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For Luke and Agata









 


Once, there was a girl who loved saffron. She loved its secrets, its mystery, the way it flowered in November when most plants were fading. She loved the wave upon wave of soft purple and green in the field, petals delicate as butterfly wings. She loved the urgency of the harvesting, the pulling of dusty red threads of gold in dimly lit rooms, voices murmuring and low singing while the pile of threads grew higher. She loved the aroma of saffron drying; its bitter and surprising scent. She loved the way it brought something special to a plate of food, sunshine to the heart. And, best of all, she loved its hint of magic.









Prologue


She left the evening haze of the town behind her and began to trudge up the hill. It was one of those long, late-spring days that used to hold out such hope, when summer was something to look forward to rather than something to dread. But now at last the sun was setting and part of her journey would be in darkness. It didn’t matter. She knew this pathway of old; it was as dear and familiar as a still-cherished lover. She could feel it. She knew exactly which way to go.


‘Take care.’ Tania had lifted her hand to wave. ‘You sure you don’t want me to call a taxi?’


She shook her head. ‘I’d rather walk.’ Walking meant thinking and, lately, she’d been doing a lot of that. Tonight, she’d had a couple of glasses of wine, too, and that was unusual these days. Perhaps she’d said too much. She’d got used to keeping her own counsel and it was unlike her to let it all out like that. She grimaced. Some of it at least.


The cliff wasn’t easy. She paused to catch her breath. Below her, the last of the sun’s rays illuminated a small shoal of mackerel leaping through the waves, slippery backs gleaming. And then they were gone. She watched as the sun sank lower, dipping into the horizon, its orange shadows darkening the water. She would take her time, she decided, on this journey back home.


She climbed the stile into the meadow. Last year, she’d seen a group of primary-school children here on a field trip, picking blackberries, their fingers stained red and blue, their teacher smiling as she talked to them about insects and birds. How heartening that had been. She had felt like congratulating the teacher on bringing these children back to nature; on encouraging such a love of the countryside in a world where people were spending most of their time indoors getting to grips with technology.


Bah, humbug. She was becoming a grumpy old woman. Perhaps she already was one. But things were changing. And now this . . . She shivered, although it wasn’t cold.


She passed the tangled hedge of briars and brambles. And thought back. It was usually best not to. What had been done couldn’t be undone. There had been a time when she’d imagined it would be different. But then again, perhaps it was like that for everyone. Everyone could think of ‘a time’. If I had done that differently, or that . . . The course of events would be changed, perhaps for ever. Only they wouldn’t be, because you couldn’t play that game. There was no point.


She had recognized the finality of not replanting the saffron bulbs. Nell had known it, too. She had seen the knowledge in her daughter’s eyes. She wasn’t even sure why she had made it so obvious – she could, after all, have simply left the field as it was. But it was the fourth year. It was a compulsion. And so she had done what she always did. Let Nell make of it what she would. She had given her daughter a sign; it was all she would do for now. Nell must learn to read it for herself.


She came to the end of the meadow and climbed the second stile. The day was shifting towards its close; the final curtain. The sun had set, the redness in the sky was merging with the grey, and all the shapes she knew so well – of cliff edge and hedges, of wooden gates and dry stone walls – were blurring into the fuzzy shapes of twilight. The birds had stopped their flying and their chirruping. And the landscape around her, the landscape of Roseland, Cornwall, which she loved, was settling into the quiet of night-time, where the rustle of a creature in the undergrowth and the swish and scramble of the sea were the only sounds she could hear.


Nell, out of everyone, was innocent in all this. Whatever. And if she didn’t need to know the truth then neither did Nell. What did it matter, after all, who belonged to who and who had done what? Every child was blameless when they came into the world.


The path here was narrow and close to the cliff edge. Below, in a tiny, rocky bay, the water sashayed through into the inlet, splashing on to the pebbles and larger rocks, drawing back with the tide towards the darkness of the ocean mass and the soft glow of the waning moon. She almost held her breath. Was there a sight more beautiful?


When you found out you were pregnant, she found herself thinking, it should be the most glorious feeling in the world. She put her hands on to her belly as if she could recall that feeling from more than thirty years ago, when she had been pregnant with Nell. Glorious . . . But that was in an ideal world. She looked out to sea. Her world had not been ideal, even then.


She sighed and walked on. And now? Around her now the darkness seemed to rest on the grass and the trees and the undergrowth; on the ocean and the rocks and stones below. The truth had always been a burden – even what she knew of it. And she didn’t know it all. But that didn’t give anyone the right to offload, and she wasn’t about to offload now. That wasn’t her way. Nell deserved better. She had not always done right by Nell. She had tried to protect her too much – she could see that. In the end you had to let your child go, no matter how you worried for her. And this was all she could do for Nell now.


She walked on, by feel, knowing exactly where she was from the familiarity of the path. And then it widened and she could sense rather than see the lane in the distance, a faint light from one of the cottages showing her the way. One way. Life was full of choices. There wasn’t far to go now. And yet . . .


She moved closer to the cliff edge, drawn by the ruffled water, by the shimmer of the moon, by the hiss and the slap of tide on beach down below. She could see it and she could feel it. There really wasn’t far to go now.









Chapter 1


Five months later


She had been dreaming about her again. And that wasn’t all. In those last seconds, just before waking; in those brief moments when you’re not sure where you are, or sometimes even who you are, when a dream can seem your reality . . . Nell had seen the field of saffron. The flowers of the crocus bulb had just begun to bloom – it was that precious momentary pause before harvesting when the mauve coverlet seemed to have been gently drawn over the earth under an ice-blue late-October sky. It filled her vision, seemed to fill her world as it always had. Purple saffron.


But before she could catch it, before she could keep it, there was a swish of curtains and the vision was gone. It was morning. It was late October. But there was no saffron. Instead, there was her husband Callum, who had drawn the curtains and now stood by the bed carrying a tray and wearing a grin which seemed forced, perhaps because he hadn’t worn it for such a long time.


Nell felt herself tense, though whether this was due to her dream, to Callum or because of the grief that still hung over her like a dark cloud, she wasn’t sure. Her mother had died five months ago while walking along the cliffs sometime around midnight. She had gone and the saffron had gone, too. And Nell had lost her way.


‘Wakey, wakey, sleepyhead.’


Nell opened her eyes wider and tried to smile reassuringly back at him. I’m fine, really. She’d done that a lot lately. But the truth was that she wasn’t fine. And neither were they.


‘Ta-ra! Breakfast in bed for the birthday girl!’ His dark hair was still rumpled from sleep; she saw the determined shadow of stubble on his jaw. He was trying so hard to pretend.


‘Thanks.’ Her birthday. She’d almost forgotten. She was thirty-four today and this was her first birthday as a married woman. Her first birthday since the death of the mother she’d adored – which didn’t bear thinking about, really.


So Nell pushed herself into a sitting position, grabbing a pillow to lean against. ‘What a treat. How lovely.’ The words seemed to echo around the room. Nell wondered if Callum found them as unconvincing as she did. But she didn’t have the heart not to play the game he seemed to want to play. He was trying so hard. On the wooden tray was a mug of tea, a croissant on a plate, a big dollop of apricot jam beside it, a butter knife, a Japanese anemone in a slim vase and a fat cream envelope. This filled her with trepidation.


‘Happy birthday, Nell.’ Callum positioned the tray carefully on her lap (almost as if she were an invalid, she found herself thinking) and leant over it to kiss her lightly on the cheek.


When had they stopped kissing on the mouth, she found herself wondering. Was it before her mother died or after? And did it honestly matter? He smelt of mint toothpaste and autumn leaves. ‘Good dreams?’ He smoothed her hair from her face and Nell closed her eyes for a second, thinking of another hand, a softer hand.


‘I think so.’ She decided not to tell him about the saffron.


It had been hard for them both since the death of her mother. Why? she thought, as she had thought so many times since it had happened. Why did it happen that way? And what had happened exactly? She had no idea. Her mother had been alone, walking along the cliff path in the middle of the night, for God’s sake. And then . . .? So Nell didn’t know how she had died, which added to the long list of other things she didn’t know, other things which her mother had decided in her infinite wisdom not to tell her.


Nell realized that she was clenching her fists and that her shoulders were up to her ears. With a determined effort, she relaxed her muscles. It was bad enough not knowing things when her mother was alive – at least then she’d hoped she would tell her one day. But now that she was gone . . . This meant Nell would never know. And mixed up in this awful well of grief was the anger she felt against her for that.


Callum had done his best to support her. He’d held her in his arms when she wept – she couldn’t believe there were so many tears inside her – he’d listened to her talking about the good times. He had stroked her hair, held her hand, soothed her brow, massaged her shoulders; done everything he possibly could. He had dealt with as much of the grisly administrative aftermath of death as was permitted. While Nell tried to make sense of it all.


In March, she had married him and her mother was still alive. By the end of May her mother was dead, and by mid-October she wasn’t even sure if she and Callum would still be married by Christmas. What was going on? He was supposed to be her husband and yet it was her mother who seemed to have been the lynchpin that made Nell’s world go round. Without her, everything, including her marriage to Callum, was flailing.


‘Drink your tea, then,’ Callum said, rather gruffly. ‘Before it goes cold.’


‘Sorry.’ Nell took a deep breath. She must try harder, that was all. She couldn’t give up on them without a fight.


Because Callum had always been worth fighting for, hadn’t he? In Callum’s well-ordered world – which was light years from the disordered planet Nell had grown up in – there was a right way to do things. You met a girl and you went out for drinks. This part had been easy; Nell had liked him from the first moment she saw him in the café where she made sandwiches and baguettes at lunchtime and in the evening ran around ragged to the tune played by Johnson, her boss, the head chef. Only chef. She’d wanted to get to know the tall, outdoorsy man with the warm hazel eyes rather better. In Callum’s world, if this went well, you progressed to dinner (it had and they did), the cinema (a romantic comedy; he had laughed even more than she had), a music gig at the local arts centre – a local band who knew how to get everyone up on the dance floor – a walk along the cliffs from St Mawes to St Just, and a pub lunch. This would at some point lead to sex, although Nell had been seeing Callum for almost a month before the subject was broached – by Nell, in a ‘what’s wrong with me, anyway?’ kind of fashion.


Callum had smiled at her, kind of strong and slow – boot-meltingly gorgeous, she had thought back then – and said, ‘I just wanted us to take our time.’ Which was lovely and, frankly, refreshing, in Nell’s experience, where most men expected the full works after only a couple of dates. But when he leaned forward to kiss her – they were sitting in a crowded bar in Truro – and she felt the full force of him, as if he’d turned the intensity notch up by several dials, she had thought . . . I don’t need any more time. And from the way he had made love to her that night in his one-bedroom flat near the river, gentle but with a rising passion that drew her irresistibly in, he hadn’t needed any more time either.


That was about as far as Nell had ever got with any man. Sometimes it was her who finished things, sometimes him; sometimes it had simply petered out or never really got going in the first place. But it wasn’t like that with Callum. They spent more and more time together. They both liked walking and cycling in the countryside and being outdoors, rain or shine. Nell enjoyed cooking and Callum enjoyed tasting the results. Their passion grew and they fell in love. The next stage for Callum was making a decision to share their lives. Living together, getting married.


‘I don’t know,’ she’d said, the day he’d first suggested they move in together. They were eating pasta and drinking red wine at their favourite Italian café, and as usual Callum had managed to reserve the seat by the window. They had been together now for two years.


‘What don’t you know?’ He was watching her closely; she could feel it. ‘Whether or not you’re ready? Whether or not you love me –’


‘I love you.’ She put her hand on his. She was sure of that much.


‘Is it that you don’t want to leave your mother?’ he asked.


She wouldn’t have put it quite like that. She would have said perhaps that she didn’t want to leave her mother on her own, that she needed to get her mother used to the idea, that she wasn’t quite sure how her mother would react. Or all of those things. ‘Not exactly,’ she hedged.


‘Everyone leaves their parents one day,’ Callum had pointed out, quite reasonably. ‘It’s what you do.’


Nell knew that. The words ‘unhealthy’ and ‘unnatural’ were hovering, though unsaid. But hovering was enough for them to emerge in a row, in the future, and so she wanted him to understand. It wasn’t just a case of her saving up for a deposit to buy her own place, although that was part of it. It wasn’t just how well they got on – most of the time. The usual conventions of life had not applied to her family. And there was just her mother; that was the way it had always been. Which meant that Nell felt responsible. Even so . . . ‘You’re right,’ she said.


‘But you’re not sure how she’d manage without you?’ he pressed.


‘Sort of.’ The truth was that she’d be more than capable. But they’d always been a team. The two of them against the world – or that’s how her mother had always played it. And it was true, up to a point. So why had her mother always refused to talk about the past? About where Nell had come from? About who she really was? Team players wouldn’t stay so stubbornly silent when one of the members needed to know something so badly.


‘Is it because you’re scared?’ Callum’s expression had softened. ‘I’d look after you, Nell, you don’t need to worry.’


But she wasn’t a child . . . Just for a moment, she looked past him, out of the window into the street, where it had rained and the pavements were greasy and slick and a group of lads were standing around, smoking, laughing and drinking from cans of beer. ‘Perhaps I should live on my own for a bit first.’ Though she hadn’t realized she’d spoken aloud until she saw his hurt expression.


‘You’re not sure,’ he said. ‘About us?’ And he pushed his plate away, although he hadn’t even finished his pasta, which was unheard of for Callum.


‘I didn’t say that.’ And then she felt bad. ‘I just think we should wait a bit,’ she said. ‘We’re still young.’


‘All right.’ He rubbed at his jaw in that way he had and frowned. ‘But you’ll have to leave her some time, you know.’


Nell knew.


*


‘Aren’t you going to open it, then?’ Callum went back to his side of the bed and, although he was already dressed – in blue jeans and a red-and-grey checked shirt – he unfolded himself back on to the bed beside her and grabbed his own tea from his bedside table. Hers was green tea with jasmine. His was Clipper Gold – strong and well-brewed.


Nell could tell he was excited. She felt her sense of trepidation grow.


‘Have you got plans for today?’ she prevaricated, sipping her tea, splitting the still-warm and crumbly croissant with her fingers, spreading some apricot jam.


‘’Course not,’ he said. ‘It’s your birthday. And it’s Sunday. You get to choose.’


Hmm. Nell would bet he’d already decided, though, what her choice should be. She lifted the white anemone in the vase closer, sniffed the delicate and wintry scent. She hadn’t quite been able to catch the fragrance of the saffron this morning, though she knew it so well. Fragile petals sheltering fiery-red stigmata. The fragrance was alluring and almost impossible to pin down; a mixture of flame, honey and fresh hay. Could you experience a fragrance in a dream? Nell wasn’t sure. She could unscrew a jar from the store cupboard in the kitchen downstairs and sniff the red threads of saffron inside anytime she liked. Savour their exotic aura, an elusive whiff of Moroccan spice roads and Persian palaces. But not the flowers – saffron flowers were far too transitory for that.


She thought back to the saffron she’d grown up with. They would harvest each plant when it was ready, gathering the crop in trugs to take inside. Her mother and Nell, and often a friend or two, would sit around the old and pitted farmhouse table where the plucking of the saffron took place every year. They would spread back the petals of each unopened flower as if it were an oyster sheltering a pearl and gently, deftly, tug the red, jewelled stigmata from the centre until their fingers were coloured slatey blue-grey on one hand from opening the petals and ochre on the other from pulling the threads. Meanwhile, the spent petals would gradually shroud the table as the precious tangle of threads gradually grew.


It wasn’t easy work. The threads were delicate; they had to be pulled separately from the yellow stamen, the presence of which would dilute the batch; lavender petals would stick to their fingertips, stigmata would break, eyes would become sore. And the pile always grew so very slowly. But there was something about the dim light, the easy companionship between the women, the sharp scent of the saffron that started off like honey and then developed into something deeper, more musky, something much more potent that was, Nell found, its own reward, even when she wasn’t much more than a girl.


The threads would be dried in batches on top of the Aga – Nell’s mother had adapted a tray for this purpose. And they had to be dried quickly, before they turned musty and spoiled. So Nell’s mother would watch over them, solicitous as a mother bird watching her chicks, spreading them out gently with her fingers until she was satisfied that they were fully dried and ready for storing. Their bitter-hay scent would drift from the kitchen into the rest of the house and on to their clothes. Faint stains of powdery yellow would appear on chairs, towels, pillows, as the saffron crept into their lives once more. And when it was over, Nell’s mother would collect the leftover ephemeral wisps of purple flowers in her wicker basket and put them in a box in the airing cupboard to be used as what she called ‘memory pot pourri’ throughout the winter months. It was a reminder all right. As if they could ever forget.


Nell had grown up with the field of saffron in full view of her bedroom window in the farmhouse on the Roseland peninsula in Cornwall. Every four years her mother saw to it that the corms were lifted and moved to another site in the tradition of crop rotation so that land could be refertilized and the daughter corms which had crowded to the surface could be divided for replanting. That was how saffron fields grew. But the saffron was always in Nell’s sight; she guessed that her mother had wanted it that way. And she watched the small saffron crop from the moment that the first papery, white, triangular sheaths protecting the tips of the leaves pushed through the soil to form a small tuft with the covering of the flower bud in its centre. Gradually, the leaves would grow. If the weather was good, a bud could become a fully developed flower overnight. And then the moment of glory when the temperature was perfect, the flowers finally unfurled and the long threads emerged and dangled, ready for the taking.


Saffron had been grown by their family for generations; her mother had often told her that. ‘We have to work for our traditions to survive.’ And she had become quite fierce as she said this, her eyes – such a dark shade they were almost indigo – burning with the passion of her words; her hands, floury from the dough of the saffron bread she was baking, dusting the dark hair which she pushed from her face as she worked. According to tradition, her mother used the whole saffron infusion rather than sieving it to get the very best flavour. Later, she would add currants, mixed peel, nutmeg and cinnamon. It doesn’t need tarting up, her mother would say. Just a slice of golden sunshine and a little clotted cream. That fragrant yellow crumb. That hard-to-define saffron flavour. Heavenly. Nell could salivate just thinking about it.


‘You, too, Nell. It’s your legacy.’ And she would turn around with a flounce, hair tumbling down her slim back, her brightly patterned skirt flowing with her as she fetched more ingredients from the larder. ‘You have to keep it going, too.’


That legacy was an awful responsibility, Nell thought now, as she sipped her tea. Her mother should not have died – not so suddenly, and certainly not like that. Nell had been so terribly unprepared. She picked up the fat, cream envelope. ‘Is this my present – or a card?’ she tried to tease.


Callum raised an eyebrow. ‘You’ll have to open it and see.’


It would be both, she knew; she could tell. It had taken Nell a while to understand her husband – the way he ordered his life just as he ordered people’s outside spaces. He was a landscape gardener and planner – and he did it the old-fashioned way. He liked nothing more than designing a garden space on paper on his drawing board, with a ruler, a pencil and the deep frown she always wanted to smooth away. And then he’d recreate it with lawn, with local stone, paving, decking and plants. And even while Nell sometimes longed for him to change his mind spontaneously, for his plans to dissolve into chaos, for something to turn out differently than he had expected . . . She was aware that it was this seductive sense of order that had probably attracted her to him in the first place. Callum – the living opposite of her mother.


Nell weighed the envelope in her palm. Callum had done his best to support her through her grief and her anger. But he had made it clear that what she now should be doing was moving on. How could you move on, though, when something inside you seemed to have died?


‘We have to put the farmhouse up for sale,’ he had said to her two months ago, when they were sitting in their cramped courtyard garden one sunny afternoon. ‘It’s ridiculous.’


‘Ridiculous?’ Nell hadn’t liked the word. She had grown up there, lived most of her life there. She wasn’t sure she could bear to sell it.


‘It’s been three months.’ He’d got up from the bench and begun to pace the courtyard, as if he were trapped. ‘It’s just sitting there. Doing nothing. You have to face it. She’s not coming back, is she, Nell?’


Nell felt the tears rise to the surface. Even after three months they were never far away. ‘No,’ she said quietly. ‘She’s not coming back.’


‘And we could use the money.’


Nell hoped she hadn’t heard him say that. But of course she had.


He came back to the bench and sat down beside her. ‘We could buy a bigger place. I could put some money into the business. We could even make plans for you to open your own restaurant. That’s what you want, isn’t it? What we both want?’


Nell said nothing. Her throat seemed blocked with an emotion she couldn’t identify. Right at this moment, she couldn’t say what she wanted.


‘It’s time, Nell.’ He put his arm around her.


She wanted to rest her head against his shoulder. She wanted nothing more. She wanted to close her eyes and just let him take over. ‘I don’t know.’ It felt like the conversation they’d had about moving in together all over again. But this time she didn’t seem to have the strength to stand up for what she really wanted. It was her legacy. The farmhouse. The saffron.


‘You’re not your mother,’ he said. ‘You don’t want to look after a smallholding, do you? I don’t. I can’t. You don’t want that to be your life?’


Only it was. ‘No.’ Miserably, Nell shook her head. But . . . Her mother had been a tireless worker on the land – though when she could afford it she’d hired help. And there had been men – often there would be a man who would stay with them for months, working with her in return for a hot meal and shelter. These men had never stayed. By autumn, when the apples, pears and plums had been picked from the trees, when the fruit bushes had been harvested, when Nell’s mother was making jam and preserving fruit and preparing for the winter months, that’s when they left. Sometimes before; sometimes after the saffron. As a child, Nell never really knew why. One day they would be there, the next they’d gone. And it never mattered. Her mother was still smiling and singing and it was still just them, as it had always been.


But not any more. Callum was right. It was only five acres and a farmhouse; she had to look at it that way. There was the goat – already given to a family in the village who thought a pet goat would be a fun idea; they were from London, what did they know? And the chickens – sold to a neighbouring farmer’s wife who lived down the lane. And there was the saffron.


‘That place, that house, the land . . . It was Mum’s world,’ she tried to explain. And my world, she thought. For years, as a child, it was all she ever knew. Kept away from things on the outside that her mother thought could hurt her. Trapped, she thought guiltily. Or protected. It was a fine line. And she never knew why her mother had wanted to protect her so badly, what had happened to her that made her feel the world was such a bad place. Because she had never told her.


‘I know,’ he said. ‘I understand how you feel, and I realize how difficult it is.’ But he shifted away from her as he spoke, and she felt it. ‘Leave it to me.’ And she recognized the tone of his voice. It was the same tone he used with clients when he started to plan their landscaping. ‘I’ll get it all organized. You won’t have to do a thing.’


Now, Nell slid her thumb under the seal of the envelope. They hadn’t sold the farmhouse, not yet, that was the main thing. It was up for sale, but it was still hers. For now.


She drew out the card. It showed a stick man kneeling in front of a stick woman offering her a heart. The stick man had dark hair and hazel eyes, like Callum, and the stick woman a mass of blond curls and blue eyes, like Nell. She wondered how many card shops he’d scoured to find it. It made her want to cry – again.


‘Callum, I know things haven’t been –’ so good between us lately, she was going to say. Her mother’s death had sent them on to different wavelengths and suddenly she wanted to acknowledge that truth between them, needed him to acknowledge it, too.


But he stopped her. He stopped her with a shake of his head. ‘Don’t, Nell. Not today.’


She hesitated.


A thin paper folder fell out of the card. Her present. Nell read the words inside the card – ‘Happy birthday to my favourite chef.’ She really mustn’t cry again. She reached over and kissed his warm and stubbly cheek. If not today, she thought, then when?


‘And . . .’ Callum was waiting expectantly.


Nell was almost scared to pick up the paper folder. What if she didn’t like it? What if he’d got it terribly wrong? It was bad enough having her first birthday without her mother – no one singing loudly in the kitchen, clattering pots and pans in the preparation of birthday pancakes, stomping around in her wellingtons because she’d just been out to feed the chickens, talking to a stray hen that had wandered into the house or the goat tethered in the yard. Happy birthday, my Nelly! Her mother’s deep laughter. My ray of sunshine. Her mother had called her Nell because that’s what her name meant in old English – light, ray of sunshine. She had been named after saffron.


Nell sniffed.


‘Come on, Nell.’ Callum squeezed her shoulder.


‘OK.’ She really had to stop this. Damn that dream. She opened the folder. A return ticket. A flight. She frowned. To Marrakech. ‘Why . . .?’


‘And . . .’ Callum said again.


Nell realized there was another piece of paper. A sort of card receipt. She picked it up. For a cookery course, she read. In Riad Lazuli. In Marrakech. A five-day class studying Moroccan cuisine.


‘What’s this?’ Though of course she could see. Callum had bought her a Moroccan cookery course in a riad in Marrakech. What she meant was – why? And how on earth could they afford it?


‘Don’t you like it?’ Callum’s determined grin slipped. ‘I thought it would be the perfect present. You said you had holiday owing. I checked with the café.’ His hazel eyes were still hopeful. ‘I thought it would be an investment in your future. Our future. You’ve always said you wanted to learn more about . . .’ His voice trailed.


‘Moroccan cuisine. Yes, I have. I do.’ Nell took a deep breath. ‘It’s a wonderful present.’ When he put it like that, it was almost the only present he could have given her.


Visibly, he brightened. ‘You’re sure?’ He took her hand. ‘You want to go? You’re pleased?’


‘Of course I want to go.’ He wasn’t to know that, since her mother had died, Nell had found herself more vulnerable than she’d ever known possible. He wasn’t to know that it was hard to get up in the morning, hard to go to work, hard even to come home to her husband, without hearing her mother’s voice. People lost their mothers all the time. They grieved, they got over it. It was life – and death. They didn’t moon around thinking about chickens, women in wellies and the elusive scent of saffron. They went on with their lives; if there was a gaping hole, they skirted round it, they didn’t fall in. They didn’t keep their mother’s Tarot cards wrapped in her favourite purple silk scarf and consult them daily for clues of what to do and how to carry on. They smiled, they tossed back the memories, they moved on. Callum wasn’t to know, because she hadn’t told him how bad it was. And he had made his feelings clear – he considered that it was time for her to at least start getting over it.


Nell wasn’t sure which was the most daunting – the cookery course or staying in a riad in Marrakech. ‘Wasn’t it terribly expensive?’ she asked.


He grinned. ‘The flight was a steal. The cookery course – well, they had one place left and they’d slashed the price to get shot of it. Last-minute, you know. It isn’t one of those posh riads. More sort of . . . um . . . backpacker.’


Backpacker. She nodded. With a name like Riad Lazuli it didn’t really sound it. ‘You’re not coming with me, then?’ she asked Callum.


For a second he looked past her, towards the back garden. But she could tell he was thinking of other people’s gardens. ‘I’ve got too much on,’ he said. For a moment he sounded different, elusive. He came back to her, reached out and rumpled her curls. He hadn’t done that for a while. ‘This is for you, Nell. Just you.’


‘Great.’ To Nell, the word sounded mournful, but Callum didn’t seem to notice. She looked at the date on the ticket. Pushed down the panic. She’d be leaving in three days’ time. ‘Thank you, Callum.’


‘So . . .’ Callum still looked worried.


Nell realized that, so far in their relationship, that’s what she’d given him too much of – worry. She smiled her best smile, the one she kept in the top drawer. How could he know what she felt when she couldn’t possibly tell him? ‘It’s perfect,’ she said.









Chapter 2


‘What did he get you, then?’


Nell glanced across at Sharon. ‘Two crab baguettes,’ she said. ‘A cookery course. In Marrakech.’


‘Oooh. Very nice.’ Sharon grabbed the baguettes and sashayed across to the table in the corner.


Nell wiped her hands on her apron, turned to the next order. Beans on toast. Huh. When she’d done her first NVQs in professional cookery at Cornwall College she’d never envisaged this. And when she finally completed her foundation degree she’d been told that high-end establishments would now be more accessible for her, that she could climb the ranks and eventually become a chef. She looked around her at the Formica-topped tables and plastic chairs. Hardly a high-end establishment. It was all very well being qualified. But then you had to find a job.


‘Is it, though?’ she asked when Sharon reappeared, leaning on the hatch. She thought of Callum’s elusive look. ‘Is it a good sign for your husband to buy you a present that entails you going away for five days without him?’


Sharon laughed. ‘In your Callum’s case, yes.’


‘And why’s that?’ Nell took out a couple of slices of bread and popped them in the industrial-sized toaster. When she had her own restaurant, beans on toast would never make it on to the menu.


‘Because he clearly adores you.’ Sharon put her hands on her hips. ‘And you don’t know how lucky you are.’


Nell considered this. Not true, she decided. She did know she was lucky to have Callum. She couldn’t imagine how she would have got past the shock of her mother’s death without him. But an awful lot had happened that Sharon knew nothing about. And besides, Sharon was an incurable romantic.


‘It’s such a wonderful present.’ Sharon was in full flow now. ‘Imagine. Morocco . . . Blazing sunshine, fabulous markets, lounging around in a luxury riad –’


‘I won’t be lounging. I’ll be working. Cooking – remember? It’s not a luxury riad – it’s more backpacker. And it’s the end of October. It might not be that hot.’


Airily, Sharon waved these objections aside. She glanced over her shoulder to check the clientele were all still occupied. ‘You’ll have plenty of time off,’ she assured Nell. ‘It’ll be blissful. I wish I was coming with you.’ She nodded to a customer, scribbled on her notepad and swept off with their bill.


‘So do I,’ muttered Nell. She adjusted the hairband she wore to keep her curls from her face. On top of this perched the white hat Johnson insisted on.


The door swung open. Johnson strode through, as if summoned by her thoughts. ‘Are we still doing lunches?’ He glanced at his watch, shook his head sadly at the sight of the baked beans. ‘How many do we have booked for dinner tonight, Nell?’


He expected her to have such facts at her fingertips and frowned when she leaned over to check the reservation book. ‘A table for four at seven and two tables for two at eight,’ she reported. Not at all bad for a Tuesday night out of season.


‘How symmetrical.’ Johnson opened the fridge and squinted at its contents. ‘Let’s hope they all order one of the specials.’


Sharon brought over some plates and rolled her eyes at Nell.


And although she’d joked with Sharon, because that was how they got through their day, Nell found herself thinking, and not for the first time . . . Would she and Callum survive this – whatever ‘this’ might turn out to be? Her grief, she assumed. His need for her to move on from it.


They’d started arguing – arguments which led to him tearing his hands through his dark hair and stomping outside in his gardening boots to cut down more branches from their wayward spruce or to sweep the back courtyard. Arguments which left Nell feeling a bit like a wayward spruce herself. They hadn’t made love for weeks – Nell wasn’t prepared to calculate how many weeks. Callum was working longer hours, and so was Nell, and those hours didn’t always coincide. He had started looking at her in a way that she could only describe as despairing. He had asked her to go the doctor, and she had refused; grief was a process and, whatever else, she did not need happy pills. He had started being over-polite. And solicitous. He had brought her breakfast in bed, for heaven’s sake. He had insisted that they get on with marketing the farmhouse and putting it up for sale. And now he was sending her away.


‘I’m just waiting for my Mr Right to come strolling in.’ Sharon allowed her practised waitress-scan to graze over the clientele of the café on the waterfront. Nell looked with her, and chuckled. Two bikers, who must have lost their way; a middle-aged couple drinking cappuccinos, a misnomer since Johnson’s café didn’t actually have an espresso machine on the premises; and a grizzled walker, probably tackling the Roseland peninsula.


Sharon was referring, of course, to how Nell had first met Callum. He had come in here, one cold day in early spring, ordered tea and a cheese-and-onion toastie and simply stared at her. She’d seen him, through the deep hatch that separated the kitchen from the dining area, and fifteen minutes later she’d seen him staring at her again. Johnson had always said that a large hatchway which enabled their customers to see what was going on in the kitchen instilled confidence. Nell worried that wasn’t all it instilled. The next day, Callum was there again, and the next he happened to be walking past when her lunchtime shift ended.


‘I remember you,’ he’d said, as if they’d met a long time ago. ‘Can we go somewhere and talk?’


Nell hadn’t been actively looking for a boyfriend. On the Roseland peninsula, most people were already familiar and the rest were tourists – grockles. She had met boys at catering college and done her share of dating. And she’d always supposed someone special would come along one day. But, so far, they hadn’t. And in the meantime she had the café and she had her life with her mother in the farmhouse only a mile away. She had friends, like Lucy, who had trained with her at Cornwall College and was now living and working in Truro, and newer friends like Sharon. But, mostly, she had her mother.


She knew right away that Callum was different, even special maybe. He was doing some work on someone’s garden, he said. Terracing and landscaping. Recreating. It was one of the big houses to the west of St Mawes with gardens which tapered down to the sea. Nell listened to the passion in his voice as he talked about the vision he had for the garden and, to her surprise, she found herself wanting some of that passion for herself. Callum was a breath of fresh air. He asked the right questions and looked at her in a certain way, a good way. But that, she reminded herself, was then.


*


Nell left the café after her shift and cycled back to the farmhouse, zipping along the familiar country lanes past the yellowing trees and hedgerows stumpy with the rotting remains of blackberries, head down and into the wind. It was like a test. It was one of those sharp days in October when winter suddenly seems close at hand. The musty air of autumn had acquired a definite chill that made her button her fleece right up to her chin. Home with Callum was another mile across the peninsula, but she’d got into the habit of stopping off here on the way, even though it wasn’t on the way, not exactly. A bad habit, she told herself, swinging off the bike, grabbing her bag from the front basket and unlocking the battered front door with her own key. Soon, there would be no farmhouse – at least, not for Nell. The ‘FOR SALE’ sign was nailed to the fence like a rebuke.


Nell kicked aside some crumpled brown leaves, pulled open the stable door, stepped on to the cold kitchen flagstones and listened. Nothing. Well, what was she expecting? Her mother’s voice? ‘Hello,’ she whispered. The silence was utterly complete, thick as a sea-fog.


Humming determinedly to break it, she filled the old kettle and reached for the herbal tea bags which were kept in an old Oxo tin. It was just, she told herself, that she wasn’t quite ready to go home.


When the kettle had boiled, she poured water on to the tea bag labelled ‘Harmonize’, put the mug on the old farmhouse table and reached for her mother’s Tarot cards, which had always been kept on a shelf of the pine dresser, wrapped in the purple silk scarf. Nell frowned, thinking of her question, and then slowly shuffled the pack. Obviously, it should concern Callum, her trip to Morocco, and her mother perhaps. Would her marriage survive her grief? Was she strong enough to do this? Could she see a cookery course in Marrakech as an investment in their future?


Her mother had always put more stock on the accoutrements. She would light a candle, burn some incense oil – lavender usually, but sometimes rose or patchouli. She would dim the lights (she always did her readings at night), put on some loose clothing (her kaftan or pyjamas), and sometimes soft, meditative music. Nell didn’t do any of these things. She just focused. She wasn’t doing a specific layout. She wasn’t asking the Tarot to remind her of the past or predict the future. She just wanted to hear her mother’s voice.


She blinked. The Sun seemed a good card to draw when you were going on a journey. And there were other obvious connections. The warmth of Morocco, the deep-yellow colour of saffron that bled from the flame-red stigmata, and even her own name, of course. Nell was determined to be positive. The Sun was an encouragement to leave shadows behind, but your shadow would always stay with you, wasn’t that so? She listened, but her mother’s voice seemed to get fainter, and Nell panicked. What if she couldn’t hear her any more? What then?


She was relieved to draw the High Priestess as the next card. This was her mother. The woman of mystery. The High Priestess embodied feminine power and guarded all secrets. Nell’s mother was the person Nell knew best in the world, and yet, who was she really? How well had she known her? Her life? Her past? Even her death? She knew how she had been after Nell was born – at least from when she had her own memories. But who had she been before that? Who was the young woman who had given birth to Nell? And who was Nell’s father?


She left the cards and went to the dresser drawer to fetch the one and only photo album. In some ways, it had been her mother who had forced her hand when she had finally left home and moved in with Callum. One night when she wasn’t seeing him they’d had supper together and Nell had got out the photo album. It wasn’t something she did often – her mother never much liked it – but something Callum had said the night before had stayed with her and she was determined to get to the bottom of things.


‘If we get married,’ he’d said, taking her hand and stroking her thumb, ‘when we get married . . .’


She’d laughed, because he hadn’t even asked her yet. ‘Yes?’


‘Who’d give you away? Your mum?’


‘I suppose so, yes.’ And since then she’d been thinking about it. It wasn’t that she didn’t want her mother to give her away. It was that she had no choice.


There were plenty of photos of her mother as a child, looking winsome and pretty in the old black-and-white snaps – sometimes in the fields around, in the yard, once on the beach and once – Nell’s favourite – standing in front of the purple saffron field, laughing, as if the potent scent of the saffron had made her drunk with joy.


And then . . .


‘What’s all this, then?’ Her mother had swept past her, collecting plates and cutlery from the table on the way. ‘Feeling nostalgic?’


‘No. I just . . .’ She flipped the pages. Knew already what she would see. Nothing. It was as if her mother had simply disappeared. There were pictures of Nell as she was growing up – not many – taken by someone else probably, she could never remember her mother behind the camera; one of her mother’s boyfriends who came and stayed with them for a while perhaps, or one of her friends from the village.


‘Who was he?’ she asked.


‘He?’ Her mother had her back to her and was washing up. Not just washing up. She had both taps on full blast and was squirting washing-up liquid as if her life depended on it. She was about as stubborn as they came.


‘My father.’


She didn’t reply. All Nell could hear was the water thundering into the bowl.


‘Mum?’


‘I don’t know.’


The water was splashing on the floor now. Nell jumped to her feet and darted over, reaching across her to switch off the taps. Her mother was gripping on to the sink and staring straight ahead.


‘Don’t know, or don’t want to tell me?’


‘Both.’ Her mother finally met her gaze. ‘I can’t go down that road, Nell. Not any more. I’ve told you.’


‘But I need to know.’ Nell willed herself not to give in. It was a bad thing, that much was obvious. Something that had hurt her, something that had made her want to protect Nell, keep her away from what her mother couldn’t control – the world outside. And the last thing Nell wanted was to cause her mother more pain. But didn’t she deserve to know the truth? Nell’s mother had always held something back. And whatever it was, that’s what was missing from those pages.


‘I’m sorry.’ Her mother picked up the cloth and resumed her washing of the dishes. ‘But I can’t.’


Nell wanted to scream. But what good would it do? ‘Why not?’ She ground the question out. But there was no point. She already knew the answer.


‘It’s too painful.’


‘I’m sorry about that, Mum, but –’


‘And you don’t need to know.’ She whipped around. ‘Who brought you up? Who cared for you? Who’d give you the world? Anything?’ She was trembling. Nell could see that she was trembling.


‘That’s not the point.’ Why couldn’t she see that? It made no difference who did what or who was the better person. The point was that it wasn’t a competition and she’d never stop loving her mother, but . . . she needed to know, damn it. This was her heritage, her roots, her beginning.


‘You can’t keep harping back to things you know nothing about. You have to live in the present, Nell, not the past. And look to the future. It’s the only way.’ But her mother was shaking her head, and then she was crying and Nell ended up feeling bad, just as she always did. She walked out of the door.


When she came back in an hour later her mother was doing the Tarot cards and once again seemed serene and in control.


‘I’m going to move in with Callum,’ Nell told her. She wasn’t going to dwell on the past any longer. She would do what her mother suggested. She would look to the future now.


And her mother barely flinched. ‘You must do what you want to do, my love,’ she had said.


But you couldn’t really change what or who you were, and here Nell was again with the photo album, dipping into memories. She flipped the pages. Found the photograph of her grandparents, whom she’d never known. Her mother’s father, upright, sepia and stern with a twirly moustache. Standing next to him, fair haired and sweet-faced, was Patricia, her mother’s mother. They had both died young, her grandfather soon after the war and her grandmother just before Nell was born. It must have hit her mother hard – Nell understood that now. It was only since her mother’s death that she had fully accepted her mother’s emotional frailty. Accepted the possibility that, like Nell, she too had been lost and at times not known what to do.


Nell sighed. Woman of mystery, indeed. Callum had told her – more than once – what her problem was. ‘You haven’t accepted her death. You can’t accept that she’s gone.’ And sitting here, looking at a raft of Tarot cards and a half-empty photo album, Nell suspected it might be true. She’d always believed that one day her mother would simply tell her everything she wanted to know. But she hadn’t had as much time as she thought. Unless she had known exactly what she was doing the night she died. What if she had walked off the cliff on purpose? What then?


Callum had been delighted that Nell wanted to move in with him and immediately started making plans. She could move in to his one-bedroom flat as soon as she liked, he said. But she had money saved so they could look around for a place to share, a small terraced house perhaps. And they would get married. Wouldn’t they?


‘Are you asking me?’ Nell was still smarting from her mother’s latest refusal to tell her what she wanted to know. ‘Is this a proposal?’


‘Yes!’ And he had got down on one knee right there in the bar, people all around, and she had laughed and pulled him up again and said, ‘Then you’d better see about getting me a ring.’


Nell’s mother had been sanguine about the whole thing. She seemed to like Callum and she accepted all their plans without demur. She had some money she’d put by for Nell and she gave this to them as a contribution towards their wedding. Callum’s parents, who had moved to Herefordshire some years before, also contributed, and Nell and Callum were married in the spring, the year after they bought their first house together.


Soon afterwards, Nell’s mother had them round to supper one evening.


‘I’m selling off some of the land,’ she’d said as she and Nell were clearing up afterwards, both of them insisting Callum put his feet up in the sitting room as he’d had a hard day gardening, both of them secretly wanting more time together alone.


‘Why?’ Nell whisked around, tea towel in hand, and stared at her. She was the land.


‘I can’t manage it.’ Their eyes met.


Was it true? It was hard work, Nell knew. She’d seen her mother half bent from the planting before now. ‘I’ll help you.’


‘You don’t have the time.’ And then she was bustling past her, a pile of plates in her arms to put away in the dresser.


‘But –’ Her mother could get help in. She always had before.


She was right. Nell didn’t have the time. And it couldn’t be true. Her indomitable mother must be able to manage the land – she always had. So what was this all about? Was she talking about the saffron plot? The saffron was supposed to be Nell’s legacy. Surely her mother couldn’t be punishing her in some way?


Though as it turned out . . . perhaps her mother wasn’t as indomitable as Nell had thought.


She had sold some of the land. She’d had the corms lifted, all of them, after last year’s harvest, ready to replant in June, for it was the fourth year. But this year she hadn’t replanted the saffron plot, and it was the first time. Outside, there were no saffron shoots growing sturdy and strong. There was no new growth, no new life, no bees falling asleep on the flowers while gathering nectar. Her mother had shown her when she was a child; she just pushed them gently off with the tip of her finger, so that they woke up slowly and flew away. Nell had thought that the saffron would always bloom. But this year it would not. Was that because her mother had known there’d be no one to harvest it? No one to keep the legacy alive?


Nell returned her attention to the Tarot cards. If she went to Morocco she could find out more about this secret spice which had meant so much to her mother. And perhaps in doing so some of her mother’s mysterious past might be revealed along the way. High Priestess, indeed. ‘Should I go?’ she whispered. And as she turned over the next card, which was the Five of Cups, she could hear her mother’s voice at last. Let go of your loss, embrace change. On the card, three of the cups were overturned, but two were left standing. Yin and yang. Loss is gain. And Nell knew she had to make this journey.









Chapter 3


Amy was organizing the main gallery space in preparation for the next exhibition, ‘One Moment, One Weather’, by a local artist, when she became aware of someone standing right behind her. And it wasn’t Duncan.


‘Oh.’ Where had he crept up from? ‘We’re closed, I’m afraid.’


She turned back to the picture. It was more graph than painting and had been produced using some sort of weather map of wind speed and other meteorological data over an hour, every day for a month. Or something like that. Amy wasn’t an artist, she was a photographer. She liked to think that she dealt with real subjects rather than imagined ones. And although she appreciated art and worked in this gallery in Lyme Regis, which supported local artists – and also local photographers, thank goodness – she couldn’t help feeling that some artists were just a bit . . .


‘Self-indulgent, isn’t it?’


She turned again. She’d known he hadn’t gone away from the smell. Nothing nasty, nothing fancy; just leather and what seemed to be the faint fragrance of grapefruit. Soap, maybe. He was tall – and since Amy was five feet eleven in socks, this was something she invariably noticed first about a man – he had almost-black, spiky hair which owed more, she suspected, to the whims of nature than to hair gel, and he was frowning, head on one side. Like a bird, she thought. Not a cute bird. More a bird of prey.


‘Sometimes,’ she said, ‘it’s best to keep your opinions to yourself.’


He raised a quizzical eyebrow. His hands were stuck in the pockets of his jeans. He seemed very much at ease.


Late thirties, she decided. A wild card. ‘And I think I told you – the gallery’s closed.’


‘But do you really believe that?’ Instead of scuttling away, chastened – and she had to admit he didn’t seem like the scuttling type – he sauntered casually along to the next painting.


It was very similar to the last one. Amy wondered if she lacked the artist’s sensitive eye. ‘That we’re closed?’ She put her hands on her hips and refused to smile at him. ‘Yes, I do. As you can see, I’m just setting things up. The exhibition opens tomorrow morning. At ten.’


‘That we should keep our opinions to ourselves.’ He sounded very serious. ‘Do you believe that?’


Of course she didn’t. Amy had often got into trouble for speaking her thoughts out loud. With her parents – who had, she guessed, always hoped for the kind of child who was seen and not heard, so that they wouldn’t be disturbed from the all-consuming task of building up what had now become a hugely popular hotel in Lyme. With equally disappointed teachers at school, who had hoped that she would show signs of wanting an academic career – which had never happened. And of course from Duncan: boss, almost-friend, almost-lover. Could you have an almost-lover? Apparently so. Amy sighed. She supposed that she would have to do something about Duncan.


‘Who are you?’ she asked.


‘Jake Tarrant.’ He flashed her a quick smile. Dimples. A crooked tooth on the right-hand side. The man wasn’t unattractive and no doubt was well aware of it. Which didn’t give him the right to walk in here as if he owned the place.


Should she know the name? Jake. Jake Tarrant. Was he a local artist? Was he on the council? He looked as if he was meant to be here.


‘And . . . how can I help you?’ Amy decided to play safe. If he was meant to be here, he might be important – to the gallery and its future. And, quite apart from her own work, this was something Amy cared about.


‘Ah, Jake. There you are.’ At this point, Duncan strolled in, dressed in his usual gallery uniform of black trousers, blue shirt and navy blazer. His fair hair was thinning, and daily visits to the gym hadn’t quite saved him from a slight paunch, but apart from that, he still had it – that smooth and confident way about him that generally got Duncan what he wanted.


So Duncan knew him. Amy tried to catch her boss’s eye, and he avoided it. Which, as usual, told her quite a lot. Duncan was secretive by nature. He didn’t spill out unnecessary information. He operated on a need-to-know basis. So if Amy didn’t need to know – what he was doing, who he was with, what plans he had or didn’t have for the future, what made him tick – then she would never find out. But she had a feeling that this was something she should make it her business to find out about. Amy looked from one man to the other. She too had a gallery uniform – close-fitting tapered black trousers or maxi skirt, white blouse with collar, tailored jacket. But she tempered the smart look with a few choice pieces of big jewellery – today, a chunky copper bangle inlaid with turquoise and the two perfect globes of flecked turquoise ear studs. So Duncan had been expecting the visitor. She waited.


‘Here I am, yes.’ Jake Tarrant stepped forward, and they shook hands, friendly enough but Duncan slightly the more defensive of the two. This suggested ‘council’ to Amy, but Jake’s faded blue jeans and ever so slightly scruffy leather jacket still made ‘artist’ the more likely. And the collar of the jacket, she noted, was turned up.


‘So . . .’ Amy fixed her gaze on Duncan. When she’d first joined the gallery she’d been flattered and seduced by those baby-blue eyes of his. I love your work, he’d breathed. It’s so fresh, so vibrant. I could offer you the occasional exhibition, of course, I’d love to . . . And as it turned out, that wasn’t all he could offer her. Drinks after work, the occasional candlelit dinner, receptions and previews, entry into a world of artists and photographers that made her feel she belonged. And in return? He was very convincing. He’d never been married and yet always had a glamorous woman on his arm – which proved that Duncan had a seduction technique second to none. He’d been so good at making her feel special.


Whereas, in fact, Amy reminded herself, what they had wasn’t special at all. It was easy, but was it right? They had no claim on each other or each other’s time. They weren’t going anywhere. She couldn’t pretend that she was in love with him and she had no illusions about him being in love with her. Amy was in love with photography, and more than one man in the past had told her she was too strong, too opinionated and too difficult. Not Duncan, though, and perhaps that was why she couldn’t quite bring herself to say goodbye.


As for the visitor . . . As Duncan’s ‘right-hand man’, as he sometimes irritatingly referred to her, shouldn’t she have been told who he was, rather than have to guess?


‘Jake, this is Amy Hamilton. My right-hand man.’ Duncan smirked.


‘Hi, Amy.’ Jake stretched out an arm and Amy felt her hand enclosed in his. The touch was warm, dry and brief. Grapefruit, she thought again.


‘Hi.’ She looked at Duncan enquiringly. Tell me then, you bastard. Don’t make me look stupid.


‘Jake is an events manager,’ said Duncan.


‘Ah.’ The Moroccan project, she thought. And something tightened in her stomach. The year 2013 marked the eight hundredth anniversary of diplomatic ties being established between the UK and Morocco; yes, in 1213, good old King John of England had sent the first embassy to Morocco, which was recognized now as a starting point for the fruitful relationship between the two countries. There were 25,000 Moroccans living in the UK, the two countries shared a long history and the British supported Morocco’s reform process. So the gallery had decided to hold a festival of all things Moroccan, which in turn had led to them being awarded some lottery funding. Since then, Duncan had sported an unappealing gleam in those blue eyes of his. More money, loftier ambitions. Amy couldn’t help but notice it.


‘And he’s here to discuss some ideas.’ Duncan glanced at his watch. ‘Come through to my office, Jake.’


Amy frowned. And as Jake turned around she mouthed to Duncan, What about me? Even to herself this sounded a little petulant. But the Moroccan project was her baby. It had been her original idea – to organize an art and photography exhibition in the gallery to celebrate Moroccan culture, maybe throw in a workshop or two. So what was going on?


‘Could you bring in some tea, please, Amy?’


She glared at him, but Duncan merely shot her a wink. She’d give him some ideas. ‘And perhaps then you could join us.’


*


In the office Amy put the tray of tea and biscuits on Duncan’s desk and sat down, uncomfortably close to Jake Tarrant, since there wasn’t anywhere else. He had a notebook on his lap and was already scribbling something. Fine. Clearly, they’d started without her.


‘Jake was just telling me some of his initial thoughts,’ Duncan said smoothly.


‘Oh?’ Amy smiled sweetly at him. ‘What were they, Jake?’


‘A film screening, perhaps.’ He shrugged. ‘Morocco’s big on film. It has an international film festival every year, in December. You’re probably aware of that. I was thinking . . . art-house cinema? There’s A Thousand and One Hands by the Moroccan filmmaker Souheil Ben-Barka. Or Marock? Directed by Laïla Marrakchi. That’s controversial – and political.’


‘And then there’s Hideous Kinky,’ suggested Amy.


‘Ye – es.’ He glanced up – perhaps to see if she was joking. She wasn’t. ‘We could have a cookery demo, too. A ‘Travel to Morocco’ information point – treks in the Atlas Mountains and all that. And an art exhibition.’


‘By Moroccan artists?’


‘Yes. Or artists influenced by Morocco.’


‘Hmm.’ He seemed to know what he was talking about. And his voice – which was growly but nice – held plenty of enthusiasm. But Amy kept her expression unimpressed. Had Duncan even told him about her photographic exhibition?


‘Music . . .’ Jake Tarrant’s pen spun loopily over his notebook.


Amy watched, fascinated. ‘Music?’ she echoed.


‘Moroccan hip-hop, Sufi, Gnawa . . . I’ve got a few contacts.’


Amy didn’t doubt it.


‘A week of events, you said?’ Jake addressed this to Duncan.


‘Ten days. Two weekends.’ Duncan caught Amy’s eye. ‘We’ve already planned a photographic exhibition, which could be extended.’


‘Photographic exhibition? That sounds good. Have you considered Moroccan street photography?’ Jake looked interested.


‘I’m going to Marrakech,’ Amy said. ‘So, yes.’ She passed him his tea. ‘Milk? Sugar?’


‘Especially for this event?’ Jake seemed surprised. He accepted milk but not sugar.


Perhaps, Amy thought, he wasn’t accustomed to the word ‘commitment’.


‘Amy is a talented photographer,’ Duncan broke in. ‘We thought, since we had some funding, it would be a great opportunity to get some fresh and original architectural shots. And street shots, yes. The colour, the culture.’ He made an expansive gesture. ‘It’s a rich landscape.’


‘The photographic exhibition was originally intended to be the backdrop for the project,’ Amy said primly. She passed Duncan his tea. When it was my project, she silently added.


‘Good idea.’ Jake nodded. ‘A lynchpin. I like that. The photos could feature images of all the subject areas we’re tackling.’


‘Subject areas?’ He made it sound like a college prospectus. And ‘we’?


‘Moroccan cuisine,’ he said. ‘Film, art. Weaving.’ He stretched out long legs.


‘Weaving?’


‘North African rugs have a fascinating history.’ Jake took a gulp of his tea. Everything he did seemed expansive; every movement, every gesture. Amy didn’t think Duncan’s office had ever seemed so small. ‘The patterns are like a rural language of Berber symbols and motifs. Stories.’


Duncan nodded knowledgeably. Amy had a vision of herself in a souk in Marrakech, taking pictures of rugs while all around her market traders were hassling her to buy a different story. She blinked the vision away.


‘Jake’s suggested a weaving workshop,’ Duncan said. ‘A brilliant idea, don’t you think, Amy?’


‘Brilliant,’ she echoed.


‘And zellige for the kids,’ Jake added.


‘Zellige?’


‘The art of mosaics and tilework.’ He said this very seriously, his gaze not leaving her face. So why did Amy think that, somewhere inside, he was laughing at her?


‘You’ve done this before then? The Moroccan theme?’ Amy recrossed her legs and brushed an imaginary bit of fluff from her black, laced ankle boots. She’d known weeks ago that she should do more homework. She’d intended to, but her Great-aunt Lillian had needed more looking after since her fall, her mother had asked her to help out on reception when someone was ill and her friend Francine had asked her to do some babysitting. And then there was Duncan . . . She’d bought some books and planned on reading up on Moroccan design on the plane. It was very last minute, but Amy was a last-minute sort of person. She loved deadlines, they made the adrenalin flow.


‘I’ve spent quite a bit of time there.’ He shrugged. ‘Made a few friends, you know –’


‘Jake managed a similar series of events in London earlier in the year,’ Duncan said. ‘That’s how I came across his name.’


And how come, Amy thought, it didn’t occur to you to share that information? But she nodded. ‘How lucky we are,’ she said, ‘to get such expert advice.’


‘I’m glad you think so, Amy.’ Duncan shuffled some papers on his desk. ‘Because I want you to work with Jake on this one.’


Amy swallowed. ‘You’re not just advising us, then?’


‘Deeper than decor,’ Duncan said.


‘Sorry?’


‘Saturating the senses. There’s far too much for you to do on your own, Amy,’ he said. ‘It’s not just a question of ideas and experience. There’s also budgeting, researching. Negotiating with suppliers. This is our chance to reach out to the community. Publicity, Amy. I want this to be big. And I’ve got too much on myself, as you know.’


Again, Amy noticed the gleam. Perhaps it had always been there and perhaps he used to hide it. Or perhaps she hadn’t bothered to open her eyes wide enough to see. Special people were given respect; they were consulted, not merely relegated to making the tea. ‘Fine,’ she said. Though it wasn’t. Being in overall charge of all gallery events and exhibitions, Duncan had his hands full, she knew, but this had never been a problem. Amy had been looking forward to managing this project alone. It was a challenge, yes, especially when the funding had come in, but she was perfectly capable. And she certainly didn’t want to work with this man – who clearly knew it all, or imagined he did. How could Duncan have brought him in without telling her? How could he have given control of her entire project to an events manager?


At that moment, Jake Tarrant looked across at her. His eyes were the colour of rooibos tea – without milk. He knew, damn him. He knew that Duncan had gone over her head and he felt sorry for her. Which was even worse.


‘I’m looking forward to working with you,’ he said. He sounded sincere. ‘Where are you staying in Marrakech?’


‘In the medina. At a place called Riad Lazuli.’


‘They’re running a cookery course,’ Duncan chipped in.


‘You’re doing a cookery course, too?’


‘No.’ Her mother would laugh like a drain at that idea, thought Amy. ‘There’s a local author who’s writing a book about Moroccan cuisine,’ she said. ‘I’ve been in touch with her and her publisher and they’d like me to do the photos. I was hoping to tie it in with our project.’


‘Plus, Amy might knock up a few decent tagines and bring them back with her if we’re lucky,’ said Duncan, chuckling at his own joke. Amy ignored him.


‘When are you off?’ asked Jake.


‘The day after tomorrow.’


‘Then perhaps you and I could have a chat tomorrow, before I go back to Bristol,’ he said. ‘Make some decisions about what sort of shots we need.’


‘Of course.’ Amy got to her feet.


‘Good girl.’ Duncan rose, too, reached out a hand and gave her a rather too intimate squeeze of the shoulder.


If he imagined that was the end of it, Amy thought, then he had another think coming. She had a lot she wanted to say to him – but she would wait until they were alone. And as for Jake Tarrant . . . As she left the room she glanced back at him once more. His tea-coloured eyes were curious – and thoughtful. And she knew what else he had seen.









Chapter 4


Amy decided to call in to see her Great-aunt Lillian. She felt too unsettled to go straight home to her flat, which backed on to her parents’ hotel and had a perfect view of the sheltering arm of the Cobb – Lyme’s curved harbour wall. It was Aunt Lillian who had paid for the flat’s conversion; the deeds were in joint names – Amy’s and Lillian’s. Amy paid the mortgage; her aunt had provided the lump-sum deposit. Amy couldn’t have done it without her.


She headed for the old town mill, a working mill until 1926, now restored to provide a café and studios for working artists. A few of the artists had exhibited in the gallery; what Amy liked most about Lyme was its involvement in the arts, from painting to photography to theatre. She walked on up the side of the mill, past the wheel and the leat, to the footpath running above the river on her left, the watercourse that fed the mill wheel. She could smell the distinctive and autumnal scent of the sappy plants that grew on the banks, some still flowering. And hear the water chuckle as it reached the wheel.


Her great-aunt had suffered her fall two weeks ago on the pavement outside her cottage, and when Amy had heard her wavering voice on the phone line she had immediately called the paramedics to take her into hospital for a check-up. Aunt Lillian had gamely protested her way through two days of tests before being discharged; Amy had collected her from the hospital and had been keeping a close eye on her ever since. She was fine, though, still spritely for eighty-five, though her eyes weren’t as good as they had been, and she’d been told that there was little point in having the cataract operation she’d hoped for. Tests had shown that she was suffering from age-related macular degeneration – the kind that meant deterioration would be slow, steady and inevitable. Amy had to nag to get her to use her walking stick more often. She worried about her. She didn’t want her falling again.


Amy walked along the Lynch, past Lepers’ Well and up to Gosling Bridge. On the wall opposite, someone – apparently Banksy – had painted an origami heron with a goldfish in its mouth. Was it a valuable piece of art, or simply graffiti? The jury of Lyme residents was still out. She turned right. Her Aunt Lillian lived in a neat pink Georgian cottage with two bedrooms and a thatched roof.


Amy gave a sharp rap on the brass door knocker. Aunt Lillian was her long-time ally – in teenage battles with her parents about clothes, curfews and boyfriends – her comforter when her parents weren’t available, which was quite a lot of the time, and the greatest admirer of her work. Her Aunt Lillian had magically appeared from America like a fairy godmother when Amy was ten years old. She had come over here after her husband’s death in order to care for her sister, Amy’s grandmother Mary. She was older than Lillian and could no longer look after herself; there had even been talk of her going into a nursing home. But Aunt Lillian would have none of that. She moved into Amy’s grandmother’s house lock, stock and barrel and looked after her sister herself – until Mary died. And it wasn’t just that, Amy reminded herself. Aunt Lillian had also saved Amy’s family.
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