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			Prologue

			Taroudant, Morocco

			‘Are you ready, monsieur?’

			Hamad glanced down at the book; the signature was unrecognisable. His fingers had locked around the pen; the final i was turning into an elongated r as the weight of his hand dragged the nib across the page. ‘I need a moment.’

			‘Bien sûr.’

			His phone vibrated; the screen glowed brightly in the dim light. Freya. He didn’t have the words. Not yet. 

			‘OK.’ What was he waiting for? To feel better? 

			‘Shall we proceed?’

			Hamad nodded. His gums were coated with a thin, sour liquid; his palms slid greasily against the weave of his jeans. The man gestured towards the strip-lit corridor, following closely behind. His shoes clicked on the grubby linoleum. 

			‘Ici.’ He slipped a key into a metal door, heaved it open with a grunt. Thin, refrigerated air rushed at them. Hamad shivered. ‘Through here.’

			The room smelt of cleaning fluid and something odd, like stale tea. An older man was leaning against a desk; sallow-skinned with thinning hair. The gendarme muttered something in Darija, pointed to the large steel cabinet that took up most of the far wall. Hamad had seen enough films to know what it was. Six compartments. Six bodies. Even in his state of shock he could feel the grotesqueness of the situation. He had always been unusually squeamish.

			The balding man pulled down the handle on one of the panels, slotting his fingertips underneath to lever out the drawer. The runners squealed. Lying on the shelf was something wrapped in what looked like white plastic. 

			‘Are you ready?’

			‘I am.’ He smoothed his thumb and forefinger over his beard. The plastic sheet crackled as it was peeled away. He glanced down. The body was discoloured, mustard and purple bruises spreading like faded ink beneath the skin. Her hair was smoothed back from her forehead, lashes long against her cheeks. The room swung gently. He reached out his hand to steady himself on the corner of the gurney.

			‘Monsieur. Is this . . . ?’

			Hamad closed his eyes for a moment; he felt disorientated, unable to process what he was seeing. A word rose in his throat; he swallowed hard.

			‘I understand this is difficult.’ The man’s voice was surprisingly gentle. ‘But can you . . . ?’ 

			‘Yes.’

			‘Monsieur Al-Bouskri? My apologies, but I must be clear. You are saying this is . . . ?’

			‘Yes.’ His fingernails bit into the skin on his palms. He looked into the man’s blank face. ‘This is the body of Racine Delacroix.’ 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Cambridge: June 1999

			The beaches on Ko Phi Phi Don were the most beautiful Freya had ever seen. Arcs of white sand fringed with lush, green jungle, clusters of bungalows just visible through the palm trees. She could almost feel the heat on her skin, the turquoise water pooling around her legs. There would be full-moon parties, shopping on the Kho San Road, elephants in Chiang Mai. Promise me you’ll have adventures. Her throat tightened. She closed the book and passed it mutely to the shop assistant. It didn’t seem possible it would be a year ago, next week.

			Outside, the heat was cloying; summer was suddenly everywhere. She walked past the Antica Bella, trying not to see the notice in the window: Waiting Staff Required. Her head still ached from her leaving party – sludgy spoonfuls of tiramisu and countless glasses of spumante. In a day or two, a different girl would be weaving between the tables, flirting with Marco, slipping off her shoes at the end of the night. It felt as if she were disappearing out of her own life.

			She could feel the weight of the guidebooks on her shoulder – a reminder to look forward, to keep focused on the adventure that was coming, rather than everything she was leaving behind. The city rose up around her, tour groups spilling out between the columns of the Fitzwilliam, families picnicking in the shade of the plane trees, kids smeared with suncream, clutching ice creams and fizzy drinks. Past the chequerboard turret of Queens’, the river barrelled along beneath dozens of punts, some zigzagging wildly from bank to bank, others barely moving. 

			The backs of her eyes began to sting; what would she do without all this? The lectures and the term papers and the three-minute walk from her flat to the house on Davison Road. Student life was what had sustained her, somehow held her together through the darkest months of her grief. She had built it; they had built it, the three of them, her and Hamad and Paul. Thailand was something to look forward to; then Australia, California. Three months before they were back in London, before reality really struck home. But it hung there, in the distance: a great, unknowable void. 

			‘Frey.’ On the other side of the square a man was waving; beside him a taller, dark-haired figure was talking to a waitress. She quickened her pace. It soothed her to see them together.

			‘Scones?’ 

			She caught the word as she sank into the seat between them. 

			‘Hey, sweetheart. You OK?’ She nodded as Paul kissed her. He turned to look at Hamad. ‘I say again . . . Scones?’

			‘Scones. Absolutely.’

			‘I see you two are having your usual intellectually challenging conversation.’

			‘I just asked him what he was going to miss most about England,’ said Paul, his features knitted together in mock surprise. ‘He’s lived in one of the most beautiful cities in the country for three years. We’ve taken him to London, to Brighton . . . I’ve introduced him to Star Trek marathons and late-night kebabs, and what’s he going to miss most?’ He picked up a half-eaten scone from his plate and waved it in front of Hamad’s face.

			‘What can I say? I’m a man of simple tastes.’

			‘Of course you are. Private jet ready to take you home tomorrow, is it?’

			‘BA, as you well know,’ said Hamad, raising his eyebrows at Freya. ‘I’m so sorry to leave you on your own with this idiot, Frey. You’re sure you won’t come to Doha with me? I can take you away from all this, you know. Just say the word.’

			‘Excuse me, but we’ve got travel plans of our own.’ Paul nodded at the carrier bag. ‘Did you get the guidebooks?’

			‘Just two. I didn’t get one for California. Dad will be able to show us around when we’re there.’

			‘Things better between you?’ Hamad raised his eyebrows.

			‘Kind of. Hard to stay angry with someone when they buy you a round-the-world trip. We both know it’s guilt-funded. As long as I don’t have to meet her.’

			Paul took her hand. ‘We’ll just stay a night or two, and then we’ll go off exploring. No one’s going to make you do anything you don’t want to. Your dad will understand.’

			Freya sat back and sipped her tea. The anxiety was beginning to dissipate, although she sensed it had simply stepped back, rather than disappeared. It had started to build before she’d seen the notice in the window at Antica Bella: someone had pulled at her arm in the bookshop, asking for directions to Newnham College. She’d answered without having to think; the streets and alleyways were mapped out in her head, set down in that first glorious year when she’d swum in the Cam and landed the job at Antica Bella and thought that being at university was the most extraordinary thing in the world. 

			Hamad had been integral to those first carefree months, and then, when she returned after the summer, Paul had come into her world. By then, it had become clear what her role in Hamad’s life was to be, and when Paul had appeared outside the Antica Bella, stumbling through an obviously-rehearsed speech, she had found him irresistible. No one had ever called her extraordinary before. They had quickly become inseparable, the three of them, her happiness complete, until the damp March morning when her father rang, and she had had to ask him to repeat his words, because what he was telling her simply couldn’t be.

			She glanced across at the two of them: Hamad’s neat, dark features made Paul look even messier than he actually was. Unshaven, thick sandy hair flopping into his eyes, jeans that were ripped from an unplanned encounter with a bike rather than any concession to style. A memory popped into her head: her twenty-first birthday, the previous October. She’d woken early and Paul had taken her to King’s College Chapel, where she’d lit a candle and sat among the empty pews and cried, because her birthday card said only Love, Dad. Afterwards the river had carried them away from the city, until Ham had appeared on the bank near Grantchester and helped pull the punt from the water. They’d sat for hours in the Orchard Tea Garden beneath the low October sun, eating scones and drinking hot chocolate, the trees outside ablaze with hundreds of fairy lights.

			‘I’m really sorry, guys, but I’m not going to come tonight.’

			‘Go on, Frey.’ Hamad pushed out his lower lip. ‘It’s our last night.’

			‘I know. I’m sorry. I just . . . I just don’t feel like there’s anything to celebrate. I want it to be the end of term, or the end of a year. Not . . .’ 

			‘I know.’ Paul covered Freya’s hand with his. ‘I can’t believe it either. Three years. Where did that go? But there’s loads to look forward to . . .’ 

			‘For you two,’ said Hamad. ‘Whizzing round the world for three months – with a job to come back to, Frey, and Paul sorted with his course. What’s waiting for me in Doha? Ummi will start introducing me to a procession of dull cousins, none of whom I’ve any intention of marrying, and Baba will just keep on about when I’m going to come and work for him.’

			‘Well at least that will wind Mourad up.’ Freya knew there was little affection between Hamad and his older brother.

			‘There is that.’ He smiled. ‘I’ll have to take my pleasures where I can, I guess.’

			‘You can always sit and count your money.’ Paul shoved his shoulder into Hamad’s. The table jolted; teacups clattered on their saucers. 

			‘If you don’t want to work with your father, start your own business. You’ve got your own income, haven’t you?’

			‘Yes, but . . .’

			‘Ham, you’re rich and well-connected,’ said Paul. ‘From what you say, the possibilities in Doha are endless: buildings shooting up, foreign companies wanting to invest. I may not be Richard Branson, but even I can see it’s got to be a good place to start a business.’

			‘In what, though?’

			‘I don’t know . . . You could open a hotel? You always say there’s nowhere that feels really Middle Eastern in Doha, just big international chains or basic pensions? You could open somewhere different, really authentic.’ Freya thought of Hamad’s eccentric grandmother, famous for her solo travels and extraordinary, anecdote-filled books. ‘Why don’t you talk to Dame Edith? She must have stayed in pretty much every hotel on the planet. She could be your consultant – how cool would that be?’

			‘Oh, she would love that. Can you imagine?’ Hamad arched his left eyebrow. ‘Well, darling, there I was, sipping a mojito in the Long Bar, when in walked Noël Coward . . .’

			Freya burst out laughing. ‘You do her perfectly. Does she know?’

			Hamad shook his head. ‘She might find it funny, but on the other hand . . .’

			‘The Stare of Disdain?’ 

			‘Exactly.’

			‘Terrifying.’ Freya pulled a face. ‘I’ve only ever witnessed that once, but it’s been imprinted on my memory. Have you said your goodbyes?’

			‘We’re having lunch tomorrow. She’s off herself in a couple of weeks. Sailing down the Amazon, some tribe or other that’s caught her eye.’

			‘And she’s how old?’ Paul signalled for the bill.

			‘Seventy-four. I’m hoping I’ve inherited her genes.’

			‘Don’t we all.’ 

			‘Say goodbye from me too,’ said Freya. It was Dame Edith who had brought Ham into her life, striding into Antica Bella in a black, fur-fringed cardigan that swept to her knees, strings of beads piled over her chest, wisps of white hair escaping from a wide grey fedora. She’d settled in opposite Hamad and peered at Freya’s name-badge, firing off questions about whether she was a student, at which college, on which course. It was the first time Freya had witnessed the pace at which the older woman made things happen; within seconds a third chair was brought, the maître d’ had been smoothed over, and the cost of Freya’s shift added to Edith’s bill. 

			She had already been aware of Hamad, much like the rest of her year. The son of a Qatari millionaire, she’d watched him stride mutely across the court, face hidden behind gold-rimmed sunglasses, funnel-necked jacket buttoned up against the unaccustomed cold. Unlike almost everyone else, however, she’d suspected a large part of what lay behind the carefully contrived hauteur was loneliness. He’d walked her home from Antica Bella; the next day he’d turned up outside her room, and the day after that. At first she found it almost overwhelming: the constant questions, the way he’d take her hand and keep hold of it, his body oddly close to hers. 

			‘You won’t disappear, will you?’ She was used to him now, didn’t hear the accent, or find his presence claustrophobic. The concept of personal space was alien to him; it amused her to watch other people stepping back as Hamad moved closer, an awkward, cross-cultural two-step they would giggle about afterwards. ‘We’ll stay friends, won’t we? We’ll still see each other?’

			‘Only if you come to the party. Please? You can’t miss the chance to see Paul in a dinner jacket. He might even look smart.’

			‘I just don’t feel like it. I’m sorry.’

			Paul smiled at her. ‘Don’t worry. No point in coming if you won’t enjoy it. But stay at ours tonight. Everything is in boxes at your house and we’ve barely started. I’ll drive so we won’t be back late. If Hamad’s got lunch with Dame Edith tomorrow, he’s going to need his sleep.’

			She thought how much she loved him, then, that he didn’t try to persuade her she would be better among people, distracted by noise and chatter. She’d tried that in the early days – to readopt the pace her life had moved at before she had noticed how often her mum had headaches, before her speech had begun to falter. She’d spiralled, drinking more, sleeping less, skipping lectures, trying to blot out the grief and the furious regret that the term paper had needed submitting on the very day her mother slipped away. One morning, months after the funeral, she had woken up and been unable to stop crying. It was then that Paul had suggested the counsellor.

			The waitress appeared with the bill. She blushed when Hamad smiled up at her and passed a note, shaking his head at her suggestion of change.

			‘Just as well you’re leaving,’ said Paul as they stood up, ‘You must have dated all the women in this city by now.’

			‘You’re just jealous.’

			‘Why would I be?’ said Paul, slipping an arm around Freya’s shoulders. ‘I’ve got the only one that really counts.’

			‘True,’ said Hamad. ‘Sure I can’t persuade you to come with me?’

			‘And leave this one to his own devices?’ She kissed Paul on the cheek and stretched out her arm to take Hamad’s hand. ‘But you’ll come and see us, right? We’ll all stay friends?’

			‘Stop worrying, Mrs Gloom.’ Hamad pulled her out of Paul’s grasp and hugged her. ‘You two are the only real friends I have. You’ve got me for life.’ 

			*

			Long before the call came, Paul knew he shouldn’t have come to the party. He couldn’t shake the thought of Freya, sitting alone in their messy lounge, surrounded by piles of music magazines and videos and the wonky tower of Diet Coke cans that Ham had carefully assembled over the past months. He’d recognised the anxiety in her face earlier; it still made him angry that she should have had to bear such a crippling loss. These last few months it felt as if she were coming back to him: the funny, feisty girl he had first met in the long queue for Rhodri’s chocolate-coated cappuccinos. She’d had such an energy, an internal freedom that brought a touch of recklessness into his life, a loosening of his stiff, slightly awkward, shoulders. As the weeks passed he had tried increasingly not to mind that she clearly already had a boyfriend, said to be Saudi, or Yemeni, or from somewhere in that part of the world, and whose father, it was rumoured, was funding the new Middle Eastern Studies building.

			‘Is there a Paul Hepworth here?’ A waiter had appeared at the head of the table. 

			He’d known instantly it would be her. He pushed past the chairs, shrugging slightly as Hamad raised his eyebrows. 

			‘Freya?’ 

			‘I’m sorry. I tried your mobile . . .’

			‘There’s no signal up here. Are you OK?’

			‘Not really. I’m really sorry . . .’ She was crying; little gasps of breath broke up her words. 

			‘Don’t be. I’ll come home. I shouldn’t have come.’

			‘I wanted you to. I just . . . I’m all panicky. I thought I’d got past it.’

			‘You have. Things are just weird right now, everything’s changing, and I know . . . well, it’s a difficult time.’ It would be a year next week. Five days after that, the anniversary of the funeral. ‘Put the TV on. I’ll be home before you know it.’

			‘You don’t mind?’

			The odd thing was, he genuinely didn’t. Helping Freya, supporting her; it made him feel older, of some use. The youngest of four, a boy after three girls, he’d been cooed over and mothered throughout his childhood. At times during the first year he’d felt horribly young alongside some of the other boys, worried he’d gone out into the world soft and unformed. And then Freya had come along and provoked a side of himself he hadn’t known existed. She made him feel like a man.

			He placed the receiver back in the cradle; stood for a minute, wondering how long it would take to get a taxi.

			‘Is she OK?’ He turned to see Hamad, his face etched with concern.

			‘A bit upset. Worried about having a panic attack. I’m going to head back.’

			‘Mind if I come with you? This isn’t really my kind of thing. You can drop me at Edith’s if you two would like a bit of space.’

			‘She won’t mind you turning up this late?’

			Hamad grinned. ‘She’ll be sloshing back the whisky with the great and the good. There’s always someone famous sitting in an armchair, trying to keep up with her. I think she measures the calibre of her guests by how much liquor they can put away.’

			‘You must be a great disappointment, then.’

			‘Quite possibly. But we should go – I’ll tell Jed we’re leaving. Get the coats.’

			Paul watched him move towards the dining room, envying the easy confidence that hung from his lean frame. It was a gentle jealousy – he was resigned to it – balanced by the knowledge that Hamad was quite different to the way he was perceived; a seam of vulnerability hidden beneath the cool, slightly arrogant, exterior. He was the other gift Freya had bestowed on Paul; their friendship had easily flexed to include him. At times he found their closeness unusual, even a little exclusive. It would have worried him more if he hadn’t known Hamad’s post-university life would be thousands of miles away, in Doha.

			Outside, the sky was darkening in preparation for a storm, the white scoop of the moon sailing in and out of ominous walls of cloud. Until now he hadn’t really considered what leaving Cambridge would mean. Everything had been about Freya, how she would manage, what they would do. His parents had helped with the deposit on the small flat in Battersea, she’d got her internship at the publishers, Parker & Lyle, the transition was going to be as smooth as he could make it. From now on it would be just the two of them. He realised, with a twinge of guilt, that part of him was pleased at the thought.

			‘It’s going to pour.’ He turned to see Hamad on the other side of the car. ‘Do you want me to drive?’ Hamad asked.

			‘You’re not insured.’

			‘No, but at least I’m sober.’

			‘So am I. I’ve had a couple of beers and maybe a glass of wine, two at most. And there’ll be nothing on the roads at this time.’

			‘I really think . . .’

			‘Look, by the time we’ve debated it we could be halfway home. I’m absolutely fine. Get in, it’s starting to rain.’

			Hamad slid into the passenger seat and pulled the door shut. ‘Now that is something I’m really going to miss.’

			‘Rain and scones. You’re such a freak.’

			‘And you and Freya. Really. I will miss you both.’

			Paul felt a twinge of embarrassment. He wanted to say something similar, but the words felt too sentimental. ‘You’re not going all . . . exotic on me, are you? Remember that whole stiff upper lip thing we talked about?’

			Hamad rolled his eyes. ‘Of course. Sorry. What was I thinking?’

			An easy silence settled between them as Paul swung out of the car park. The sharp turns of the lane frustrated him; it was a relief to get back onto the main road, to be able to push the ball of his foot against the accelerator and feel the car gain pace beneath him.

			‘I will . . .’ He took a breath. ‘I’ll miss you too, you know.’ He glanced at Hamad. ‘You—’

			‘PAUL!’ He saw the dog too late, snatched at the steering wheel; the car lurched across the empty road. The brake flexed beneath his foot but there was nothing, no bite. Lights flooded the windscreen, a colossal weight smacked into the left-hand side of the car. For a moment it was if they were floating across the road, his body pushed forward, knees locked, air thick with shouting. 

			And then, quite suddenly, it was over. The car tipped into a ditch at the side of the road, the engine died; his body smacked hard against the seat. On the windscreen, the rain made translucent veins on the glass. 

			‘Paul? You OK?’

			‘Think so. You?’

			‘Yes.’ Relief swept through him. He looked across. Hamad’s eyes were wide, his breathing noisy in the silence.

			‘Christ. I didn’t see it . . .’ He put his hand to his head. ‘You’re sure you’re OK?’

			‘I need to get out of the car.’ The rain grew louder as Hamad opened the door and slowly levered himself into the darkness. ‘Oh, shit.’

			‘What?’ Paul pushed at the handle, but his fingers wouldn’t grip. ‘What is it?’

			‘The other car,’ said Hamad. ‘We need to call an ambulance.’ 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Doha, Qatar: December 2009

			It was cool, out on the terrace. Hamad stood to let his eyes adjust after the darkness of the empty restaurant below. Across the water, the sculpted towers on West Bay rose up to the thickening skyline, shrouding the morning sunshine in a web of cloud. Something wet fell against his cheek; spots of damp were beginning to freckle the white sleeve of his thobe. He could smell the moisture rising above the diesel fumes and the construction noise echoing off the skeletal building frames that sprouted up from every street in the city. A memory surfaced: piling into the car with his brother and sisters, the cold waters of the wadi rushing around his feet. As a boy, rain had seemed a miraculous occurrence; even as an adult it still brought him a small sense of joy. But not today. Today it could spoil everything.

			‘Where’s Karim?’ He raised his eyebrows at the two Pakistani boys unravelling a canopy on the other side of the terrace. They froze, eyes wide, mouths pursed with uncertainty. The squeal of a drill broke the silence; on the far wall a third man was screwing a hook into the freshly made hole. His head throbbed; the headache that had begun during the argument with Racine was worsening. He’d been aware it was a risk, inviting Paul and Freya for New Year without telling her, but he hadn’t anticipated the anger it would provoke. The day had not begun well.

			‘Coffee, sayyid?’ He turned to see Karim place a swan-necked coffee pot and two lacquered cups onto a table. ‘Do you need an umbrella?’

			Hamad shook his head. ‘Strange weather, isn’t it? You’re still arranging everything to be outside this evening?’

			‘I am. The rains will have passed by late afternoon. The canopy is just a precaution.’

			He took the cup Karim offered. ‘I never knew it rain this late in December. An odd end to an odd year.’

			‘Perhaps a fitting one.’ Karim gestured to the sky. ‘My jaddah always used to say clouds promise, rain delivers. Is that not what you’re hoping to do tonight? Fulfil a promise?’

			‘In a way, I suppose. I just hope it’s what they need, that they can see the possibilities. Paul and Freya have always been such good friends to me and when I saw them in October . . . it was such an awkward evening. I thought it would be a celebration. Freya’s sister getting the all-clear was such wonderful news. But it was obvious something was wrong. And then Paul was so offended . . .’ He winced at the memory: the stilted welcome on the doorstep, Freya’s tear-stained face. She and Paul had tried, unconvincingly, to brush things off; reminisced about Cambridge, listened to his stories about the new hotel he was building in the mountains outside Marrakech. He hadn’t mentioned Racine’s unexpected move to Morocco, or Edith’s equally shocking revelation. It was only later, when Paul had gone to bed, still bristling from their unfortunate exchange, that he and Freya had begun to tell each other the truth.

			‘You had your own problems to deal with at that time,’ said Karim. ‘Racine moving to Morocco, it was a big adjustment.’

			‘It was a joint decision,’ said Hamad unconvincingly. ‘Doha’s not an ideal city for someone with a career in the wine industry. A year as Chief Sommelier at the Nanda was a great opportunity for her. But this hotel in Marrakech – it’s selling itself as the most luxurious in the whole country. It’s a big step forward in her career.’

			‘I don’t understand why she works at all. Her father owns half of Bordeaux . . .’

			‘You do know, because I’ve explained it in the past. She works because she wants to, because she doesn’t just want to live off her father’s money – or mine. You of all people know how different that is to most of the women I’ve been with.’

			‘Of course.’

			Hamad wished he hadn’t spoken. It happened sometimes, a reminder that Karim was an employee, not a friend, however many years they went back. He glanced at him; the first strands of grey were appearing at his temples, poking out from beneath the neat ghutra. He didn’t want Karim to age; wanted him to stay the gap-toothed son of the chauffeur, who screamed with delight when the two of them spun through the jets of water from his father’s hosepipe, and who adored him with a devotion that went some way to making up for Mourad’s lack of brotherly affection. 

			‘It is a shame your grandmother couldn’t have been here.’

			‘Edith?’ He sighed. ‘She’s just not well enough.’

			‘Does she know of your plans?’

			‘Some of it. You know how persistent she can be. I’ve told her we’ll be in Marrakech the day after tomorrow, and that I have a proposition for her. I suspect she thinks I’m going to try and persuade her to move to Doha again.’

			‘This would not be welcome?’

			‘Last time I suggested it, she said if she wanted to live in a shopping mall she’d pitch a tent in Galeries Lafayette.’ 

			Karim smiled. ‘I expect people would pay money to see that.’

			‘I might suggest it to her as a business venture.’ He shook his head. ‘But I understand her not wanting to move, she’s much loved in Morocco. The turn-out for her eighty-fifth proved that. Mustapha Chenouf called her “the grande dame of Marrakech” in his speech. He’s looking frailer these days.’

			‘Not everyone can have your grandmother’s verve.’

			‘Indeed.’ Hamad thought back to the party: he’d personally overseen all the arrangements, designed a menu that represented each epoch of her life, booked out an entire wing of La Mamounia for guests from overseas. He’d known that neither his sisters nor Mourad would come; an air of mutual distrust existed between Edith and the rest of his family. He’d rather liked the feeling of being the only person at the party who had a real claim to her, among the motley mix of expats and djellaba-clad Moroccans who made up his grandmother’s circle. Which was why the revelation that she had another grandson, casually announced on the morning of the party, had come as such a shock.

			‘You don’t think she’ll be . . . offended that you didn’t ask her advice about buying the Farzi houses? If the family are as well-known in Marrakech as you say, she probably would have known them.’

			Hamad watched as the boys began to unpack three large cardboard boxes, unravelling strings of fairy lights and thick pillar candles. ‘It was a complicated enough process without involving Edith,’ he said, moving towards the wide mosaic table, covered with three flat packages encased in bubble-wrap. ‘Between you and me, if it was any other deal I’d have walked away weeks ago. The Moroccan way of doing business is not ours. But . . . I don’t know. They were the right houses, Karim. It may not be the tidiest deal I have ever done, but I felt them to be mine – or rather Racine’s – from the moment I first walked into the courtyard. Omar Farzi knew that. He told me Allah had brought me to their door.’

			Karim snorted. ‘You know what my jaddah would have said? A wise man trusts in Allah, but he will always tie his camel first.’

			‘Your grandmother is a wise woman. Perhaps I should bring her in on my next deal. She and Edith would make a fierce negotiating team.’ He pulled a framed photograph from the wrap and looked at it: a crumbling door in a Moroccan archway, studded with diamond-shaped bolts. ‘Hang this one on the left. Then the yellow one in the middle. Then the blue.’

			‘Of course.’ Karim glanced at his phone. ‘The car is ready whenever you are. If you want to see Racine before we go to the airport . . .’

			‘I think it would be . . . advisable.’ Hamad smiled ruefully. ‘She was more than a little unimpressed earlier. Perhaps I should have told her sooner that Paul and Freya were coming.’ He thought of the last time he had seen Freya: mascara-smudged eyes, dark shadows beneath them. ‘I hope things are better between them.’

			Karim raised his eyebrows. ‘But then perhaps they won’t need what you’re offering? Won’t want it?’

			Hamad placed the print back in its wrapping and moved towards the stairs. ‘She said they needed a change, Karim. Isn’t that exactly what I’m offering? It’s an amazing possibility for both of them – for all of us. There’s no way they’ll be able to say no.’ 

			*

			It felt good to be getting away. Freya tipped her face to the window; a cornflower sky yawned back at her. Far below, the dirt-yellow wastes of the Saudi Arabian desert rippled across the surface of the earth. How long was it since they had last been in Doha? Eighteen months? She smiled, remembering the trip to the camel farm, her and Paul clinging on as the animal swayed and bobbed beneath them, Hamad and Karim laughing as if they had never seen anything quite so hilarious. It was just before Racine had moved to the city; Freya had been guiltily delighted that the weekend had just been the three of them. She’d known, even then, that Racine was going to be different to all the women who had come before.

			‘You would like breakfast, madame?’

			‘Thank you.’ She glanced at Paul, his face half hidden by an eye mask. ‘Dead to the world.’

			‘Just press the call button if he’d like something when he wakes up.’

			Freya nodded, stretched out her legs and began to rotate her ankles. She hoped he’d sleep a little longer. The sense of solitude was pleasing; a chance to try to soothe the anxiety that had been flickering ever since they’d got home from spending Christmas at her sister’s. It should have been the happiest in years – Ali glowing with health, the kids fizzing with energy, Simon looking ten years younger, released from relentless anxiety about what the future might hold. Even though it had been over two months since Ali had been given the all-clear, it still felt new, as if none of them could quite believe the cancer could genuinely be consigned to the past. It was a long time since she’d been around such easy contentment. She’d been ashamed at how envious she had felt.

			Somehow, that day in October had changed everything. She hadn’t expected the elation to evaporate so quickly, driven home from the oncology clinic light with happiness, planning the evening’s reunion with Hamad. When Paul had come through the door she’d almost bounced with relief as she told him the news, expecting his delight to match her own. Instead, his low-key reaction had left her infuriated: Does this mean I get you back? He’d realised immediately that she’d taken it as accusatory, insisting that he had simply missed her. But it was the spark she needed to unleash all the agitation that had been building for weeks. She called him selfish, heartless, accused him of not caring about her sister. She knew the words weren’t really fair. They were still hanging in the air when Hamad had arrived on the doorstep.

			She rather suspected that his invitation to spend New Year in Doha was a result of what she had told him that night. The memory of it was slightly blurred, but she remembered talking about the miscarriage and the pressure of caring for Ali, about the merger of Paul’s firm and how he’d struggled with the changes. She wasn’t sure Hamad had quite understood what she was trying to say, didn’t know if she could define it herself. It wasn’t as if they rowed constantly, more that they had simply disengaged from each other, too caught up in their own lives to offer the support the other needed. Christmas with Ali’s family had been a distraction, but she suspected New Year’s Eve would have seen them asleep on the sofa before midnight, a half-drunk bottle of prosecco warming on the coffee table, fireworks exploding on an unwatched TV. 

			‘Did I miss breakfast?’ She turned to see Paul’s face, bleary with sleep. He peered at her tray. ‘Ooh, smoked salmon and scrambled egg. Nice.’ He stretched out an arm to press the call button. ‘I might have some champagne.’

			‘It’s only ten o clock.’

			‘Come on, Frey. We’re on holiday. I’ve been looking forward to this for weeks.’ He smiled at the stewardess. ‘Good morning. We’d like a couple of glasses of champagne please. Starting as we mean to go on.’

			‘Quite right too.’ The woman disappeared back behind the curtain.

			He planted a kiss on her cheek and grinned. ‘Let’s get squiffs. Remember when we went to Berlin? We’d spent so long in the bar at Stansted we couldn’t remember the name of the hotel. What was it in the end?’

			‘The Hotel Berlin.’ She laughed at the memory; it was good to be reminded of those days. Sometimes, recently, it felt as if everything he did irritated her, even when he was doing nothing at all. He’d been so odd the last few weeks; distracted, almost monosyllabic, and then suddenly there would be a gesture – a meal out, a night away – when he would make her laugh and compliment her and they would drink too much wine and have unexpectedly intense sex. She felt unbalanced, as if she were trying to reconnect with the couple they had been before Ali got sick, before the miscarriage, only to find that those people no longer quite existed. 

			*

			‘I can’t stop thinking about this business proposition, or whatever it is,’ she said, sipping the champagne. ‘Do you think he’s going to offer you a job? You could design his next hotel.’

			‘Don’t think I haven’t fantasised about that.’ Paul shook his head. ‘But projects on that scale need an army of architects. And I’m not sure he’d be the easiest man to work for.’

			‘That’s a bit mean.’

			‘Not at all. I just mean that you don’t get to be as successful as Hamad without being a bit of a control freak. He’s built Nanda Hotels up from nothing in ten years, and that’s because he’s involved in every single detail. I know he has Karim, and probably hundreds of lackeys to do all the legwork. But whenever we talk about business, I’m always amazed at how intricately he knows every property and every deal. He lives and breathes Nanda. I wish I had half his focus.’

			Freya laid a hand on his arm. ‘Don’t start thinking about work. There’s no point in worrying about things until you’re back in the office. And you said things were going well with the project in Lyon . . .’

			‘Let’s not talk about that right now.’ 

			‘And you and Hamad? Things are OK with you two?’

			‘Of course. It was months ago, Frey, and like I said at the time, it was something and nothing. You know Hamad, he doesn’t have that English sensibility, just weighs in with whatever he’s thinking. No subtlety. But it’s all forgotten now.’ 

			‘And of course you’re such a master of diplomacy yourself.’ She smiled to show she was joking.

			He grinned. ‘Most of the time. And the rest of it I have you to stop me from being a complete pompous arse. You love me, right?’

			‘Of course I do, you idiot.’ 

			She looked at him. The skin around his eyes had begun to crinkle when he smiled; tiny, jagged crevices that she could see sometimes late at night, or first thing in the morning. They were recent; life slowly pencilling its presence on his features. ‘I wonder if Racine will be there too. Did Hamad mention her in his emails?’

			‘What, apart from the fact she’s moved to Marrakech?’ He shook his head. ‘I suspect she’s gone the way of all the Al-Bouskri women. Apart from you, of course.’

			‘I’m hardly one of his women.’

			‘Not even just a little?’ He leant his chin on his palm and batted his eyelashes at her. ‘Oh, Ham. You’re so wise. So thoughtful.’ 

			‘Shut up.’ She laughed in spite of herself. ‘Well, I won’t be sorry if she’s no longer on the scene. I still feel guilty about that time you ended up having dinner with her.’

			‘Rightly so, longest night of my life.’ He poked her. ‘I still owe you for that, ducking out at the last minute . . .’

			‘I didn’t duck out.’ She hadn’t meant to snap. ‘I told you, Ali got an infection . . .’

			‘All right, all right.’ He settled back in his chair. ‘I was just joking. Blimey.’

			Before she could reply, a bright English voice burst over the PA system. A wave of energy rippled through the cabin: seatbelts clicking together, feet wriggled into newly tight shoes, papers gathered up. Freya peered out of the window. The outskirts of the city were beginning to mushroom up from beneath the desert landscape, ribbons of road snaking towards the gleaming towers and squat, cavernous malls. She closed her eyes and tried to ignore the irritation, praying instead that whatever Hamad had in store would be enough to jolt them out of their current difficulties and set them on a road to something new.

			*

			She saw Karim first, waiting in front of a black Mercedes, deep in conversation with a woman in a neat grey suit, hair swept up, lips a bold gash of scarlet. As they drew closer, the rear door of the Mercedes opened and Hamad sprang from the car, grinning like an overexcited child.

			‘Surprise!’ Before Freya could speak, he had pulled her towards him, his beard bristly against her cheek. ‘Welcome back to Doha. It’s wonderful to see you.’ He shook Paul’s hand and turned towards Karim. ‘Take their bags, would you? This is Rhea, she’ll escort you to the hotel. How was your flight? Did you get any sleep?’

			‘When I could stop this one chattering about your mystery business proposition.’ Paul slipped his arm around Freya. She rolled her eyes at Hamad, trying to adjust to the sight of him cloaked in the white thobe, face shaded by the red and white cloth of the ghutra.

			‘I just want to know what you’ve got up your sleeve. Won’t you tell us, now you’re here?’

			‘In the middle of a car park?’ He winked at Paul. ‘I see patience is still not one of her strong suits.’

			‘I am here, you know.’ She pushed him gently. A look of horror passed across Rhea’s face.

			‘You see, Rhea, how disrespectfully they treat me?’ Hamad raised his eyebrows at Freya. ‘I’m tremendously important and powerful out here, you know. Do try and remember that.’

			‘Right, yes.’ She pulled a face. ‘Of course, your worshipful highness.’ 

			‘Rhea, forget the suites. I’m sure there’s some box room you can find for them both. Don’t waste any of the good rooms on such ungrateful friends.’ He gestured towards the limousine. ‘Seriously, I have to go. I have a meeting at three. But Racine and I will meet you in the lobby at seven.’

			Paul raised his eyebrows. ‘Racine’s here?’

			‘I know.’ Hamad grinned. ‘Had to pull quite a few strings to get the Palais to give her a few days off . . . They seemed to think tonight was going to be busy, for some reason or other. But I wanted you all to be here, for us to see in 2010 together. I think it’s going to be an extraordinary year for all of us.’ He glanced at Freya. ‘And no, I’m not saying any more than that.’ 

			Paul nodded and moved to the other side of the car. Hamad pulled Freya towards him. ‘How are things?’

			‘They’re OK. It’s good to get away, though. I think we both need a break. You? Things OK with Racine?’

			‘Good. Very good. All will be revealed tonight.’ He clicked open the passenger door; she slipped in beside Paul. ‘Get some sleep, both of you. I’ll see you later.’

			Freya let her body fall back against the soft leather seat. The road stretched ahead, jammed with gleaming 4x4s, a discordant chorus of horns muffled by the tinted windows. As the towers of West Bay came into view, the traffic parted unexpectedly to reveal a flock of wooden dhows, clustered in the harbour, the stark white lines of the Museum of Islamic Art carved into the horizon, flanked by palm trees. She became aware that there were men everywhere, hundreds of them, sitting in tight huddles on the grass verges, thin, wiry bodies crammed into the wooden seats, some picnicking on the roundabout.

			‘Friday.’ Rhea’s voice was dismissive. ‘The Nepalese, the Filipinos – it’s their day off. They bring food, sit on their haunches and just talk, talk, talk – all day. Like rabbits.’ 

			Paul raised his eyebrows at Freya; she shook her head, glad they shared the same sense of discomfort. ‘Everyone’s allowed time off,’ he said mildly.

			Rhea tutted. ‘But they make the city look such a mess, don’t you think?’

			Freya placed a hand on Paul’s knee. ‘Let it go,’ she mouthed. He pulled a face, squeezing his lips together and wrinkling his nose; he looked so ridiculous that she burst out laughing. Rhea’s back stiffened.

			When the car finally drew up at the hotel, Freya barely noticed the towering octagonal lobby, shimmering with gold leaf, or the wide marble corridor that led to their suites. She was aware Rhea was talking, but her mind was increasingly fogged by sleep; she wanted to slip under the duvet, feel Paul’s body beside her, try to find some unspoken connection that would ground them both. Finally the door clicked shut and she sank gratefully onto the bed.

			‘Two suites?’

			‘You know why. If Hamad wants to come and hang out, it’s more appropriate that it’s my suite rather than ours.’

			She nodded sleepily. ‘Your place or mine, then?’ 

			‘Look, we’re both so tired, why don’t we take advantage of the space and get some shut-eye in our own suites?’ He bent down to kiss her. ‘They’ve already put my suitcase in the other room, so I may as well go in there. I’ll set an alarm for five. Sleep tight.’

			He was gone before she had a chance to reply. As the door clicked shut, she glanced around the room; dove-grey armchairs filled with cream silk cushions, a bottle of Krug in an ice-bucket, copies of Vogue and Tatler fanned out beneath a vase of stargazer lilies. A pair of silk pyjamas were folded on the pillow; she pulled off her dress and slipped them on, the material like gossamer against her skin.

			Sleep failed to materialise. She felt unsettled; by the unexpected presence of Racine, by Hamad’s impending proposition, by Paul’s desire to sleep alone. After half an hour she switched on the light and pulled a book from her suitcase, her eyelids drooping as the words fused together. She was too tired to concentrate. Perhaps Paul was awake too. She could slip in next to him, feel the warm of his body against hers; they could have slow, semi-conscious sex. 

			She slipped out of bed and padded across the room. The door handle was cold to the touch, the room beyond it swathed in darkness. She was halfway towards the bed before the silence became meaningful; as her eyes adjusted, she realised the cushions were still arranged neatly against the pillows, the duvet as smooth as when they had walked in. On the opposite side of the room, Paul’s suitcase stood unopened by the wardrobe. Nothing had been touched, nothing disturbed. It was as if he had simply vanished.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			‘It’s quite a sight, non?’

			Freya followed Racine’s gaze along the jetty. At the very end, beyond where Paul and Hamad stood talking, a curved building twisted up out of the water, each floor wrapping around the next, occasional pools of light heightening the structure’s elegant sweep. It contrasted perfectly with the skyline behind – square-shouldered peaks that rose and fell along the horizon, winking and glittering above the inky waters of the Arabian Sea.

			‘It’s extraordinary. I’m sure it wasn’t there last time we were here. But then every time I come the city looks different, new buildings seem to appear at an astonishing rate.’

			‘You like Doha? You and your husband?’

			‘We just come to see Ham, really.’ Freya glanced ahead to where the two men were silhouetted against the night sky; Paul, all limbs and angles, Hamad cloaked in white. ‘You don’t like it?’

			Racine shook her head. ‘Doha thinks it’s the future, but to me it always feels like a city without a past. I find it soulless. For a place to feel, for a place to really be, it must value its history, the place from which it came. Don’t you think?’

			‘I do.’ She glanced at the Frenchwoman, her long legs cloaked in wide black trousers, her upper body draped in burnt-orange silk. There was something extraordinary about her; a combination of height and the carelessly elegant way she moved. Freya was painfully aware that much of her ambivalence about Racine stemmed from the feelings of inadequacy she provoked. ‘Is that why you moved to Marrakech? To be somewhere more real?’

			She slipped her arm through Freya’s. It felt oddly conspiratorial. ‘Perhaps. When I first came to Doha I thought it would be so exotic, such an adventure. I imagined being surrounded by fascinating people, who would open up new possibilities, introduce me to new ideas. But all that really matters here is money. Making it, spending it. Who has the most. Don’t be misled by the lights and the spec­tacle. It’s just a small town, in many ways as predictable as provincial France.’

			‘So Marrakech suits you better?’

			‘For now. It’s not somewhere I’d ever thought to live, but sometimes . . . things just happen, don’t you find?’ She glanced out towards the twinkling skyline. ‘It was sheer chance that Maxim, the general manager of the Palais du Jardin, stayed at the Nanda. We were discussing wine, and when I told him my father was Michel Delacroix, that in time I’m going to make Château Delacroix the most prestigious wine house in France, he just laughed and asked me what I was doing in Doha. And I had no answer.’

			‘Apart from Hamad.’

			‘Of course.’ The words came a little too fast. ‘But he was right, you know? I can’t make the right contacts or build the kind of relationships in the industry that I need to from here. Marrakech is different, it’s awash with French expats, of exactly the right kind.’

			‘What kind is that?’

			‘Moneyed, obviously. But fashionable, you know? Early adopters, style arbiters – people who want to know what the next big thing is going to be, and get involved ahead of the curve. My father’s wine is good, it sells well and we’ve won some small prizes. But I want to make it so much more. So a year, maybe two, in Marrakech, and then home to Lyon. We’ll work together, he and I. Make Château Delacroix one of the most famous brands in France.’

			‘We had a great weekend in Marrakech, years ago,’ said Freya, as Hamad and Paul walked towards them. ‘Stayed in a – what do they call them? – riad? An old town house, they’d done it up really beautifully, it was right in the middle of the medina.’ She reached for Paul’s hand. ‘What was it called?’

			‘Riad Noga,’ he said, smiling. ‘It had a fabulous roof terrace. We smuggled a bottle of fizz up there on our last night, remember?’

			‘You cut the bottom off two water bottles to make champagne saucers. I thought you were a genius.’

			‘I didn’t know you were such a romantic,’ said Racine, glancing at Paul. 

			‘Resourceful, perhaps, rather than romantic,’ said Hamad.

			Paul laughed. ‘Damned with faint praise.’

			‘Not at all.’ Freya leant across to plant a kiss on his cheek. ‘He can be very romantic when he wants to be.’

			Hamad winked at her. ‘I’m glad to hear it.’ 

			Freya noticed a flicker of irritation pass across Paul’s face. There was an edge to the evening. It had been there from the moment they had met; the first awkward moments of small-talk undercut by something less easy to define. Racine’s lukewarm greeting had left Freya in little doubt that she was unimpressed by their appearance in Doha, but she had sensed something more: a general jitteriness that seemed to make every comment feel more pointed than it might otherwise have been. She thought of Paul’s empty room, the unasked question still sharp in her mind. 

			‘Shall we go in?’ Hamad stepped forward and extended his hand to Racine.

			‘Bien sûr.’

			Freya watched them disappear through the double-height doors. ‘She’s quite the girl.’

			‘You two looked thick as thieves. What was she saying to you?’

			‘Nothing much. How dull Doha was. How dull France was. I think we’d have got on to how dull Ham was if I hadn’t changed the subject.’

			Paul said nothing.

			An image of the undisturbed duvet rose in her mind. ‘You look tired. I thought you said you slept well?’

			‘I did.’

			She glanced at him; it was too late to ask now. She should have said it back in the suite, when he’d made her leap with surprise by appearing on the other side of the shower door. But he’d spoken before she even had time to frame the question, yawning and stretching and saying he felt refreshed. The question was hot on her tongue, but she had sensed a risk, the possibility of a disagreement. It wasn’t fair to do it to Hamad again.

			‘Mr and Mrs Hepworth, good evening.’ She hadn’t noticed Karim, standing mutely on the other side of the door. ‘Would you like to come this way?’

			She felt Paul move beside her, followed him into the unlit restaurant. Inside, a dozen round tables were laid for dinner; cutlery glinting in the half-light. On the far side of the room, two flares threw spirals of light up a wide, curving staircase.

			‘Are we the only ones here?’

			Karim nodded. ‘The restaurant isn’t actually open yet, but the owner is a friend . . . If you’ll just follow me up to the terrace . . .’

			‘More theatrics,’ Paul muttered. ‘Do you think there’s any chance of him actually telling us what all this is about?’ 

			‘He’ll tell us when he’s ready.’ She couldn’t dislodge the image of the undisturbed bed. ‘People like to have secrets, don’t they?’

			*

			Freya had to admit Paul wasn’t wrong about the theatrics. The whole terrace sparkled with hundreds of tiny lights, running along the walls, tumbling from the edges of the canopy, trickling through potted palms and miniature olive trees. In the centre, a table was set for dinner; beyond it, Hamad was standing beside a square of wall covered by a black curtain, twitching slightly in the breeze.

			‘So, what do you think?’ He nodded at Karim to hand out glasses of champagne and beamed at Freya. ‘An acceptable spot to see in the new year?’

			‘I don’t know, Ham, you could have made a bit of an effort.’ Paul took a glass and slipped his arm around Freya’s shoulders. ‘We came all this way . . .’

			‘Ignore him, it’s beautiful.’ She watched Hamad pull Racine towards him and drop a kiss on her cheek. ‘Does this mean . . . ?’

			‘It does. Finally, I can reveal my proposal.’ Hamad nodded at Karim, who unhooked the curtain and flicked a switch. A row of spotlights snapped on, illuminating three wide canvases. ‘Come and look at these photos. Tell me what you see.’

			Freya stepped forward. The first photograph was a carved wooden door, studded with rusty bronze diamonds, and with a small, round keyhole. The second was barely a door at all, just a slab of rotted wood that seemed to have bled into the pinkish-grey walls that flanked it. The last was more of a gate, blue paint flaking off to reveal the wood below, the top half framed by a rounded arch that looked vaguely Moroccan.

			‘Is that Marrakech?’ She realised Racine was next to her, her scent, a sharp, clean citrus, perfuming the air. ‘Have you become patron to some struggling Moroccan photo-artist?’

			‘I’ve not become a patron to anyone.’ He glanced at Paul. ‘I’m interested in what you see.’

			‘That it’s a miracle any of the buildings are still standing?’ Paul moved past Freya and peered at the photos. ‘That . . . all the doors belong to the same house?’

			‘That’s uncanny. Although they’re not one house, not yet. At the moment they’re separate but interconnected riads – just like the one you stayed at – in the oldest part of Marrakech medina. They’ve been owned by the same family, the Farzis, for at least a century. But not any more.’ He paused. ‘Now they belong to me.’

			‘Quoi?’

			Hamad winked at Freya. ‘I’ve done the impossible. Shocked the unshockable Mademoiselle Delacroix.’ 

			‘You’ve bought three houses in Marrakech? What for?’

			‘For you.’ He took Racine’s hands and pulled her towards him. ‘Because it’s where you live, for now. And so I have bought us a home there. A real home, somewhere that you can design and create to be exactly as you want it to be. And who better to design it with –’ he turned – ‘than my very good friend and renowned architect, Mr Paul Hepworth?’

			Freya spun round to see Paul’s face, wide with astonishment. ‘I’m sorry?’

			‘My very good friend –’ Hamad moved towards him, clapped an arm around his shoulders – ‘and renowned architect, Mr Paul Hepworth. I’m offering you a job. In Marrakech. On what will be, what has the potential to become, the most beautiful houses that the city has ever seen. I’ve got to be honest, they’re in a bit of a state now – well, two of them are. Back in the day they were the most ornate, the richest in the whole medina. They can be that again. There’s no budget for this project, no limits on what can you do. They come with a few . . . conditions, but nothing major. Basically, they can be whatever you and Racine want them to be.’

			‘Oh my God. You’re serious?’ Paul shook his head slowly. ‘Of all the things I thought you were going to say . . . I’m speechless.’

			‘In a good way?’ Hamad winked at Freya.

			‘Of course. I mean, what an amazing opportunity, Ham. Just incredible. I just . . . I don’t think, if I’m honest, I can take you up on it. But that doesn’t mean I’m not . . . I don’t know . . . flattered. Honoured. I just don’t really do freelance projects. Work’s so busy with this new project in Lyon . . .’

			‘But isn’t that an office complex?’ Hamad frowned. ‘I’m talking about the chance to do something really extraordinary, truly creative. That’s what you’ve always wanted, isn’t it? I know you haven’t been happy there since the merger, that you don’t feel they value you.’

			‘Who said I don’t feel valued?’ Paul glared at Freya.

			‘Well, whether you do or you don’t, they’ll never offer you an opportunity like this. It will catapult your name into another league. If you don’t want to leave, I’m sure they’d give you a sabbatical. It’s the kind of project any firm would want to be associated with. There’ll be nothing in Marrakech – in the whole of Morocco – to match it.’

			‘I still can’t believe you bought me three houses.’ There was a palpable disbelief in Racine’s voice that Freya found oddly touching. ‘It’s the most incredible thing anyone’s ever done for me.’

			‘But what about Freya?’ Hamad slipped an arm around her shoulders. ‘I know what you’re thinking. What will I do while Paul is in Marrakech? Is Hamad crazy?’ She smiled awkwardly. ‘On the contrary. While Paul is working his magic on the houses, I thought you might like to do something similar with my grandmother’s life story. I talked to Edith about it after her birthday. She wants to write her autobiography. Or rather, she wants someone else to. And I thought of you.’

			‘Me?’

			‘You.’

			‘But I’m not a writer, I’m an editor. And anyway, didn’t you tell me she’s always said autobiographies were only for . . . What was it?’

			‘Egomaniacs and megalomaniacs.’ He grinned. ‘She did indeed say that. But things change. Her health is starting to fail and I think she’s realising that if she doesn’t set things down, a lot of her achievements will simply be forgotten. It’s not like fiction, Frey, there are her diaries and she’s agreed that you could interview her over a period of months.’

			‘You’ve suggested me already?’

			‘I have. She loved the idea. And since she lives at La Mamounia – in Marrakech – it’s perfect.’

			‘She lives at La Mamounia?’ Freya raised her eyebrows. ‘Isn’t that a hotel?’

			‘It is. The most beautiful in Morocco.’

			Racine tapped her ring against her glass. ‘Until the Palais du Jardin opened its doors.’ 

			Hamad laughed. ‘We disagree on this. But I have to remain loyal to Mamounia – Edith wouldn’t let me say anything else.’

			‘I’ve never known anyone live in a hotel,’ said Paul. ‘How gloriously old-days-of-the-Raj.’

			‘It works for both parties,’ said Hamad. ‘It gives her a kind of eccentrically regal status, which she loves, and when she’s well enough, the hotel wheels her out for dinners and talks. They call her “the last of the great women travellers”.’

			‘Which is exactly what she is,’ said Freya, beaming at Hamad. ‘You know I’ve always been a huge fan of hers. Read all her books. What an amazing opportunity. I can’t believe you’re serious.’

			‘I’ve never been more serious about anything,’ said Hamad. ‘The more I thought about it, the more perfect it all seemed. So what do you think? Come on, Paul, at least say you’ll consider it?’ 

			‘Of course I will.’ He drained his champagne glass. ‘It’s just so . . . unexpected. We wondered if you were going to suggest something in Doha, but I never dreamt of Marrakech. We’ll definitely think about it.’

			Freya raised her eyebrows. ‘I’m not sure there’s anything to think about.’

			‘There’s a huge amount to consider. Not just our jobs, but . . .’

			‘Look, let’s not spoil tonight with practicalities.’ Hamad nodded at Karim, who pulled out a chair for Freya and lifted the napkin to place in her lap. ‘And you need more information, too, before you can make such a big decision. Which is why I’ve arranged for the jet to take us all to Marrakech tomorrow evening. Racine has to head back anyway, so I thought we’d all go, take a look at the houses, drop in on Edith.’ He settled in at the head of the table and raised his eyebrows at Paul. ‘Does that sound like a plan? Good, I’m starving. Let’s eat.’
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In an unfamiliar city, how will she recognise the truth?
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