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Prologue

Bardy

I was adored once too

She was a golden yellow. 

That luminous tone that sits between the glistening hue of honey and a wheatfield caught in the slanting rays of an August evening. He saw it as soon as he met her. He wonders sometimes if he glimpsed it, turned to the glow, even before she walked into his classroom: dull-red exercise books held in the crook of her arm, spines nestled against her hip.

She had introduced herself – Miss Anderson… Hana – a new teacher, like him. She laughed at his name. Most did. Then she left for her own classroom, his life changed forever. 

He dips into the memory of the colour like the painter he isn’t. She was the artist, had taught him so much about colour. But she never quite understood when he tried to tell her how he saw certain people. Instead she laughed and later – weeks, months later – had turned her head towards him on the pillow and asked if he experienced things in colour. He smiled and shrugged a nod. Sometimes. 

‘Sex?’ she asked, stretching like a cat beside him. 

He just reached for her, unsure if she would laugh at him again. 

But he knew that sex with her started with the blue of a Slovenian lake made turquoise with the richness of lime, that it strengthened to ultramarine until there was a purple so deep he was lost in it.




THIRTY-NINE YEARS LATER

North Norfolk

Spring




Chapter 1

Kate

To be or not to be

To be or not to be…

That is all that is written on the orange card. Six little words. Nothing more. Kate scans the rest of the noticeboard for a clue. There are the usual advertisements for toddler groups, RNLI bake sales and pilates. A testament to the customers who gather in this small Italian-style coffee shop. Locals, in the winter months; incomers, in the summer months or when the sweep of migration draws the birders in their flocks. She turns her attention back to the noticeboard. 

Reflexology. 

Yoga for Dogs. 

Kate smiles. 

But there is nothing that sheds any light on the orange notice. She glances over her shoulder to the young girl behind the counter, tempted to ask her. But she has her head down, texting on her phone. Or is she filming herself? 

The owner, Luigi, appears from the back. ‘Phone!’ he barks at the girl who flicks it into her apron pocket with a fluid twist of the hand.

‘I wasn’t!’ she declares, eyes wide, head shimmering with indignant shakes.

‘Tay, you know the rules.’

‘Chill out,’ she mutters, head ducked low. But her voice holds the suspicion of a grin that Kate cannot see, although she spots the answering ghost of a smile on Luigi’s face. 

I bet he likes having her around. I bet it makes him feel alive.

Kate looks around at the café, with its speckled marbled tabletops circled by chairs painted duck-egg blue or teal. Along one wall is a long bench filled with orange and turquoise patterned cushions, a long wooden table set in front of it, ready for larger groups. On the wall in pale ash frames are retro posters of colourful houses, spilling into Mediterranean seas, and behind the counter, a large, square oil painting of lemons, their skins flecked with sunshine. She fleetingly wonders if there will come a time when the café will start to look dated and tired. Luigi has not changed a single thing in here since his wife, Tina, died four years ago. The espresso cups she collected, still hang from hooks below a shelf stacked with the café’s terracotta and white china.

If the time comes, perhaps Tay – she thinks that’s what Luigi called her – will sort it out for him. 

‘Now that is the question.’

‘I’m sorry?’ Startled, Kate turns to the woman who is standing beside her. She didn’t hear the woman, and a man she presumes to be her husband, come in. 

‘To be or not to be, that is the question,’ the woman repeats, smiling at Kate. She looks to be in her late seventies, wrapped up against the wind and squally rain – it’s late March – but not a birder, Kate decides. Smart mac and black boots. 

‘Ah, Shakespeare,’ her husband proclaims, joining them.

The woman raises an eyebrow at Kate, ‘Yes, Leonard, I think we gathered that.’

‘I was wondering what it—’ Kate starts.

Leonard’s words roll over hers, flattening them. ‘Hamlet of course. He is talking about life. “To BE or not to BE” coffee and cake?’ he continues all in one breath.

He doesn’t wait for an answer and his wife’s eyes follow him as he bustles towards the counter.

‘Are you married?’ she asks Kate, still watching him.

‘Divorced,’ Kate replies, with more relief than regret.

‘Wise,’ the woman comments, looking at her husband who is gesticulating at each cake in turn.

‘Coffee, or blueberry and almond? Or there are brownies? Don’t much like the look of the carrot cake,’ Leonard calls, oblivious of Tay’s eye roll.

‘Coffee,’ the woman responds, smiling at Tay. She continues, reflectively, ‘When you were married did you ever have dreams where you were hitting your husband over the head with a frying pan?’

Kate laughs. ‘No, can’t say I did.’ 

She had thought a lot of things about Doug, or Dougie as he now likes to be called. But that hadn’t been one of them. ‘Do you?’ she enquires. 

‘Oh, yes, I often dream that,’ the woman says mildly. She leans in closer as she moves away. ‘And sometimes, I’m not even asleep.’ 

Kate smiles at the memory of this as she collects her bicycle from where it is propped beside the café wall. She takes the narrow road leading from the square at the top of the town, down to the harbour. The rain has stopped – as she hoped it would – and as she sails past the fishing boats lining the quay she can see that the sun is doing its best to break through. She steers her bike between the boat sheds and the lobster hatchery, snaking between the puddles. Then she is out, following the creek, leaving the town behind her, heading into the world she loves – the marshlands. 

First comes the freshwater marsh protected from the sea by the great shingle banks and seawalls so ancient they are protruding green ribs within the body of the landscape. Water in the pools and reedbeds rise and fall with the breath of the seasons and in time to the creak and clank of the dyke sluice gates. But saltwater is crafty and it creeps in through the creeks and tributaries. Still, it pays its dues for this invasion – the saltmarsh that it brings protects this lowland like nothing else does from its sister the sea.

Within this land and rising above it in the vast skies are the birds. Some are true home-birds that will never leave until death claims them; some are visitors, happy to stay awhile. A few have got lost and made their home here, accepted neighbours – only exotic to the birders. While others are passage migrants, journeying through on their way to far-flung lands. Today the pink-footed geese are leaving, the long lazy V that drifts across the sky a mirage masking the hard honking work of leaders constantly changing places at the tip of an arrow pointing north.

Kate watches the retreating silhouettes through narrowed eyes and wonders if she is now a home-bird. This is where she has lived since her daughters were little. Three mud-spattered creatures that quickly evolved from city-park-dwellers to creek-dwellers. As they grew in confidence, they eventually managed their own small rowboat, The Rose. It was named by the girls’ aunt – Kate’s sister, Alice, who had declared this with a grin and a knowing look thrown in Kate’s direction. Jess had insisted on being the captain, but it seemed to Kate they usually ended up doing what the second in command demanded – Bella. Kindness on Jess’s part or giving in to a stronger will? Kate was never quite sure. Ellie had just bopped along, life jacket bumping the tip of her nose, happily turning the three of them into orphans lost on the Mississippi. Ellie had always had a taste for the dramatic and, as it turned out, for travel.

 Kate passes two elderly walkers and her thoughts return to the couple in the café. 

To be or not to be…

To be or not to be… alive?

That is what Leonard seemed to think it was all about. Well, she would take that. She has come close enough to the alternative and still feels like she ‘got away with it’. 

Kate stops the next thought that naturally follows from this and feels the wind whip away her tears as she pushes down hard on the pedals. 

Birds are nestled, half-submerged in the sea blight and sea lavender edging the creek, and as she passes a small flock of gulls lifts as if swept up by her momentum. They twist erratically in the wind, filling the air with their staccato song of the seaside. 

She slows and pulls up beside a long patch of grass. This is where her cottage sits, one in a row of small, redbrick houses, set looking out over the creek, and beyond that, the marshes. 

To be or not to be… 

Pregnant?

Could Jess be pregnant? She turns to this thought with a sense of relief. On their last call her eldest daughter had sounded… Was there suppressed excitement in her voice? She knows Jess and Matt have been trying. 

To be or not to be… a grandmother? 

She smiles. She thinks she would go with ‘Granny’. What would Doug want to be? He would probably insist the child call him ‘Dougie’. She can’t imagine ‘Grandad’ would sit well with his Californian lifestyle. Her husband had left her for a girl (you could hardly call her a woman) who was crewing on one of the yachts moored here twelve summers ago. 

In the café when she had told the woman that she was divorced she had genuinely felt more relief than regret. But it doesn’t take much to stir the waters and be washed in old memories. 

When Doug had told her he was leaving she had been hollowed out by the shock of it. She had been numb for weeks and then felt more like someone suffering from flu than a wife facing a husband’s betrayal. During all of this she had had no option but to hold it together for the girls. Her husband had morphed from a man in his forties into a teenager – a teenager who had just lost his virginity. He swaggered and grinned, apparently oblivious of the carnage and the hurt he was inflicting. He had even told Kate that she would get on well with his new love.

‘You really would.’ 

Did he expect her to sail away on their love-yacht with them? 

Now she suspects he hadn’t thought any of it through, was swept away on a cliché. She sometimes wonders if he regrets it. But mainly she cannot be bothered to think about him at all.

In the end there hadn’t been a final goodbye. Just a gradual leeching of his possessions (and some of hers) and one day Doug had receded like the tide. She was left trying to stop seventeen-year-old Jess obsessing about how the dishwasher was loaded and had taken the axe from her hands when she tried to split the logs. Jess was amazing at maths, rather than being hands-on or practical; Kate remembers the injuries Jess had once inflicted on her hand with a lino knife. Bella had been bloody in a different way and it seemed she wanted (but didn’t really want) Kate to show the same degree of rage. While Ellie, at twelve, had regressed into cuddly toys and made Kate feel sick with how frightened she could look. 

But they had survived. When Alice visited she made them laugh like no one else could. And eventually Kate and the girls became a team of four, Kate part-confused, part-incredulous with the realisation of how little Doug had actually done for his family. Still, she had encouraged the girls to contact him and he had responded with an alacrity which she suspects was fuelled by guilt as much as gratitude. 

Kate takes off her helmet and leans forward on her bike. The wind eddying across the creek tugs at her hair. Not that the strands of grey move much in the sharp breeze, her hair had grown back bristle-brush tough after the chemo. Her girls tell her it suits her. That it looks good. Kate’s never sure. She is sure there are easier ways to a new hairstyle. 

The last treatment was over four years ago now. 

By then, Doug long gone. 

So much other loss.

But not her. 

And during all of it her girls had been incredible. Even Ellie, who was just eighteen when she was first diagnosed. Popping back from uni with every sort of Haribo (which seemed to be the one thing that curbed the sickness), holding her hand and chatting, as Kate sat on the sofa, head flung back, eyes closed. Jess had organised the online rota for friends and family to take her to hospital, and had been there for weekends in-between her teacher-training. Bella had returned from the States for a prolonged visit – she was taking a course in sports physio in Florida. And on the good days they had pretended everything was normal. Picnicking on the beach, the wind tugging at the ends of the soft silk scarf Bella had brought her back from the Keys to wrap around her head. Returning home via the creek, Kate wedged between them in The Rose as the girls tucked a rug more securely around her against the cold that only she could feel. She had read about the reversal of roles in old age – children looking after parents. She just hadn’t expected it as she turned fifty.

Looking back, it is the thought of her girls that always makes her cry. Not the fact of her cancer and the surgery. Or even how unfair it sometimes seemed. Nor the nights of pitch-black terror or the crippling, clammy nausea and exhaustion that seemed to want to wring the life out of her. 

But seeing her girls as the women they had become? 

The memory of that, will always make her cry. 

Kate gazes across the broad breadth of the creek, at the exposed sand lying in plump pockets as if quilted by the outgoing tide. The piping trill of oyster catchers rises above the clinking halyards of yachts stranded at tipsy angles in the sand. The water within the creek bed is a shallow stream – a shoal of ripples breaking the surface. This habit of pausing and checking, grounds her in the place she calls home. Today it doesn’t come with the usual contentment. 

To be or not to be… happy?

Kate’s eyes travel across the sweeping saltmarsh beyond the creek to the thin line of indigo that is the sea. Against the horizon the wind turbines appear tiny – white cocktail-stick angels, arms and wings spread wide. 

She knows she has much to be happy about. That she should be grateful just to be standing here. 

But knowing it doesn’t make it so. 

Kate wonders when it was, she lost her way to happiness.




Chapter 2

Bardy

I would that I were laid low in my grave

‘Oy, Jon, you going to order something or just sit there looking pretty?’

Bardy responds automatically, even though he isn’t hungry. ‘Sorry mate, a bacon sandwich and a large black Americano.’

‘So the usual,’ Luigi replies, shrugging, as if bemused Bardy has wasted so many words. Luigi is one of the few people who call Bardy, ‘Jon’. They had met long before Hana. Long before her nickname for him caught and stuck. They had been classmates at the local school. Luigi, the newcomer, had told class 3B his family were Mafia. Eight-year-old Jon had believed him. Kept close to him. Well, you would, wouldn’t you? And even back then Luigi was a big lad. Jon has always been middling in pretty much everything. Middling height. Middling at sport. Middling at schoolwork. The only thing he was good at was English. So he helped Luigi when he struggled with the language and it had become, ‘Jon and Lou’. Lou hadn’t laughed at his surname. Just nodded. Pursed his lips, with what Jon Shakespeare likes to think was respect. Well, even the Mafia had heard of Shakespeare. 

Now, years on, it’s ‘Jon and Lou’, men in their early sixties. He mentally rephrases. Two lonely old buggers. He glances at Lou behind the counter. Still friends. At times still sticking to the code of omertà. Even if Luigi’s dad had, in fact, been a bus driver. A mild-mannered man from Pisa.

Bardy goes back to staring out of the window and contemplating the best way to die. He dismisses a gun. Doesn’t have one. Too messy. Drowning? He’s heard it’s a horrendous way to go. He’s just considering some of the deaths he’s read about in novels when Luigi dumps his order on the table. 

‘What is it?’ Lou snaps.

‘What? Nothing.’

Lou injects a suitable level of scepticism into his grunt before heading back to the counter.

Bardy knows the scales are tipped against him saying anything to Lou. The man whose wife died versus the man whose wife left him. What’s he got to moan about? After a marriage of thirty years, Hana had finally got gut-achingly bored of him and decided she’d had enough. He’s surprised it took that long. Maybe if lockdown hadn’t happened she might have stayed. But being shut up in a house with just him? The boys gone, all the kids they’d fostered grown and scattered. Her departure had shredded his heart and stripped the most important colour from his world, but he couldn’t honestly say he blamed her. 

He remembers the day she left as one of those bright warm days of early lockdown. How could the whole globe be in crisis when the world glowed like this? As the sun set on the garden bench he had not moved from for hours, he realised that all before him was a mirage, there to mock him: his inadequacies, his blind stupidity. How could he not have realised how she felt? He tried to reach for her colour, but despite the golden yellow of the evening taunting him… it was gone. He saw himself as a stick-man drawing sitting on his bench. A scribble of grey on a white background. No colour. No substance. He had closed his eyes and dipped his head, unable to bear the warming rays on his skin. He wondered if Hana was now basking in the relief of that sun. A long overdue decision made. Did the boys know? Had they always known? This was too much shame to shoulder. 

In his mind’s eye he saw the stick man reach in his pocket for his phone. So that is what the man on the bench did. He phoned Lou. 

He looks at his friend now. This is not something he should bang on about. Not five years later. Still unable to move on. He knows Lou would have sucked the leukaemia from Tina’s body and swallowed it whole if he could have done. So, no, on that scale, it was time for a different sort of omertà. He should just shut the fuck up. Anyway, he wasn’t really serious. Wasn’t really thinking of killing himself. Had just been wondering – what was the point? Lou would understand that. 

Bardy finishes his breakfast and goes to pay. 

As he waits in line behind a young couple he spots an orange card on the noticeboard, just two lines written in the centre.

To be or not to be…

If music be…

Reflex finishes the line for him: …the food of love play on. Jon Shakespeare has taught enough of the Bard over the years to do that one in his sleep. Twelfth Night.

He reaches the counter.

‘Tay in today?’

Why had the card made him think of her?

‘Later,’ Luigi replies, studying him.

‘How’s she getting on?’ It was Bardy’s idea that Lou offer her work. Late afternoons and some weekends. He knew Tay was struggling, that her job in customer service paid badly, and although she still lived with her mum, it was Tay who made sure there was food in the fridge. She might only be seventeen, but Tay was a born fixer. A coper. Always had been. Had to be.

‘Doesn’t listen. Always on her phone. Doesn’t think timekeeping applies to her.’ Luigi shrugs. ‘But apart from that.’

Bardy breathes out, ‘So you like her.’ 

‘God knows why.’ 

Bardy nods his understanding and leaves. Tay: heart-shaped face, cynical eyes; thick wavy hair, tied back tight with short-cropped fringe; slight body in oversized clothes. A girl of contrasts. She could alternate between monosyllabic and mouthy. But in the space between, there were moments of surprising, considered conversation that Bardy relished. He had thought Lou might too. There’s just something about Tay. If she lets you see it.

For Bardy, Tay is red ochre. 

Maybe she had started life as ochre – that soft, earthy yellow – but by the time Bardy met her at three years old, the oxidation process had started. Tay had been exposed to too much. Seen too much. Her mother, Toni, had been fostered by Bardy and Hana, on and off between seven and fourteen. Toni was the product of a mother with a serious drug habit who was an easy target for abusive men. At seventeen Toni had given birth to Taylor. 

‘At the end of the day, T-Swizzle may be an icon,’ Tay had later commented, ‘but WTF.’

Bardy knew that Toni loved Tay, but it was with the same intensity that made her such an obsessive Swiftie. She wore early motherhood on social media like her rancid-bright clothes that exposed flesh and vulnerability in equal measure. Then nothing for months. Periods when addiction re-emerged. A gift from her own mother. Then Bardy and Hana would do what they could. Which was never going to be enough. But Tay had become a kind of foster granddaughter. Close to Hana. She was the only person Tay would spontaneously hug. Bardy, she wanted sitting close to her but not touching. Talking. And he loved those times. Brushed by her red ochre. An organic crimson tinged with yellow. He hoped Tay would stay that rich tone. Not harden over time to an iron-coloured rust. Sometimes he thought he detected streaks of it within her. Her comments could be brutal. But he stayed steady. Still. Kept faith. 

And it wasn’t just him, he thought his boys had seen it too. Maybe not the colour. But the something. 

They hadn’t started fostering until their boys were in their teens and Hana was only working a few evenings a week, running adult art courses at the local college. There had been a family discussion. His eco-warrior, quasi-charitable, we-all-have-too-much-stuff sons were initially dumfounded. 

‘What, here?’

‘In our house?’

So much for ‘ownership is bondage’.

But Hana had persisted. Persuaded. He had reassured. And eventually Tom and Ned had turned to each other and nodded very slightly: ‘Okay, we’ll give it a go.’

Big of you, Hana had mouthed silently behind their backs.

In the main the fostering had worked. Some experiences definitely better than others. The nuggets of real hope hard won in the layers of trouble, piled on trouble. Problems laid down years, sometimes generations ago. The boys had connected with some, avoided others, and Bardy thought that was their right. He thought they handled it well. Was proud of them. They barely knew Tay’s mother Toni, as they were out or away when she was with them. But one Christmas Eve they came home – young men in their late-twenties – to find four-year-old Tay on the sofa wearing a hand-me-down dressing gown and an expression of deep suspicion on her face. She would not let Bardy sit near her, and her eyes followed Hana around watchfully. When the boys entered the room, she drew her knees up close to her chest, wrapped her arms around them and tucked her head down until only her eyes were visible. At the time Bardy thought he saw flecks of iron-rust in her dark pupils. From then on, the only time her eyes left the boys was when they flicked to the table laid with their normal Christmas Eve feast of favourite foods. A family tradition of eat-what-you like picnic, a kind of MasterChef meets Walmart.

In a hurried aside in the kitchen, Bardy explained about the emergency placement and then realising his boys were old hands at this, he asked their advice. After all they still seemed like children to him, despite their qualifications and jobs, and in Ned’s case, live-in-girlfriend.

Then followed their normal conflab. Brothers finishing each other’s sentences.

Ned: ‘What she doesn’t need is all that Christmassy, you’ve been a good girl for—’

Tom: ‘—Santa bollocks. She’d be freaked out. But she looks—’

Ned: ‘—hungry?’

Tom: ‘Yeah. Takin’ in all that—’

Ned: ‘—food. Me too. Bloody starving.’

Bardy (trying not to plead): ‘Still, I’d like to make it special for her. Hell, she’s only four.’

Tom (serious): ‘No idea what her Christmases have been like. Don’t want to set the bar too high. Make everything else that comes next look shit.’

Ned, nodding: ‘Chernobyl.’

Tom: ‘Yeah… right bro.’

Bardy: ‘Chernobyl?’

Tom and Ned in unison: ‘Yeah, all those rich Americans having kids from Chernobyl over for a week. Feed ’em up. Throw toys at them. Then send ’em back.’

Ned: ‘Fucking cruel.’

Silence.

Tom: ‘She just needs to chill, feel safe.’

Ned (tentative): ‘Jolabokaflod?’

Bardy and Tom: ‘Not with you, mate.’

So, Ned explained. It was something his Icelandic girlfriend had told him about. 

Bardy, thoughtful: ‘Yolbukflud?’

Ned laughed, shook his head and headed up to his old room, followed by Tom to collect what they needed. 

After that, until the boys left for good, they had celebrated the Icelandic Christmas Eve tradition of Jolabokaflod – or in English, a book flood. Everyone gives presents of books and you all sit around in silence reading. And in Bardy’s family, also indulging in a crazy kind of picnic. The loss of it is the main reason he now hates Christmas. But he can’t ever regret the introduction of this tradition as it brings back memories of their first one. Tay eventually curled on the sofa by Hana as she read her The Cat in the Hat. Wide-eyed like it was something out of this world. Which reminded Bardy that it really was. And made him sad. But also hopeful. There were so many more books for Tay to enjoy. 

His favourite recollection of that evening was when she let Ned read her Hairy Maclary with Tom joining in the chorus. They had sat on the floor by the sofa so she could lean over them. But not touching. His boys their normal earthy tones: Ned the colour of a worn grey pebble washed by the sea; Tom the colour of marshland mud, flecked with sand. In the soft glow of the Christmas tree lights, a skinny four-year-old, with yellowing bruises on arms and legs, had shone a rich red ochre.

So yes, with Tay, even years on, he continues to keep the faith. As in that beautiful deep ruby he detects such hope.

Why is it then, that he feels something has gone wrong between them? That she is hiding something from him?




Chapter 3

Kate

The short and the long of it

The list is growing. 


To be or not to be…

If music be…

The short and the long of it…



The orange card now even has its own Instagram account – tagged at the bottom of the notice. Kate finds it on her phone, but there are only three posts repeating the quotes, each on a different coloured background. The profile simply reads, Create. Which leaves her wondering… create what? Over coffee and croissant, she looks up the quotes: Hamlet – she knew that – Twelfth Night and The Merry Wives of Windsor. Maybe a Shakespeare company is coming to town? But it doesn’t look that professional. Maybe a school production?

She puts her phone away and turns back to her laptop. Luigi doesn’t mind people working in here when it’s quiet, as long as they buy a steady stream of coffee and cake – which suits Kate just fine. She re-reads the financial report she has just finished before pressing send. An analysis of sales for a national furniture company that is based just outside the town. She can’t say she loves the work, but it pays the bills. This was particularly important when Doug left. He made a big thing of telling people, ‘I’m leaving Kate and the girls the house’. Which was in her name anyway. But he had cleared out their joint bank account. This, he forgot to mention. So, she had upped her hours and taken some accountancy qualifications to up her salary, working with people who in the main she likes very much. It was the thought of the people that kept her going in each day and it was the same people who supported her when she got the breast cancer diagnosis and had to undergo surgery and months of chemo. Now she works three days a week, packing in as much as she can in those hours. Still not loving it and increasingly restless but feeling it would be ungrateful to leave.

The café is starting to fill up so Kate puts her laptop aside and orders another coffee. She adds a blackberry and apple Danish pastry to her order. Since she has started running again she has been able to eat what she likes, although some things still taste strangely metallic. The nurses said this would go in time. Luigi delivers the coffee and pastry with the nod that he reserves for locals. Not that he is unfriendly to incomers, if anything he is more effusive, sounding more ‘Italian’. Kate notices he reverts to a more nondescript accent with the regulars. 

There is a mix of people in today. A familiar family with two young children and a baby. The mum has thought to bring books and pre-snack snacks to keep the toddlers going until their order arrives. A group of birders are on the big table. Binoculars beside them, serious all-weather gear hanging on their chairs – no fashion brands there. They have the look of people who have known each other for years. Probably retired, Kate thinks.

Perhaps she could retire? That would be easier to say to her bosses. But she is only fifty-six and she doesn’t think they would buy that. Plus she still needs to bring some money in. Anyway, what would she do? 

Over the years she has seriously thought about taking time out to learn to oil paint. It has been a secret dream. But these days she barely even does any drawing. There was a time when she always had a small sketchbook in her backpack. Would keep a visual diary of the life of the creek, her walks punctuated by the turning over and smoothing of a page, pens pulled from her worn green leather pencil case. Then came the stillness of looking, as if for the first time. Burrowing into and becoming part of the landscape she loved. Her hand would flow and flick over the page and this combination of seeing and sketching would soothe her like nothing else did.

Now she looks at the world around her and can never quite decide what to draw and she feels she has lost something, not simply inspiration. She is too unsettled to draw, and she cannot force herself to make a start, despite knowing that drawing would be the one thing that would ease her. 

Her thoughts are interrupted by the café door opening. A man in dark jeans and a grey down jacket slips into a newly vacant spot at a table by the window. She recognises him from years of parents’ evenings. Mr Shakespeare. He taught all three of her girls. She thinks he was Jess’s tutor for a while too. His feedback had been professional, well observed – sometimes humorous. She remembers liking the man, thinking there was something about him.

Rather attractive, she decides, studying him surreptitiously over her coffee cup. Other mums had thought so too, she recalls. Kate has seen him around over the years. Although she doesn’t think in this particular café – maybe they came in at different times? But she knows she has been conscious of him when she has spotted him out walking, or shopping with a woman who she presumes is his wife. Long dark hair flowing back from a high brow. It always seemed there were kids around. Maybe they had a big family? Kate never said ‘hello’, not wanting to embarrass him. There was no way he could remember all the parents he spoke to. But she was aware of him. Is aware of him now. 

And he is on his own. Hadn’t someone said his wife taught art at the local college? She can’t recall the last time she saw the attractive dark-haired woman. It has been a while now…

At that moment he catches her eye. Before she can look away he smiles and something in her stirs. 

‘Do you mind if I share your table?’

Kate looks up at the woman standing beside her, relieved to be diverted from thoughts that are spinning ludicrously off track.

‘Of course.’ She nods invitingly to the chair beside her.

‘Do you mind dogs?’

‘Not at all.’ Kate glances down at the delicate mushroom and cream dog that seems to have curved its body in an arc around the woman’s booted legs (very nice boots too). ‘Oh he… she is beautiful.’ 

The woman smiles, sitting down, the dog tucking contentedly under the table by her feet. ‘I think so, but I know whippets aren’t everyone’s choice. They are a bit of a Marmite dog.’ 

The familiarity of ‘Marmite’ said with a slight accent makes Kate wonder where this woman is from. A visitor?

‘What is she called?’

‘He,’ the woman says apologetically as if not wishing to correct Kate. ‘He’s called…’ She then says a name that Kate thinks might be ‘Noohhaaai.’

The stranger smiles in response to Kate’s expression. ‘It is from a book I read when I was little.’ She adds, ‘I’m Danish.’ This is said with the same lilt of apology. 

Kate thinks this woman has nothing to apologise for. She is open and friendly, besides being one of the most elegant women Kate has ever seen. She’s dressed in muted tones of cream and soft browns, her clothes clearly not from any high street brand, and Kate suspects they were very expensive. It makes Kate want to rush home and throw away most of her wardrobe. Kate also recognises that she is a very beautiful woman. 

‘What can I get you?’ Luigi asks, appearing at their table.

He pointedly ignores Kate’s glance of incredulity. Everyone else has to order at the counter. Not that she blames him. The woman’s ash-grey hair is sculpted to an exquisitely shaped head and she has cheekbones that look as if they have been chiselled from ice. Her eyes are a glowing amber, flecked with coffee-bean brown. Kate guesses she must be early fifties but she doesn’t think age is ever going to mar this woman’s beauty. 

It wouldn’t dare. 

Despite the gentle, apologetic tone Kate gets a sense of something edgier underneath. She is intrigued. 

Once Luigi leaves, the woman returns to the subject of dogs, oblivious of Luigi’s flattering attention. Kate presumes she must be used to it. ‘Most people call him Noy.’ A tiny grimace wrinkles her face. ‘Although my neighbour will insist on calling him Noy Boy.’ 

Kate laughs. ‘I’m Kate by the way,’ 

‘Pia,’ the woman responds, holding out her hand. Pia’s light clasp feels cool and dry against her skin and Kate is conscious of how gnarled her knuckles look compared to Pia’s long tapering fingers. She spots a ring of what look like perfect diamonds on her forefinger.

‘Are you visiting?’ Kate enquires.

‘No, I live here.’

‘Really?’ Kate rushes on, worried this sounded rude. ‘It’s just I haven’t seen you in here before.’

‘Well, I used to spend a lot of my time in London…’

This makes more sense.

‘…but now I do more and more work from home. I live about five miles out of town on the coast road.’ 

Kate wonders which house Pia lives in. She is imagining something modern with a lot of glass. ‘What do you do?’

‘I’m a lawyer. I presume you live here too?’

Kate nods. ‘I have done for years. We first came here when our children were little. My ex-husband got a job as a manager with the wind turbine company, but our girls are grown up now and have all moved away.’

Something in Pia’s expression of polite interest decides Kate against expanding on this. Instead, on a whim, she says, ‘Have you noticed that orange card on the board? Each time I come in something new is added to it.’

Pia leans forward with real interest now. ‘Yes! I’ve been wondering what it’s about. I thought it must be something people knew about.’

From this Kate gathers that, despite living here, Pia feels like an outsider. That she suspects she is one of the few people not ‘in’ on this. This glimpse of vulnerability surprises Kate and she thinks there is something else tucked in there too. Loneliness? Kate determines that together they will find out what’s going on. Even if it turns out to be a teaser for a school play. Surely Luigi will know?

As if the room is reading her thoughts she hears someone at the counter ask, ‘Lou, you must know what that notice is about? Who put it up?’

So, Mr Shakespeare is a friend of Luigi’s. She doesn’t think she has ever heard anyone call him ‘Lou’ before. And he wants to know about the card too. She is aware that Pia’s attention is also fixed on the conversation. They share a conspiratorial glance and edge a fraction closer as they listen. 

‘You’ll have to ask Tay about that,’ Luigi comments.

‘Tay? What’s she got to do with it?’ Mr Shakespeare asks, suspiciously. 

Kate leans towards Pia and mutters under her breath, ‘Young girl who works here.’

‘As I say, ask Tay about that. I’ve got no bleedin’ idea what she’s up to. She’s in later on.’ 

‘What time?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine, mate,’ Luigi responds with weary resignation.

As Mr Shakespeare turns to leave, Kate catches his eye again and they hold each other’s gaze for a moment. Kate, flushing, looks away first. 

‘Interesting,’ Pia comments significantly.

Kate nods. You’re not kidding.

But she’s not sure she and Pia are thinking of the same thing.




Chapter 4

Bardy

Age cannot wither her

He makes a dash for the newly vacated table by the window. He nods at Lou above the heads of those queueing at the counter. Lou knows how he likes his coffee. Will get to him in time. He’s in no rush. 

No Tay today. But then it would be too early. She would be at work at the call centre. 

The coffee machine blasts and screeches, and then comes the sharp rap of old coffee being discarded, the squeaky, metallic scrunch of new coffee being loaded. Did anyone ever use a coffee machine as a musical instrument? People used dustbins didn’t they? Vacuum cleaners. A mother pushes a toddler in a buggy past the steamy window. Hard work against the wind. The child straining its body against the straps like an angry starfish caught in a net. The boys had been like that. Fighting against everything. Often without considering if they might like what was on offer. Stubborn. 

God, he misses them. 

He scans the café’s customers. There is a face he knows. A nice face. What was her name? He had taught her girls. All three of them. Husband was a bit of a twat. He remembers that. Had wondered what she was doing with him. But then he often wondered what Hana saw in him. What was her name? He’d heard something in the staffroom about Mr whateveritis going off with some young American… or was it Canadian? The girls he can remember: Jess… Bella… and… Ellie. She’d been fun, Ellie. Taken A level English. Could have done something like journalism but had gone for art… textile art, something like that.

Oliver! That’s it. Mrs Oliver. 

Bardy’s triumph quickly fades, and he is left with the dregs of disappointment. He’d really like to know what her first name is.

Some of his colleagues would never live where they taught. And he could understand that. Could never get away from the kids. And the families. Some of those families! They were enough to make you want to emigrate. 

But he thought it had its advantages. You did know the families. The good and the bad. Gave you some feel for what their home life was like. Getting an English essay in on time might be the least of their worries. And it wasn’t always deprivation that caused the problems. Some of the richest, poshest kids he’d taught had parents who were the biggest cokeheads. Wanting to hang out with their kids’ friends. He didn’t need Tay to tell him how deeply uncool that was. At least he hadn’t inflicted that on his boys even though he had taught them. 

Bardy catches Mrs Oliver’s eye and smiles. He hopes she’s okay. The hair tells its own tale. He’s seen her around town, head wrapped in a silk scarf. He turns away and returns to thoughts of his boys. He hopes that having him as a teacher wasn’t too hard for them. He’s never really asked them, fearing the answer. Still, when Ned came back during lockdown it had been okay. Tom smug in New Zealand. Hana gone back to Wales. He wasn’t glad when Ned split up with his girlfriend, but he was pleased he came home to him. His girlfriend, Freyja, had wanted to be home with her family in Iceland. Hana had never been quite sure about her – too needy, she’d said. Hana didn’t have much time for needy. Which was odd when she was such a good foster mum. So, Ned had come to him and they’d had an okay time, all things considered. He sometimes wonders if Hana had put the idea in his head: ‘Your dad’s not doing so well’…

Bardy looks up, glancing in Mrs Oliver’s direction.

Then he sees the woman beside her. He experiences her like a physical blow in his guts. No time to tense. No time to prepare. How can such a petite woman pack such a punch? But she is simply stunning. He tries to catch at her colour. A way to calm himself. To combat the ridiculous heart-hammering clamminess that has swept him. 

But there is no colour. 

Instead, his mind is suddenly filled with the memory of a painting he once saw of a woman dressed entirely in cream, face half in shadow, light falling on just such a cheekbone. He had headed into the gallery to escape the heat of the street. He can’t recall where it was. Cairo? Istanbul? The light diffuse apart from pinpoints at his feet. A scattering of stars from the grille set in the ceiling above his head. Then through the playful light he had seen the painting. The line of that cheekbone. Had wanted to reach out and touch it. 

He starts to imagine the feel of this woman’s cheek under his fingers and is shocked by the sick sense of intrusion it brings. Like some sad stalker. Instead he stares deep into the cappuccino that Lou has just brought him. He looks up quickly. He always drinks Americanos. Lou is there at the women’s table, all Italian bonhomie. 

The bugger is sucking his stomach in. 

Lou won’t catch Bardy’s eye. Doesn’t even realise he has delivered the wrong coffee. 

Silently laughing at Lou – and himself – helps Bardy. It calms his breathing. He sips the wrong coffee. What are he and Lou like? Acting like teenagers just because she is so… He chances a quick glance at the woman. She is talking to Mrs Oliver, smiling, leaning in. He hasn’t felt like this since Hana walked into his classroom all those years ago. It had made some kind of sense then because the experience had been suffused in that glorious golden yellow. It had been as if the colour was signalling to him. He lets his mind go blank. Searches. But still there is no glimpse of a colour. 

There are many people who Bardy meets who have no link with a colour. In fact, most of them. For those that do, the colour doesn’t come as an aura but something clean and clear – distinctly knowable in his mind’s eye. His head is simply flooded with their colour. The colour he experiences may change over time, but it is what it is. It isn’t something he chooses and it certainly has nothing to do with a person’s skin or hair colouring. Knowing how ‘I see people in colour’, might sound, he has only ever told two people about his dubious gift. 

It started around puberty. As if he didn’t have enough to deal with. One day he was letting a friend of his dad’s into the house and the man brought with him a flood of lilac. He was a big bloke too. Great bushy beard. Then it was his English teacher, Miss Abbot. A rich warm caramel. That hadn’t surprised him. But it didn’t help with the other stuff that came with puberty. Lou had spotted it. Well, not the erection. But the fact he carried his bag slung in front of him ‘like a girl’. Which was ironic. Fuck. But what could he say? One look at Lou told him not to go there. Best mate. Yes. But ‘Do you ever see people in colour?’ was not a conversation he wanted to have. Well not then. Not at thirteen. He had tried a few tentative enquiries with his art teacher, but he just thought he was taking the piss. Maybe he should have tried Miss Powell, the biology teacher. No chance of a boner in her class. 

Dead slug grey.

He can’t imagine even Farrow and Ball wanting that one. 

Over the years he has researched synaesthesia and knows it is often linked to music – has read that the composer, Sibelius, told his decorator to paint his stove F Major. Green, apparently. He once heard a woman on the radio talking about how each day of the week was a particular colour – she seemed surprised that others didn’t see it that way. He does remember that Monday was French navy. And another time he caught the end of a documentary where a musician said that when he was young and had gone to concerts he presumed that when the orchestra started, and the lights were turned down, it was so the audience could see the colours. Bardy knows he’s not musical. Just an ordinary bloke with a love of words. With a weird way of seeing people. Still, he wishes this woman had a colour. It might help. 

She looks his way, and he quickly lowers his gaze, but not before he catches the gleam of an amber eye. He is forcefully reminded of a curlew. Eye bright. Feathers, lying soft, interlocking, layer upon layer of subtle, beautiful browns, creams and sand. A natural camouflage against the muted tones of the marsh. Out there on the mudflats she could disappear from view. Would be hidden.

Bardy feels shaken. He has no idea what is going on so hangs on to the one thing he does know. He has had enough of his cappuccino. Remembers why he doesn’t ever order them. He pushes the cup aside and goes to pay. In the queue he wavers. He could go up and say hello to Mrs Oliver. Would that seem odd? She did smile back. Seemed to recognise him. Before he can teeter one way or another off his tightrope of indecision he spots the card. The brightness of the orange breaks through his distraction. 

He asks Lou. 

Who doesn’t know much, but seems to think Tay might be behind it. 

Bardy is just turning to leave when he hears the woman speak. The slight accent fits. Scandinavian? He slows. Maybe he’ll say something. He could mention Jolabokaflod. What the hell is he thinking? Maybe he should just nod and smile. But like the eight-year-old Jon he was – he bottles it. Instead he catches Mrs Oliver’s eye. Looks at her for far too long and then bolts for the door, sure that Jess and Bella and Ellie’s mum must think her daughters’ old English teacher is completely mad. 
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