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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR
Love & Saffron



“Part historical fiction, part friendship saga, and part carnival for the senses, Love & Saffron isn’t just for food lovers—it’s an ode to risk-takers, trailblazers, and the chefs in all of us. With lush descriptions of food and a resonant historical setting, Love & Saffron is a sweet, savory, and emotional pleasure. It’s like a dinner with friends you won’t want to end.”


—J. Ryan Stradal, author of Kitchens of the Great Midwest and The Lager Queen of Minnesota


“In Kim Fay’s charming novel, two women in 1960s Los Angeles and Washington State become the best of friends long before they meet in person. Together, they navigate relationships, ambition, societal expectations, and the arts of making and writing about food. Warm, delicious, and absolutely satisfying—I devoured it in one enthusiastic gulp!”


—Meg Waite Clayton, author of The Last Train to London and The Postmistress of Paris


“In an age when we’re barraged with Twitter blowups, pandemic deaths, and political discourse of the most uncivil kind, Love & Saffron is as refreshing as watching the sunset over the Pacific Ocean, with a glass of sauvignon blanc and a bowl of garlicky clams at your elbow. Kim Fay convincingly recreates a charming and civil world, and a touching friendship, in a period piece that will restore you to your kinder, gentler self.”


—Richard C. Morais, author of The Hundred-Foot Journey


“In the footsteps of Laurie Colwin and Ruth Reichl, Love & Saffron is a beautiful, gentle, intimate exploration of food and friendship, as well as life, loss, and love.”


—Susan Elia MacNeal, author of Mr. Churchill’s Secretary and The Hollywood Spy


“A deliciously memorable and lovely story of friendship, food, and the enduring connections we form through the lost art of letter writing.”


—Tembi Locke, author of From Scratch: A Memoir of Love, Sicily, and Finding Home


“The beautifully written Love & Saffron is a delightful recipe of food, friendship, love, and acceptance. Utterly captivating from the first page to the last … Kim Fay has penned a touching, satisfying novel that readers will surely savor for a long time to come. This story will fill your heart, lift your spirit, and feed your soul. I truly didn’t want it to end.”


—Heather Webber, author of Midnight at the Blackbird Café and The Lights of Sugarberry Cove


“Love & Saffron is simply a delight. In letters between two women—strangers, at first, but ultimately best friends—in 1963, Kim Fay reveals how a love of food can open doors into culture, history, homes, and love. Indulge yourself in the world of Joan and Immy, preferably with some quesadillas or mussels in wine and saffron by your side.”


—Ann Hood, author of The Knitting Circle and Kitchen Yarns: Notes on Life, Love, and Food


“Love & Saffron is a story about the joys of being alive—the delight found in discovery, the comfort of a good meal, and most of all, the richness of true friendship. It is a story about connection—to place, to food, and to each other. I read Love & Saffron in one delicious afternoon. It’s the kind of story you get lost in, one that breaks you open, fills your heart, and reminds you of what is important in life. A genuine pleasure. You’ll want to share it with everyone you call friend.”


—Louise Miller, author of The City Baker’s Guide to Country Living and The Late Bloomers’ Club


“Astonishing, exhilarating, existential! Love & Saffron explodes forever the arbitrary separation of fiction from fact. I inhaled this book in one delectably deep breath, uncovering layer after layer of the aromas, flavors, tastes on lips and tongue of my own life as a young American housewife in the 1960s. Author Fay conveys the texture of daily life as a mystery story that discovers food is a cultural creation and connector as powerful as storytelling itself to erase the separation of past from present and memory from now. This is a book for every person with a heart. READ IT NOW!”


—Betty Fussell, author of The Story of Corn, My Kitchen Wars, and Eat, Live, Love, Die


“Fay’s brilliant novel explores the magic of food and how one letter with a special ingredient can forge the unlikeliest of friendships—awakening the taste buds of life, meaningful friendships, and love along the way. Á table! Savor this story one delicious and heartwarming page at a time.”


—Samantha Vérant, author of The Secret French Recipes of Sophie Valroux and Sophie Valroux’s Paris Stars


 “Love & Saffron is a gift, a poignant and moving gift, to food and to friendship. This book transports us back to the lives and kitchens of two women from different generations and different places in the sixties. Through the exchange of letters, confidences, recipes and, yes, saffron, a deep relationship evolves for both the characters and readers. Imagine taking a stroll through a critical time in American cuisine through the eyes and palates of two great friends. I loved this lovely book. Pour yourself a glass of Chablis and drink in Love & Saffron.”


—Lian Dolan, author of The Sweeney Sisters and Helen of Pasadena


“I loved this spare, suspenseful, and achingly beautiful novel about an unexpected friendship between two women in the mid-1960s. Composed entirely of letters, their exchange starts with the gift of a recipe and then very quickly builds toward an eye-opening and life-changing questioning of everything.”


—Phyllis Grant, author of Everything Is Under Control: A Memoir with Recipes


“Love & Saffron is an elixir for our times. It speaks to the power of food to communicate friendship and stoke a curiosity about worlds unlike our own. After you read this book, you’ll want to drop a letter in the mail to someone you love.”


—Naomi Hirahara, author of Clark and Division
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“When shall we live, if not now?” asked Seneca before a table laid for his pleasure and his friends’. It is a question whose answer is almost too easily precluded. When indeed? We are alive, and now. When else live, and how more pleasantly than supping with sweet comrades?


—M. F. K. Fisher, 
“Meals for Me,” Serve It Forth
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How to use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.
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October 1, 1962


Los Angeles, Calif.


Dear Mrs. Fortier,


I hope this letter finds you well. For that matter, I hope it finds you, since I am sending it to Northwest Home & Life magazine, where I so enjoyed your recent tale about digging for clams. I laughed out loud at your smug heron and briny crown of kelp. I admire women who do not care if they look foolish in front of others, even though I am not one of them.


I am a dedicated reader of “Letter from the Island,” and I send my congratulations for your ten-year anniversary as its author. I have known it from the beginning when I was seventeen. Mother loves her magazine subscriptions, and every month, as soon as they arrive, she folds back the pages to her favorite columns. The first two she reads are always yours and Gladys Taber’s “Butternut Wisdom” in Family Circle. I prefer yours. It makes me feel like I am having a conversation with a good friend, and your enthusiasm for life has taught me to be more aware of my own world around me, and especially the outdoors. Believe it or not, Los Angeles has much to offer in the way of natural beauty if you pay close attention.


I notice you have written about mussels a few times, but you only ever mention cooking clams. I recently learned a creative mussels recipe from a Frenchwoman I met on a voyage to the Far East. I am enclosing a packet of saffron from that voyage. It is my small way of thanking you for “Letter from the Island.”


For steamed mussels, in a stockpot add a generous pinch of saffron, coarsely chopped garlic, and parsley to a half cup melted butter. The red enamel pot you mentioned in your column about racing Dungeness crabs, the one with the pockmark from your niece’s Red Ryder BB gun, will do perfectly. If you can’t find fresh garlic, shallots can be substituted, but in my opinion, without fresh garlic the dish isn’t worth making. The Frenchwoman told me the addition of a cup or so of white wine is considered standard for this broth, but she prefers vermouth. I agree with her. It gives the dish a crisp, botanical flavor, and I can save my Chablis for drinking with my meal.


Your not-so-secret admirer,


Miss Joan Bergstrom





 


 


 


FROM THE DESK OF MRS. IMOGEN FORTIER


October 12, 1962


Camano Island, Wash.


Dear Miss Bergstrom,


Greetings from the eye of the storm. Typhoon Freda churned to life a few days ago in the far reaches of the Pacific and got it into her stormy head to roar in our direction. I wonder, is she still a typhoon once she lands on American shores? Meteorological semantics isn’t my area of expertise, and my trusty Britannicas are safely hunkered down on the shelves at home. Francis and I came out to the cabin for the Columbus Day weekend to pick mussels and try the saffron you so thoughtfully sent. Instead, we’ve been battening our hatches.


Apologies for the tottery penmanship. I didn’t bring my typewriter with me since my intention was to write to you next week after I made your recipe with great success. Not only do I not mind looking foolish, I’m an optimist! Unfortunately, we didn’t collect a single mussel, and I’m writing by the light of a kerosene lantern because the power has gone out.


I’m writing rather than pacing because my pacing was driving Francis crazy. He finally told me to do something to take my mind off the storm. Easier said than done. This afternoon the sky turned black and filled with spectral yellow streaks, and now it feels like our wood-clad cabin will wash away at any minute. This isn’t an unreasonable fear, considering it’s old wartime housing that we had floated to its present location four years ago on a barge from the naval shipyard down west of Seattle. I’ve never experienced gales like this before, or maybe I have, but the windstorm of 1934 came at the height of the Depression when I was a weary housewife, feeling a thousand years old rather than the thirty-one I actually was, and my larder was down to a questionable jar of dried beef. A house blown off its foundation seemed like the least of our worries during those bleak times.


I tried reading but can’t concentrate on the only unread novel here on our shelves. A Book of the Month selection, Rabbit, Run, by a self-satisfied-looking stuffed shirt named John Updike. It was left behind by my friend Hazel. After tormenting myself with a few morose chapters, I began to suspect Hazel abandoned it on purpose. While the storm could fairly be blamed for my lack of charity, I’m sure I would find this book a toil in clear weather, too. The protagonist gazes at his navel as if he is the first man in history to have feelings of dissatisfaction about his life. He doesn’t have any interest at all in making the best of things. I wish I’d brought the new Nero Wolfe to read instead.


I hope you don’t find it insulting that I’m using you for my mandated distraction. I do realize I’m rambling. I was pleased to receive the saffron, which I read about in an article by Elizabeth David. I think it was in Gourmet. Does she write for Gourmet? Or maybe it was in one of M. F. K. Fisher’s delectable books, but now that I think about it, perhaps Freya Stark mentioned saffron in her writings about Persia. Rambling, indeed. Francis calls it my specialty and says that if I were paid for it, we’d be rich. Anyhow, at your mention of your Far East voyage, I immediately pictured you tall and most certainly elegant, draped in silk, perched on a camel in a spice bazaar. My fascination with National Geographic gives me a vivid imagination. I’m not an adventuress like you, though. My spirit and appetite wander extravagantly through the pages of books and magazines, but my body and stomach stick close to home with few exceptions, Canada and Glacier National Park, and a long-ago visit to San Francisco where I enjoyed chipeeno (I’m positive I’m not spelling that correctly) at the Old Clam House.


I close with a heartfelt thank-you for your intriguing gift and generous words about my column. I’m always surprised when I receive a fan letter, since I associate them with movie stars and grand authors like Edna Ferber and Pearl S. Buck. I’ve never considered myself a professional writer. Occasional vignettes in a garden club newsletter were seen by a former high school class-mate in a position of editorial power, and voila! For a decade now, “Letter from the Island” has been a monthly staple in Northwest Home & Life. I send additional gratitude for giving me good reason to put pen to page while the wind whips, the windows shudder, and the roof shakes.


With warm regards,


Mrs. Imogen Fortier


P.S. My thanks, as well, to your mother for bringing my column into your home, and as a result, your gracious letter to me.





 


 


 


December 12, 1962


Los Angeles, Calif.


Dear Mrs. Fortier,


After I mailed my letter to you, I worried that you would consider it impertinent, especially the part where I gave you cooking advice, as if you of all people need advice on cooking shellfish. I was relieved when you replied, and with such kindness. It is my turn to thank you for providing me with a necessary distraction.


Your letter arrived with the Cuban crisis hot on its heels. There is an air-raid siren a block from my house, and Mother shouted a curse on the bald head of old Nikita every time it practiced wailing. Between the sirens and her outbursts, my nerves began to fray. Your mention of Elizabeth David reminded me of her recipe for risotto alla Milanese, which I have wanted to try for a long time. As I am sure was the case in your area, the grocery store shelves went bare as everyone prepared for end times. In a harebrained panic, I rushed to C & K Importing for their gallon cans of artichoke hearts, and by the time I got to the Mayfair, all the macaroni and bottled water were gone. Fortunately, I already had the ingredients for risotto in my pantry.


It was a balm to turn my attention to rice and butter. It was my own small way of rebuffing shattered nerves and the Reds, although I suppose hamburgers or hot dogs would have been a more appropriate form of patriotic resistance.


I made enough risotto to fuel the entire naval blockade. Instead, I invited the neighbors for dinner, along with their carpenter, Mr. Rodriguez, who was over building special cabinets for their fallout shelter. Everyone enjoyed it. Mrs. David’s approach is to pound the saffron in a mortar and then steep it in broth before adding the liquid at the end of the recipe.


Regarding your comment about my looks, I am tall but hardly elegant, and as for my being an adventuress, while it is flattering, it is also untrue. I cannot begin to imagine traipsing into the woods to hunt for elk with your passel of sisters-in-law, as you described them in your column a few years back. Five women alone in the wild. That is adventure. I have simply always had an interest in people from other countries. I like the way their kitchens smell. At Stanford I was drawn to students from India because they cooked up little pots of curry in their rooms.


My Far East voyage came about through Mother’s friend Jean Bartel, who has traveled all over the world. She suggested that it would broaden my horizons, and Mother is a firm believer in this. Mrs. Bartel is a remarkable woman, a former Miss America. She even hosts her own travel program called It’s a Woman’s World. After my graduation, she made arrangements for a cabin for me on a Norwegian freighter and set up the land portions with lodgings in Hong Kong, Singapore, and Bangkok. There were twelve passengers on the ship. We were met by a representative at each port and fully escorted to restaurants and cultural sites. As you can see, it was a tame trip. Nor did I sit on any camels, since they are not found in that part of the world, but I did pet a well-behaved elephant named TipTop. I also bought beautiful shawls at the Thai Silk Company. It is the same company whose fabrics outfitted The King and I on Broadway.


The news reports about your Columbus Day storm were harrowing, and the photographs of the aftermath remind me of our earthquakes. I hope your cabin survived unscathed.


Your not-so-secret admirer still,


Miss Joan Bergstrom


P.S. I am also a Nero Wolfe fan, and I enjoy Simenon, as well. My favorite local writer of suspense novels is Charlotte Armstrong.


P.P.S. If you don’t have Elizabeth David’s Italian Food please let me know. I will copy the risotto recipe and send it to you.





 


 


 


FROM THE DESK OF MRS. IMOGEN FORTIER


January 5, 1963


Camano Island, Wash.


Dear Miss Bergstrom,


If you won’t consider yourself an adventuress when it comes to travel, at least please admit that you’re one in the kitchen. I’m glad my letter helped you weather the Cuban crisis. Up here in our soggy neck of the woods, I trembled in a state of shock, and Francis was struck with a violent migraine.


Men are such obvious creatures. During the storm he could do practical things to safeguard us, such as nail plywood over windows, secure the boat, etc. etc. During the standoff he could only sit glued to the radio and wait for Kennedy and Khrushchev’s despicable game of double-dog dare to run its course. Women are groomed to accept a certain degree of helplessness, but men, especially men like Francis who fought face-to-face in the trenches, are unsettled I believe by this new, impersonal style of warfare. Maybe that’s why I didn’t like the John Updike novel I wrote about to you. It’s selfish to have one of these faddish existential crises when there are so many more genuine concerns, like the next Hiroshima.


Francis and I finally tried your recipe, and I must fess up. We’ve never had mussels before. We always thought of them as freeloaders clinging where they’re not wanted, and you must agree, their beards are unappetizing. What a small-minded misjudgment on our part. I didn’t have garlic or even shallots, so I had to chop an Italian red onion. Mea culpa! But you’re right about the vermouth. What a divine flavor. I will never look at those ebony shellfish the same way again.


I want to reciprocate. I don’t have anything as exotic as saffron. I hope a jar of my blackberry jam will do. As you know, I write often about picking wild native blackberries. It’s a chore since they’re not easy game like the big purple bubbles that grow all over the sides of the road around here. Whenever I set out to hunt for a hidden patch in an old clear-cut, Francis accuses me of looking like a hobo with my canvas sunhat, khaki trousers, and Folgers cans tied over my shoulders. I don’t care. When I’m in the brambles, I’m happy as a clam at high tide. Just writing to you about it makes me wish for July mornings. There’s always a perfect moment when the sun strikes the bushes and a deep, sweet, earthy smell rises into the air.


Your mention of Italian Food gave me an excuse to drive into Seattle for a visit to Shorey’s booksellers. They didn’t have a copy on hand but assured me they will chase one down and mail it to me. In the meantime, I found a novel by Charlotte Armstrong. Have you read The Seventeen Widows of Sans Souci yet? If you have, please don’t give anything away. Once I finish, I’ll let you know and we can share our thoughts on it.


You also mentioned your neighbor’s carpenter, Mr. Rodriguez. I believe there’s a large Mexican population in Los Angeles. Despite my extensive culinary reading, my palate is embarrassingly sheltered. Can you recommend any Mexican recipes for me to try? Francis surprised me by how much he loved your broth for steamed mussels, not to mention how much he loved mussels, and your travels inspire me to become more international in the kitchen. After your saffron, the most exciting spice in my cabinet is paprika. What would a good American housewife’s rotating dinner party repertoire be without Hungarian chicken? Mea culpa—again! We eat with scant creativity, grilling fish and roasting meat. Francis would live off cans of Dinty Moore beef stew if I weren’t here to make pot roast. Like any couple married so long (forty years!), we’re probably too set in our ways.


Thank you for allowing me the pleasure of rambling once again.


With warm regards,


Mrs. Imogen Fortier


P.S. Since you refuse the description adventuress, I propose cosmopolitan. After all, you’re a city girl, as well as family friends with a former Miss America. The closest I come to such distinction is a second cousin who was a runner-up for Ellensburg Rodeo queen.


P.P.S. While our dormant rhododendrons took a beating in the storm, our cabin is intact, and Francis is the talk of Maple Grove Beach. The morning after the storm, all the boats that had been tied to the buoys out front were found down on the rocks past the boat ramp. All except for Francis’s! His had moved down the shore a bit, but it was still attached to its buoy. My clever husband used two lines, so even though the lead line broke, the backup line held. Needless to say, he was pleased as punch about that.





 


 


 


January 19, 1963


Los Angeles, Calif.


Dear Mrs. Fortier,


Your jam puts store-bought to shame. As I ate it on a fresh croissant from the French bakery at the Farmers Market down the street from my house, I savored the image you painted with your words. I would love to spend a summer morning in the Pacific Northwest sunshine picking wild blackberries. I also crave your backyard access to crisp apples, plums, and pears, although I am not sure I would trade them for the grapefruit and oranges I pluck from my own trees for breakfast whenever I like.
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