happens, but she always knows.’
Frank handed Gwen a Christmas cracker and nodded significantly at me. It wasn’t exactly an olive branch, but I appreciated the gesture. Gwen and I looked at each other across the table. Slowly, we both smiled. It was Christmas, the season of good will. Gwen passed one end of the cracker to me and we pulled it – and everything was all right again.
I looked across the room at Lady Bellamy. ‘If she’s hinting I might go to London, then maybe everything here will be over soon,’ I said. I couldn’t imagine it, however.
‘There’s no sign of the hostilities at Gallipoli coming to an end,’ said Professor Travers. ‘It seems as if the soldiers will be there for the long term.’
Wait and see, I thought. Wait and see.
…


And it stopped.
Just like that.
Over only a few days in late December and early January, the Allied forces were withdrawn from Gallipoli.
We didn’t hear the full story, not at once. But we noticed the stream of wounded was slowing. It became a trickle.
It stopped.
It was early January when Gwen, Frank and I realised we weren’t needed to help clear trains anymore. There was still a small amount of work for us; driving patients between hospitals, staffing the rest and recreation centre, visiting boys in hospital. But the trains had stopped.
The news spread around Cairo. The fighting at Gallipoli was over.
We’d given in.
We heard that Allied troops had been withdrawn, in secret, on the nineteenth and twentieth of December from Suvla Bay and the Anzac beaches, and then from Cape Hellas on the eighth and ninth of January.
There would be no more wounded from the Dardanelles.
There were still many wounded in Cairo hospitals and some would die of their wounds. What an appalling waste, I thought angrily, as I drove to convalescent hospitals with boys with missing limbs, shattered faces and eyes that would never see again. Our troops had been in the Dardanelles for nine months and absolutely nothing had been achieved. They had advanced no further inland than a mile from the beaches on which they’d landed. But there were tens of thousands of casualties. I heard there had been twenty-five thousand Australian casualties alone, and well over eight thousand of these had died of wounds or disease. Some of the dead were soldiers I knew.
Haggard, ragged soldiers began returning to Cairo from Gallipoli, exhausted, filthy and dispirited. They went to rest camps to convalesce and recover. Before long they were making their way to the rest and recreation centre in the Ezbekieh Gardens. Some also made their way to the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith – the boys I’d been writing to. Alex, Ted and Stan were some of the first to call. I was so delighted, and relieved, to see them back safely that I cried.
When the soldiers called, whether I was there or not, Mr Bilal welcomed them and took them up to the roof terrace. He invited them to sit, insisted they had tea and cakes or little meat pastries, and told them I’d be back soon. He sent a message to me and I got back as fast as I could. Sometimes I found an exhausted soldier sound asleep on one of the cushioned divans.
They all said they’d come to thank me for writing to them. ‘It meant a lot, miss.’
I’d impressed upon Mr Bilal to ask each visitor’s name and to include it in his message, so I was able to greet each soldier with, ‘Tom!’, or ‘Bill!’, or, ‘Ernest!’, or ‘Edward! I’m so glad you’re safe!’
From these boys I learned what happened at Gallipoli.
‘We didn’t know we were being pulled out until a day or so before. We left in secret, at night, so the Turks wouldn’t attack as we moved out.
‘We tied sacking around our boots, so they wouldn’t make a noise. When we reached the pier at Anzac Cove it was covered with sacks too, to keep the noise low.
‘We set up ghost guns, that’s rifles rigged to fire by themselves at different intervals. We left them in the trenches so the Turks would think we were still there, firing at them.
‘We had to walk past the graves of our mates on the way to the beach. And we were leaving others who had no graves at all. It was hard to leave them behind. Really hard.
‘I hope,’ Ernest added bitterly, ‘that they didn’t hear us go.’
I asked each soldier who came if he’d known Jay, if they knew how he’d died. None of them knew him. They all gave me sympathetic looks, and said they were sorry for my loss, and that they’d ask around. Someone must know him and how he’d died.
I felt a complete fraud, they were all so careful with what they supposed were my feelings, so sure that I’d suffered a terrible loss. I was very sorry Jay had died, but there simply hadn’t been any relationship between us. I just had to know how he’d died. It would be closing the chapter.
One day in mid-January, a nice young soldier named Eddie called for a second time at the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith. This time, he brought a mate with him. Eddie was beaming; he looked as if he was about to give me the biggest present I’d ever received in my life.
‘This is Nobby Clark,’ Eddie said. ‘He knows Jim Hunter. Lieutenant Hunter, I mean.’
Nobby turned his hat around and around in his hands, saying nothing.
‘Go on, Nobby!’ Eddie prodded him.
Nobby, overcome with shyness, looked down at his feet.
‘Can you tell me about Jay – I mean, Jim?’ I prompted him. ‘You knew him? Were you one of his men? Can you tell me how – how he died?’
‘Well no, miss, I can’t,’ Nobby got out.
‘Nobby, you great lump!’ groaned Eddie. ‘Tell her! Tell her!’
Nobby swallowed hard and continued. ‘I can’t tell you how he died, miss, because as far as I know he didn’t. He was alive when we left Gallipoli.’
‘But I – I – I haven’t heard from him in months! I thought he was – I just knew he was –’
‘The mail often didn’t get through,’ said Eddie eagerly.
I was still trying to take this in.
‘You’re completely certain?’ I said to Nobby. ‘You saw him leave Gallipoli?’
Nobby smiled. ‘Oh, I saw him all right. He was an absolute hero, miss. You should’ve seen him. He wouldn’t leave until he was sure every one of us was out. He carried a couple of the fellows on his back. They had frostbite, see, and couldn’t walk easily. He piggybacked each of them all the way down that path. All the way to the pier. Absolute marvel, he was. He just wouldn’t give up.’
‘And he was on the ship?’ I asked.
‘Yes, definitely. He collapsed when we got to the pier, exhausted he was, and they loaded him onto a stretcher and put him on the ship.’ A look of uncertainty crossed Nobby’s face. ‘I haven’t seen him since, mind you. But he was definitely on the ship.’
‘There you are then!’ Eddie beamed. ‘He’s alive! He’s got to be somewhere in Cairo. He’s probably in one of the rest camps, or a hospital.’
I was stunned. I felt as if a piano had been dropped on me. I managed to thank Eddie and Nobby, who were clearly convinced they’d brought me the greatest news since Moses told the Israelites that they could cross the Red Sea. They left, still beaming, and I sat on the terrace, actually with my mouth hanging open.
I had so many questions. Jay was alive. Then why hadn’t he written for months? If he was in Cairo, why hadn’t he contacted me? Either he’d changed his mind about becoming engaged or there was something wrong. From the way he’d been writing just before his letters stopped coming, I was almost sure something was very wrong. Should I try to find him? Why? I asked myself. I didn’t want to be engaged to him; the easiest thing was to just leave things alone. But if there was something seriously wrong … Surely I should try to find him.
I decided to ask Gwen’s advice.
‘Let it be,’ she said firmly. ‘Forget it.’
‘But –’
‘Look, you didn’t want to be engaged to him. He stopped writing. That gives you a perfect way out. You don’t even have to feel guilty, because he’s alive, and from the sounds of it he’s a hero.’
‘But –’
Gwen sighed. ‘You’re not going to just let this go, are you?’ she said. ‘An ideal escape from a sticky situation, and you aren’t going to take it.’
‘No,’ I said. ‘No. I can’t.’

Chapter 17




I consulted Mr Khalid.
‘If I wanted to contact a soldier who’d just returned from Gallipoli and I didn’t know where he was, how would I go about it?’ I asked, trying to sound casual.
We were at the excavation. After months of driving wounded men and assisting on the wards I was finally getting on with drawing and cataloguing. There was a lot of work to catch up on.
Mr Khalid regarded me gravely. ‘You want to find someone important? Someone special?’ he asked.
I picked up a little shabti figure I was attempting to draw, inspected it closely, put it down again.
‘No, not really,’ I said, not looking at him. ‘Just a friend.’
‘I see,’ said Mr Khalid. I was rather afraid he did. I’d never told anyone but Gwen about Jay, but Mr Khalid always seemed to know everything.
‘If you can provide me with his name, his troop number and anything else you know, I will see what can be discovered,’ he said.
‘Thank you.’ I took a piece of paper and wrote down what I knew. I still wasn’t sure this was a good idea and I hesitated before I handed the paper to Mr Khalid. But it didn’t commit me to anything, I thought, even if Mr Khalid did manage to locate Jay. And he mightn’t be able to, after all.
But of course he did. The next day Mr Khalid visited the excavation and informed me that my – significant pause – friend had been located.
‘Oh really?’ I said. I concentrated on my drawing. ‘That’s good. Um, where is he, then?’
‘His name is on the list of those admitted to the Nile Palace hospital,’ said Mr Khalid. ‘There is no record of his discharge, so it is to be assumed he is still being treated there.’
‘I see,’ I said. ‘Thank you. Perhaps I might visit sometime. If I can find a spare moment, you know.’
‘Indeed,’ said Mr Khalid, looking at the sketch I was working on. It wasn’t until he left that I realised I’d drawn the same little shabti twice.
…


I didn’t want to go alone to the Nile Palace. I wanted some moral back up. Gwen would come with me, of course, but I suddenly thought I wanted more. I wanted Frank to be there. He was older and sensible – just the person to have along. It meant, of course, telling him about the situation. I didn’t know how he’d react. I went to Shepheard’s to see them.
Frank laughed his head off. ‘Oh my,’ he said, wiping his eyes. ‘I thought it was only Gwen who got herself into scrapes like this. You’re a constant amazement to me, Flora.’
He thought it was amusing? Just amusing? I’d rather hoped he might have been put out, even a little jealous, to discover that I’d been kissing someone. But it appeared he wasn’t.
‘It’s not really funny,’ I said stiffly, my voice low, aware of all the people surrounding us in Shepheard’s lounge.
‘Certainly not from Jay’s point of view,’ said Frank. ‘Maybe he changed his mind about becoming engaged and just stopped writing?’
‘That’s what Gwen thinks,’ I said. ‘I wish it was like that! But no, from the way he’d been writing I know his affections weren’t … cooling. So when the letters stopped, I assumed –’ I swallowed. ‘I assumed the worst.’
I’d read Jay’s letters over again. I was sure he hadn’t simply cooled off. I showed Frank the photograph Jay had sent me.
‘Which one is he?’ Frank asked.
‘That one,’ I said. I pointed to Jay.
‘Mmm, it’s not a very clear photograph,’ said Frank. ‘But he seems a nice enough looking chap. And interested in archaeology, I believe? He sounds just right for you, Flora. Are you sure you want to get out of it?’ He grinned at me. ‘You might never get a better offer.’
‘I’m not after any offers!’ I snapped. Then I calmed down, Frank was teasing, as usual.
‘Will you and Gwen come with me to the hospital?’ I asked. ‘If I go to see him tomorrow?’
‘You can rely on us,’ said Frank. ‘Your other two musketeers. Your trusty confederates. Your –’
I could feel the hot ache of tears in my throat. I really didn’t want to do this, but I felt I had to. My conscience wouldn’t let it rest. Bother my conscience. I hated my conscience!
Frank noticed my distress. ‘Here, here,’ he said. ‘It’ll be all right.’ He felt in his pocket and handed me a handkerchief. ‘We’ll be with you all the way.’
‘Thank you.’ I sniffed.
As I was leaving, Frank took me aside for a moment. ‘Flora,’ he said quietly.
‘Yes?’
‘I’m very glad you’re not engaged.’
…


The next day I climbed into the back seat of Gwen’s motorcar, clutching a basket with the kind of small gifts I normally took to a hospital. I didn’t know what reception I might get from Jay. He mightn’t want to know me. If necessary I could just leave the magazines, fruit and chocolate and go. I’d look like any ordinary volunteer hospital visitor.
Since the withdrawal of troops, there were no queues of ambulances and motorcars where the trains pulled in. There were still trains, but they came infrequently and they delivered supplies rather than wounded. Now the Nile Palace wasn’t so busy, it had been tidied up. The drive at the front was quiet; the marble steps were washed and gleaming white again.
We walked up the stairs and into the entrance hall. There were no wounded soldiers lying on the floor now, in fact there was a smart reception desk. But there was no one manning it. I stopped an orderly, pushing a patient in a wheelchair, and asked him on which ward I’d find Lieutenant Hunter.
‘I’m not sure. Enquiries aren’t really my job.’ He glanced at his patient. ‘Are you all right for a moment, mate?’ The soldier nodded, so the orderly took a quick look at the lists on the desk. ‘Hunter. Here it is. Third floor.’
‘You can come and visit me next, if you like,’ offered the soldier as the orderly pushed him away. He gave me a cheeky wink.
I smiled after him. ‘I’ll try to do that,’ I said.
‘Do you want us to come up with you?’ asked Gwen.
‘I think I’d best go by myself,’ I said. ‘If he’s all right, I’ll come and get you and we can all see him.’
‘Come and get us right away if you need us,’ said Frank.
‘I’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘I think.’
I started up the wide staircases, wondering if it was such a good idea to go alone. I reached the top of the second flight of stairs, looked around to get my bearings, and started down a corridor. Butterflies seemed to be dancing a turkey trot in my stomach.
Here, the way seemed familiar. I slowed. Gwen and I had come this way before, I was sure. Oh no, the third floor. I went on slowly, step, step. This was the corridor we’d run down to find a doctor. A few more steps. This was the place where Gwen had slid down the wall, saying she just couldn’t do this anymore. Step. Step. The closed door I was standing outside led to the ward where boys sat and stared, and shook uncontrollably, and ripped off bandages and screamed.
I hadn’t admitted it to myself but I’d known, deep inside me, that something had been going very wrong with Jay. I knew this was the ward where I’d find him.
I stood before the closed door. I could go back and get Frank and Gwen. Or I could just walk out the front door and never come here again. But I needed to go in. I raised my hand and tapped on the door.
No one answered. There was no sound from behind the door. Perhaps this ward was empty now? Oh, I hoped it was! I turned the knob and pushed the door half open.
The ward wasn’t empty. It wasn’t completely silent, but it was quiet. At least, I thought, no one was screaming. Several soldiers were sitting on their beds, staring blankly in front of them. One was pacing up and down the room, shuffling in his slippers, pacing and pacing. Another was shredding a handkerchief, head down, tearing it slowly into tiny strips. My eyes slid over them. No Jay. He wasn’t here.
Thank heaven! I thought. It’s a mistake. He’s not on this ward at all. He’s somewhere else. Oh, thank heaven!
The nurse on the ward finished dealing with one of her patients and saw me. She straightened up, holding a bowl of water in her hands. ‘Did you want to see someone?’ she asked. ‘Are you a hospital visitor?’
‘Yes,’ I said. My lips felt stiff; it was hard to shape the words. ‘Yes, I am a volunteer visitor, but I’ve come to see Jay – I mean, Lieutenant Hunter. But I see he’s not here.’
‘Lieutenant Hunter? Yes, he’s on this ward. Right over there.’ She glanced at the bowl in her hands. ‘Look, I must get rid of this. Just give me a moment.’
She hurried off and I looked slowly around the ward again. What’s wrong with her? I thought. Jay’s not here. I can see he’s not here.
And then a voice called out.
‘Flora?’
I looked around. It was the handkerchief-shredding soldier. His face, totally blank only a moment ago, intent on shredding the handkerchief, had lit up. ‘Flora, you came! Flora!’
What? Why was he calling me? I didn’t know him, I’d never seen him before, he wasn’t Jay –
‘Flora!’
And it hit me, hard as a slap to the back to the head. He was Jay, he was Lieutenant James Hunter. But he wasn’t the Jay I’d been picturing for months, the Jay whose face I’d been looking at in the photograph. I’d chosen the wrong man in the photograph. I’d been picturing one face – and this was a different one.
I stared at him, and I could feel myself falling apart. I took a step back. I couldn’t believe it. I’d chosen the wrong man in the photograph! I turned and fled, and I could hear his voice calling after me, ‘Flora! Don’t go, please don’t go!’
I ran down the stairs as if something horrible was chasing me. I stumbled up to Frank and Gwen. They took a look at me, grabbed my arms, sat me in a chair.
‘Whatever’s wrong?’
‘What on earth did he say to you?’
‘He didn’t say anything!’ I gasped. ‘Well, he did, but it’s not him! It’s not Jay! At least it is, but –’
‘What?’
It took me a few minutes to compose myself. ‘I chose the wrong man in the photograph.’ I put my face in my hands. ‘I can’t believe I could do that. I can’t believe I could walk around the Sphinx with him, and – and – kiss him – and then not know his face in a photograph. That he – he could mean so little that I couldn’t even recognise his face –’
Frank was looking blank. Gwen filled him in. ‘It was a dark night and we’d all had champagne. And you’d only ever seen him in the distance before, Flora, remember.’
I nodded. My head was still in my hands and I didn’t think I ever wanted to lift it up again. I was so ashamed.
‘But,’ said Frank, ‘he’s still the person you wrote to? And he knew you? And he was pleased to see you?’
‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘Yes.’ I looked up at Frank. ‘I have to go back, don’t I?’
‘I think you do,’ said Frank gently.
‘Yes, of course I do. Just give me a moment.’ I took several deep breaths. I looked around. ‘I had a basket,’ I said vaguely. More deep breaths. Just a couple of minutes. Very well. I was ready to go.
There was a sudden disturbance at the hospital entrance. The nurse from the ward I’d just come from was there, looking distressed, pointing up the stairs and to the door. Orderlies clustered around her, listened to her briefly and then went off in different directions. A doctor ran down the stairs. They spoke together, urgently.
Gwen, Frank and I rose slowly to our feet. Something was very wrong.
From the railway line a hundred yards away came the sound of a train. Shouts. Yells. A screech of grinding brakes. A sharp hiss of steam.
A scream.



Chapter 18




There was an inquiry, of course. It was determined that a distressed, battle-fatigued young officer had slipped out of the hospital and wandered down to the station. There had been an unfortunate accident with a train.
It was all very regrettable. The young officer was a hero; he had saved two of his men in the evacuation of Gallipoli. There was talk of a medal being awarded.
Supervision on his ward had not been sufficient, it was decided. This would be remedied in the future.
And that could have been what had happened, of course it could. But it could also have been that Jay had seen me, seen my face, seen me step back, and he had thought that no one would ever want him again – not the wreck he’d become.
There was a funeral with full military honours. Lady Bellamy advised it was best I didn’t attend. ‘So unfortunate you were visiting directly before the accident, Flora,’ she said. ‘It must have been a great shock for you. You must not feel responsible, you know. The incident had nothing to do with you.’
I couldn’t look her in the eye. Oh, but maybe it did, I was wailing inside. Maybe it did!
Gwen and Frank told me I was not to blame myself, over and over. After a while, I think, I started to believe them – because I wanted to. I had to. But I sat on the terrace, in the cool winter evenings, and watched the sun set and the pigeons wheeling and the stars coming out, and felt so ashamed. Someone had lived, and thought he’d loved me, and been a hero, and died – and I hadn’t remembered his face at all.
When I slept, I had the same dream. I was walking around the Sphinx with a young man. It was dark and I couldn’t see him very well. Then the moon came out from behind clouds, and I turned to look at him, and he had no face. No face at all.
The only way I could sleep without dreaming was to work until I was exhausted. I spent as much time on the excavation as I could, drawing and cataloguing. But the work was almost finished.
…


I asked Fa about his plans.
‘I’m still thinking of travelling to London,’ he said, looking at me searchingly. ‘I expect you’ll come with me, and we’ll research together at the British Museum.’
‘Would we come back here?’ I asked. Fa knew I loved the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith.
‘Yes, I think so,’ said Fa. ‘What would you think of living in Egypt more or less permanently? I’ve made some enquiries through Khalid. We could buy this house.’ He laughed. ‘It turns out he owns it. He probably owns half of Cairo, the old scoundrel, but he’s willing to sell.’
I sat with my mouth open. Mr Khalid owned the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith? Mr Khalid? Then that meant he must know about the mysterious room with the artefacts that came and went. Mr Khalid must be involved in artefact smuggling. The signal he’d given me the night of the Wozzer riot made perfect sense now.
So now what should I do? I remembered that on our first night in Cairo, months ago, Fa had mentioned that Mr Khalid acted as agent for some of the more dubious archaeologists, as well as totally legitimate ones. So perhaps he didn’t steal, he just moved the artefacts along – a middleman. There was no way I could stop such a big operation. If Mr Khalid really was smuggling relics for corrupt archaeologists, reporting him would be a waste of time. He had connections in high places. If we bought the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith, that would close one outlet for smuggled artefacts, but I knew there would be others. Many others.
If we wanted to stay on and live peacefully and comfortably in Cairo, we could not make an enemy of Mr Khalid. Besides, I didn’t want to make an enemy of him! I liked him. I’d never look into that room again.
Fa, I realised, was still talking. ‘We can live here most of the time and travel occasionally to England and Australia.’
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘That sounds … good.’
‘Oh, by the way. Khalid had a message for you. And he sent you something.’ Fa was feeling in his pocket. ‘When I spoke to him about buying the house he said: “Tell Miss Flora I am sending her something. I know she is intrigued by the blacksmith’s storeroom. I will have the room cleared and it will be hers alone.” I didn’t know what he was talking about. Do you know what room he means?’
Fa held his hand out. In it was a large iron key. I knew at once what door it would open.
‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘I know.’
Mr Khalid was telling me that I would never have to worry about smuggled artefacts again. Not in the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith, at any rate. No doubt the trade would continue to flourish elsewhere, but that wasn’t my concern.
Mr Khalid’s debt to me had been paid.
…


So, staying in Egypt was one option.
Gwen had other ideas. She knew exactly what she wanted to do. The Travers were going home to Boston. ‘Come with us,’ Gwen urged. ‘Come to Boston for a long visit. We could have such fun!’ Her face changed suddenly and looked deeply worried. ‘And if you do, I just know Frank will come home too. He’s been talking about going to England. If he does, I’m afraid he might join up. So please, please come. I don’t want to worry anymore. I want to have fun!’
‘Fun?’ I said. Fun seemed like something I’d had once, long ago, and I certainly remembered it. Maybe I could have it again …
‘Yes, fun.’ Gwen was determined. ‘You’d love Boston. We could visit New York. We deserve a good time, don’t you think?’
‘What about your violin?’ I asked. ‘Weren’t you planning to study?’
Gwen pulled a face. ‘I’m too far behind. I’ve missed too many lessons coming to Egypt every year. No,’ she went on forcefully. ‘I’m going to have all the fun I can for a while, and then I think I’ll marry someone, so I never, never have to come to Egypt again.’
‘You don’t want to come back to Egypt?’ I couldn’t imagine never coming to Egypt again, even after all we’d been through here.
Gwen’s face went suddenly pinched and hard. ‘I’ll be happy to live the rest of my life as far away from Egypt – and Gallipoli – as I can arrange.’
Frank had come into the room. ‘Come with us,’ he said. ‘Come to Boston. I’d like it if you would, Flora. I’m going back to help my father with the finds, then I’ll take a ship to England. We could go there together.’
I looked at him, he looked back, and I realised with a jolt that Frank did think of me in a way I’d thought he hadn’t. Now, it seemed to me that if I went to Boston, I’d end up marrying Frank some day. There were many worse fates than marrying Frank, but I didn’t think I was ready to take that step.
Lydia and many of the other nurses were going to England. They expected they’d be sent to work in France. I’d heard volunteers were needed there. Maybe I could drive an ambulance. Many of the Australian and New Zealand boys I’d met in Egypt would be going to France as well. Perhaps I’d see some of them there – though never, I hoped, please God, never in an ambulance.
Or maybe I could train as a nurse in London, I thought vaguely. I could do something useful. Train to help young men like Jay.
I didn’t know. I just didn’t know.
London. France. Boston. My future, for the present, lay in a place far from Egypt, far from Gallipoli.
But I’d be back. I’d return to Cairo, and Fa and I would live in the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith and we’d continue with our work, uncovering more and more knowledge about ancient Egypt. I’d visit, sometimes, the boys who lay in the cemetery in Cairo.
Maybe, one day, I’d even visit Gallipoli.

Author’s note




A long time ago, because I like reading history, I picked up a non-fiction book about Australian army nurses, Guns and Brooches, by Jan Bassett. It tells the story of Australian army nurses from the Boer War to the Gulf War. At the time, I vaguely thought that the experiences of nurses in World War I would make an interesting novel: I was thinking Gallipoli as seen from behind the lines (though some nurses on the hospital ships weren’t far behind the lines at all), and from a female perspective. It was one of those ideas that hangs about in the back of your mind.
Then, I happened to be at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra, researching a very different book (When the Hipchicks Went to War, about entertainers in Vietnam during the Vietnam War). I had some spare time, so thought I’d have a look at what material the AWM had on World War I nurses in Egypt. They had heaps – but what I also found, what really grabbed my imagination, was an entirely different story. Cairo’s story.
How the city was in crisis in 1915, overwhelmed with the wounded from Gallipoli. How civilians volunteered and worked together to assist the exhausted, overburdened medical staff. How every likely – and unlikely – building was taken over to serve as a hospital. An amazing story!
In 2015, it will be one hundred years since Gallipoli. I thought that this would be the perfect time to tell the story of civilian volunteers in Cairo. There are many accounts of the work of nurses, but I had to search to find stories of civilians. In particular, because I write for young adults, I wanted to tell a story of a young volunteer. What could a sixteen-year-old girl do to help, in Cairo in 1915? The more I read, the more I found a girl could do.
Flora’s story is fiction, but the novel is based on fact. There were volunteer rest and recreation centres in the Ezbekieh Gardens. Shepheard’s and Groppi’s were the focus of social life, and they still exist today. There really was a riot in the Wozzer. The house that I’ve based the House of the Butcher and Blacksmith on is the Gayer-Anderson Museum, a magical house once lived in by Major RG Gayer-Anderson Pasha, who left his collection of Egyptian art and antiquities to the nation. You can visit, sit on the roof terrace, and hide in the secret balcony above the hall.
As the nurses and Flora did, I’ve explored inside the pyramids, spent hour upon hour in the Cairo Museum and visited ancient tombs on the Giza plateau. I only regret that Luna Park no longer exists. It must have been quite a place.
Throughout the novel, I’ve used the units of measurement in use at the time.
1 yard = .9144 metres
1 foot = .3048 metre
1 mile = 1.6093 kilometres
100 degrees Fahrenheit = 37.77 degrees Celsius
Money: there were twelve pennies in a shilling, and twenty shillings in a pound. One shilling equals ten cents, and ten shillings equals one dollar in today’s money, but a shilling in 1915 would have bought far more than ten cents would today. Australian soldiers were paid six shillings a day, and this was considered good money; it was more than British soldiers were paid.
Many thanks to my publisher Paul Collins at Ford Street Publishing, the May Gibbs Children’s Literature Trust for research time, and my agent Pippa Masson and all at Curtis Brown. And of course my family, without whose support and encouragement this book would – as always – have been finished in half the time.
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