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Chapter One

'Ready to order?'

Somewhere, buried under the avalanche of newspapers
on the floor, was the menu. Kate could distinctly recall
giving it the briefest of glances before plunging happily into
her favourite column in the Guardian. She smiled
apologetically at the hovering waitress, and quickly ducked
under the table to retrieve it.

Kate was a tall girl and the table was small. Wedged
beneath it, she glanced over and saw that the elderly couple
at the next table were furtively holding hands. Very sweet.
Celebrating their diamond anniversary? New lovers? A
secret affair? Kate smiled as she rooted around the
newspapers strewn over the floor. There was a time and
place for indulging journalistic curiosity (or 'incorrigible
nosiness', as her brother put it) but underneath a table
probably wasn't it. Her very bright blue eyes were just
inches away from Jonathan's expensive grey socks and
immaculately polished shoes. You could tell at a glance that
they belonged to an ambitious man who wouldn't dream of
holding hands under tables, she decided.

'Jonathan, move over.' She could just see a corner of the
errant menu, underneath The Times and Jonathan's foot.

'Um, what?' he said absently, his rather sharp nose deep
in a story on page four of the Mail. Kate sighed. His intense
interest in anything newsprint-related was one of the
reasons she had fallen for him, but it was rather hot under
here and she was getting a crick in her neck. Kate tugged,
finally pulled the menu out and straightened up rather too
quickly, banging her head on the table in the process. She
rubbed it with one hand, using the menu as a fan to cool her
red face with the other.

The waitress shifted her not inconsiderable weight from
one leg to the other and gazed glumly into the middle
distance as if she was waiting for a bus she just knew was
going to be late. 'So?' she said again, sighing.

'Er, I think we are both going to have the lamb, aren't
we?' Kate said.

'Are we? Yeah, OK.' Jonathan rustled the paper in
agreement without even looking up, clearly expecting her
to make this dull but necessary decision, and to do it quickly
if possible.

The waitress frowned. This was an expensive hotel
restaurant and it simply wasn't the done thing to be so
casual about choosing one's food. She whipped out her pad
and wrote busily.

'Two lamb cutlets. Would that be the côtolettes des Ardennes
with a reduction of cauliflower jus or the Herdwick spring
ewe poached in a mint sauce?'

Kate wanted to giggle. She was reminded suddenly of a
maths class – a question to do with logarithms and her
absolute certainty that whichever answer she gave would be
wrong. But the waitress's pen was tapping in an
intimidating way.

'Oh, well, one of each, please.' Then at least they could
swap.

'With the green salad of locally grown lettuce or a medley
of winter vegetables, sautéed in olive oil, parmesan and
fresh rosemary?'

'What a feast we have in store,' said Kate, rather faintly.
'Um, both, I think.'

The waitress said nothing but her eyebrows rose just
slightly, as if she was making a mental note of the sarcasm.
Kate bristled – after all, they were paying, weren't they? But
then she remembered that Jonathan didn't like scenes so
she rearranged her mouth back into a smile.

'Do you want the lamb medium or well done?'

'Oh, for goodness' sake!' Jonathan's face popped over
the paper. 'I just want lunch, not a game of twenty
questions!' He produced that harrumphing noise that
Kate hated because it made him sound a lot older than he
was.

The waitress's face managed to convey that she couldn't
care less what they ate, that serving them was beneath her
anyway, but if waiting was what she was paid a pittance to
do then she would have to suffer the consequences.

Kate took charge. 'We'll have one rare, the other well
done and' – she glanced at her watch – 'as quickly as
possible please. Oh, and two more beers.'

The waitress took off at a clip, watched anxiously by Kate.
A word in the chef's ear and poaching cutlets would become
a very long process. And how many times could someone
sneeze in the salad before it reached them? Oh, well, too
late to worry about that now.

'So, which of this lot do you think covered that story
best?' she asked, peering curiously round Jonathan's arm to
look at his tabloid.

'The Mail was too short, the Telegraph was too long and the
Guardian missed the point completely,' he said promptly, and
she had to laugh, her good humour restored. As features
editor of the Easedale Gazette Jonathan never thought anyone
could write a news story as well as he and, annoyingly, he was
mostly right. Kate had been in the business for a few years,
and at the Easedale Gazette for the last two, but when Jonathan
talked shop it was always worth making mental notes.

He glanced up at her now with that intense, fiery, slightly
haughty look that used to make her stomach flip. She
smiled back automatically, but her stomach somehow
refused to perform any kind of acrobatics. Disconcerted,
she grabbed her beer bottle and took a heartening swig
from it just as the waitress returned with fresh supplies. She
made a point of pouring both into glasses, and Kate scowled
at her retreating back, glad of a diversion.

'Honestly, anyone would think this was the Ritz,' she said
crossly. 'I wouldn't mind drinking out of the glass if it was
clean. They should sack the person who wrote the menu
and employ another washer-upper.'

'Why? What's wrong with the menu?' Jonathan
reluctantly looked up from the Mail's sports section.

'Well, for example – listen to this – pan-fried trout with
peanut butter sauce. How can you fry anything other than
in a pan?' she grumbled. Kate had become a journalist
because she was obsessed with words. If asked, she would
have picked her love affair with writing over one with a man
any day. Even Jonathan.

He put down his paper, his attention caught. 'Is it
actually possible to combine fish and peanuts in the same
dish?' he asked doubtfully.

'You can, but I really don't think you should,' she said,
twisting one red curl round her finger as she read on. Kate
was a complete stranger to straighteners, and her hair, on
most days, gave new meaning to the phrase 'standing on
end'.

'Oh, yeah, here it is – fillet of ostrich steak served with
wild mushrooms and organic chocolate. I think I would
rather go hungry. Mind you, judging by the look in our
waitress's eye, I probably will.'

'And they are illiterate as well – they've spelled "trifle" with
two fs,' Jonathan tutted, having scanned the whole menu. He
looked round the dining room. 'I don't know what's
happened to this place – they used to serve real food, decent,
simple stuff like sausage and mash, and then the new
management decided that if they put something on the
menu that no one even knew was edible they could charge an
extra tenner for it. Every Tom, Dick and Harry thinks
they're blooming Jamie Oliver now, or that one who shouts
a lot.'

'Gordon Ramsay?'

'That's the one – used to be a footballer – how did he
become a chef?'

'Quite easily, apparently – he's got three Michelin stars,'
said Kate, who secretly thought Mr Ramsay was as sexy as
hell. He could tell her off any day.

Jonathan was warming to his subject. He even put down
his newspaper and brandished the menu. 'This seems all
the rage now, complicated concoctions of flavours with
huge price tags attached. No wonder some chefs are rich
enough to drive around in Porsches.' Jonathan secretly
coveted a Porsche.

Kate's motoring needs were fully met as long as her car
actually worked. She looked about. 'It's so quiet in here our
cook can probably only afford to come to work on a bicycle.'

'He's certainly not driven by any sense of urgency,'
grumbled Jonathan, glancing at his watch.

'Shall I complain?'

'We should, but he will be rather better equipped with
knives than we are.'

'I could take him,' she bragged. 'Don't forget I cut my
working teeth in a newsroom populated by tough, hardbitten,
cynical hacks – and that was just the women.'

When he laughed, she was secretly pleased. She loved it
when they chatted and argued and generally got on.

When their food arrived, finally, Kate looked down at
her plate in trepidation. Surely 'raw' and 'rare' weren't
interchangeable, even in today's gastronomic climate?

'Well, I can ask Chef to put them back under the grill,'
said the waitress doubtfully, when she saw Kate's look of
horror.

'If that's not too much bother,' said Kate desperately.
The waitress trudged off, dragging her feet in an attitude of
long-suffering acceptance.

'How difficult is it to grill a couple of chops?' Kate said,
scowling at the artfully arranged salad on Jonathan's plate.
'I bet the chef's not even doing the cooking himself. He'll
have some minion doing all the dirty work, while he prowls
around sharpening the odd knife and checking his
reflection in the mirror.'

But Jonathan had already moved on from the possible
culinary crisis in Britain and was back in the newspapers,
grinning at a cartoon in the Mirror.

The waitress returned with Kate's plate and set it down
defiantly. Kate smiled briefly and pulled it towards her,
then yelped with shock and quickly shoved her scorched
fingers into her beer to cool them down. 'Ow! Can you
believe it? They've just shoved the whole plate back under
the grill. My julienne of vegetables has been completely
cremated.'

Jonathan flicked open his napkin, hissing impatiently,
'For God's sake, Kate, do take your finger out of the glass.'

'Who cares?' She glanced up. Jonathan clearly did, even
though no one was watching them. His sense of self-worth
would always outweigh his sense of humour. She dried her
finger on her jeans, sneaking a thoughtful glance at his face.
They'd been together for only three months and theirs was
one of those office romances that was probably fairly ill-fated
anyway, especially given that he was separated but still
married, but it was becoming more and more apparent that
they weren't really destined to last. Outside work and their
fervent interest in journalism, what did they really have to
talk about? She prodded her lamb, which was now so hard
it would make a better missile than a meal.

'Eat up – I'm due back for that meeting soon,' he
reminded her briskly.

'Yes, and I really want to return to the dig for another
couple of hours.' Kate was nearly at the end of a long piece
about an archaeological find on the fells outside Easedale.
'I'm almost done with the Roman settlement. I need to get
my teeth into another good story.'

'I think I've left some of mine in that bloody chop,'
grumbled Jonathan. He took out his wallet and threw some
notes on the table. 'Come on, let's get out of here.'

With relief Kate put her knife and fork down on her
almost untouched meal. Following him outside, she heard
her stomach rumbling loudly. 'I'm still hungry, dammit!'





Chapter Two

Several streets away, in front of a dilapidated building, Jake
Goldman stood with his nose twitching. It was barely
noticeable, but he was definitely getting a whiff of ancient
cooking fat. Jake wished he had been blessed with a less
keen sense of smell. Or that he was rich. Unfortunately he
wasn't, so was stuck with making the best of things, which
meant this place. It was hard now to conjure up the
excitement he had felt when he first saw the advert in Hotel
and Caterer. The writer had taken much care to describe the
enormous potential. With judicious juggling of tables, there
would be enough room for about sixty covers – easily big
enough for a young chef running his first restaurant. There
was a flat upstairs and even a little courtyard out the back
where he could plant herbs, maybe even grow tomatoes.
The night before, he'd hardly slept, his brain too busy
planning menus, organising his kitchen, hiring staff . . .

But then, when he arrived for the viewing, the estate
agent looked nervous, which was always worrying.

'Now, it has suffered a certain amount of neglect over the
years, but as you can see, it's in a prime position.' He waved
his arm away from the peeling paint, hoping Jake would
take in the rolling green fells peering over the rooftops of
Easedale like nosy neighbours, instead of looking too
closely at the roof. But Jake wasn't having any of it.

'The person who wrote the advert obviously suffers from
an excess of imagination,' he said severely.

The agent, who was called Eric, was new to his job. He
still suffered from an excess of enthusiasm. 'I think this is a
place with possibilities,' he began bravely.

'Oh, shut up,' snapped Jake, who never took any nonsense.

Eric clamped his mouth shut and they both gazed at the
building in silence.

A faded sign announced that this had once been Joe's
Eatery, except that some bright spark with a pen had
renamed it Joe's Artery. Fittingly, Joe himself had popped
his chef's clogs a year ago, no doubt due entirely to the
consequences of eating his own food.

Eric opened the door gingerly. A waft of stale air greeted
them. The dingy interior was painted mustard brown, to
which at least ten years of grease had stuck. Ditto the floor.
Jake's shoes made an obscene sucking noise every time he
lifted his feet, as if the yellow lino could spot a mug when it
saw one and was determined not to let him go.

Also stuck to the floor was an ancient menu, speckled
with blobs of brown sauce, like liver spots. The choice was
wide – but everything was fried, even the puddings.

Eric cleared his throat, prepared to throw some more,
admittedly puny, muscle behind the sell.

'Don't even start,' Jake warned him. 'Even if you had
Wordsworth's power with poetry you could not make this
place look any better than it really is. Are you a poet?'

Eric shook his head, his Adam's apple bobbing nervously.

'OK then. Just take me to the kitchen,' said Jake.

For a chef, a kitchen is home – a place to cook, obviously,
but also a melting pot of hopes, dreams and ambitions. Jake
knew his kitchen would witness all he had to offer, from
agony to ecstasy. Oh God. He couldn't work here, surely?
The walls continued the mustard theme, but only because
no one had bothered to clean them for years. In one corner
was a dangerous-looking contraption that might well have
been the first microwave ever made. Welded to the opposite
wall was a deep-fat fryer – a fryer so nasty it must have been
chucked straight out of hell. Jake peered in and shuddered.
It was still full of something – possibly engine oil, from the
colour. The cooker next to it was so old, it looked like it
needed a bus pass and was obviously a complete stranger to
Flash, and the few kitchen cupboards were each precariously
clinging onto the wall by one nail. There was a
scurrying of tiny feet on lino when Jake opened the door to
the dry goods larder. On the floor was a giant sack of
powdered soup mix. Jake hissed in horror. He was almost
more disgusted by this than by the mice.

'And upstairs we have the owner's accommodation – very
handy.' Might as well get it over with, thought Eric.

'Go on then. It couldn't possibly get any worse.'

Oh, smashing – more brown walls – and a hideously
stained carpet, which might possibly once have been beige.

Artery Joe had thoughtfully left behind his collection of
art. This consisted of three posters of Jordan, put up with
Blu-Tack and now peeling off the wall so that both men
were in serious danger of being engulfed by pairs of
enormous paper breasts.

The bathroom was painted the sort of yellow that would
make you feel as if you were taking a bath in a bile duct.
Neither of them wanted to look down the loo, but both were
drawn to it, inexorably. It looked like a test tube for
biological warfare.

All chefs are gifted with a vivid imagination. They have to
be. Even the very best have been asked at some stage of
their career to make a five-star meal out of a piece of bilious looking
stewing steak. This was about as bilious as it got.

'It's perfect – I'll take it,' said Jake.

Eric leaned against a wall to get over the shock. He tried
to be quiet, but he couldn't help himself. 'For the love of
God, why are you doing this?'

Jake tried to lean nonchalantly against the wall too, but
his legs were suddenly shaking too much to hold him up.
He slid down and came to rest gently on the carpet, where,
despite its griminess, he decided to stay for a while, just
until things had calmed down.

'You see a crumbling wreck – I see my future, and it is
glittering.'

'Well, actually, structurally it's perfectly sound,' began
Eric, then he stopped and peered closer. 'That's it – I
thought you looked familiar! I've seen you before. You
were in one of the Sunday mags a few months ago – the big
piece about new and upcoming chefs. My girlfriend was
drool – looking at it. You're famous!'

'Don't be silly,' said Jake irritably. 'It was just an article
and I won't be doing any more of those any time soon.'

'Why ever not? Are you mad? Didn't you get loads of cash
for it?'

Jake's eyes gleamed with the fervour of a man who has
seen brighter visions. 'I've got more important things to do
than waste time trying to get rich!'

'So is it a difficult job then? How did you get started?
How many A levels do you need?' Butter up the clients, fake
an interest in their lives, his boss had told him.

'None. It's got to be all in here.' Jake patted his chest.
'Good cooking comes first from the heart.' He grinned. 'It's
a good thing too – I didn't last long at school.'

'Why not?'

'I was chucked out for assaulting another kid,' said Jake,
drawing his brows together in what he hoped was a fierce
look. It wasn't strictly true, but it wouldn't do any harm to
give Eric the impression that Jake was a man who couldn't
be pushed around. Then he sighed. He'd had a long
journey to get here and it didn't make for a glorious story.

He'd actually had an uneventful time at school,
successfully avoiding the bullies, but not getting much out
of lessons, apart from cookery. He was sixteen and learning
for the first time how to make a marinade when the only
other boy in the class – who was only there because no other
teacher would have him – had spat his chewing gum into
Jake's mixing bowl and called him a retard for actually
showing interest.

Jake couldn't have cared less about the insult, but: 'Take
that out, you idiot! If you do it again your head will follow,'
he said, shoving Wayne's hand in the bowl. The marinade
was full of red-hot chillies and Wayne came out in a horrible
rash.

Jake refused to apologise. 'Why should I? I'm not at all
sorry. The school has benefited since Wayne's been off sick
because we've all been able to get on with our work in
peace. I should be given an award for services to education,
not punished. If you don't back me up, I'm leaving.'

They didn't, so he did. It didn't take him long to get his
first job in London, mainly because no one else wanted it.
There was a tradition in catering that anyone who worked
as a kitchen porter was either mad or a smack head – who
else would choose to wash hundreds of dishes in a hideously
overheated kitchen when they could be somewhere else,
having a life?

The head chef, Denis, was a six-foot bruiser from
Birmingham who had a bottle-of-whisky-a-day habit. He
would roar round the kitchen like a mad bull, tossing
insults and saucepans over his head like confetti. His
attitude was simple – he hated everyone. When it got too
much for him, he would sack someone.

His second in command was an anally retentive beanpole
who only had one love – his sauté pan. He would never let
Jake or anyone else near it. He would wash it up himself,
tenderly, as if he was bathing a baby. He had furtive eyes
because he spent all day thinking of new places to hide it.

True to form, the chef sacked Jake about a dozen times,
but he just kept turning up for work anyway. He did
nothing but wash up and chop enormous buckets of
vegetables until his hands were bleeding. Sick of this
behaviour, Denis promoted him.

Jake resigned and got a job at a French restaurant. This
was a serious establishment. Everyone carried knives, lots of
them. It was wise to get along with these people. It wasn't
the sort of place where you could have opinions about
things. Only once Jake had forgotten this and offered a
tentative view on the chef's choice of herbs for a sauce. He
still shuddered when he remembered how chef Bill Mackie
had turned on him.

'Listen, tosser, I want your blood, sweat and tears, not
your opinions. You don't move a muscle unless I tell you to
– you don't even go for a piss without permission – and the
only words I ever want to hear from your fucking gob are
"Yes, Chef". Is that clear?' Jake had replied that, yes, it
absolutely was. Off duty, he fantasised about throttling Bill,
but always forgot this at work, because he was learning so
much.

Bill showed him how to set up a proper mise en place. This
was the Houston control centre of a commis's life, his work
station, and all hell could break out if it wasn't in order. If
Jake didn't have an immaculately laid out line of salts,
peppers, oil, wine, cream and herbs set up at the start of his
shift, at some point during service he would turn into a
gibbering wreck, unable to cook even an egg. Bill could spot
stray crumbs from miles away, it seemed, and he always
knew when Jake was slicing the cucumber too thickly,
without having to turn round. Jake guarded his station like
a tiger with cubs and knew he was becoming a pro when he
too took to hiding his favourite knife.

One day Bill came in and said: 'On your knees, sonny,
and kiss the toes of my rotting clogs.'

'Yes, Chef,' said Jake, kneeling down. He knew everyone
was laughing. It was always fun when someone else got
humiliated.

'Right, sonny. You've turned into a real pain in the arse.
You're always breathing down my neck, getting in my way
and I wish I'd never said you could ask questions. Of
course, there's nowt you could ask me that I don't know,
but I can't be bothered, and anyway, you make my head
ache. I'm sick of it and think you should fuck off to catering
college. Luckily, a few people owe me favours. Of course
you're an idiot, so you're bound to fuck up the interview.
It's tomorrow – if you can find the way.'

The interview was for a place at the most prestigious
catering college in the country. It took a few seconds to
dawn on Jake that Bill was giving him the chance of a
lifetime. Someone actually believed in him. Jake grinned
and kissed Bill's smelly, stained clogs, not caring that
everyone was roaring with laughter and someone was
taking a picture.

The magazine Eric had mentioned described Jake's
career as a meteoric rise through the ranks. Jake had smiled
wryly when he read this. It had actually taken years to learn
a craft that was as old as the history of man. He had lost
weight, gained an enormous overdraft and burned and cut
himself so often, all the staff at A & E knew him by name.

'It's been a hard road and a few bad things happened to
me on the way,' was all he now said.

Eric glanced down at a particularly disgusting-looking
stain on the carpet. It seemed to him that bad things were
still happening to Jake. 'I still don't understand,' he said
plaintively. 'If you were successful and famous in London,
what the hell made you decide to come here, to the back of
nowhere?'

Jake was just about to answer, when they heard a voice.

'Jake, are you up there?' called a woman from outside, in
a tone that suggested that if he was, he really shouldn't be.

Jake pulled up the sash window gingerly, and stuck his
head out of the peeling frame. 'Georgia! I'm here!'

Eric leaned over and hit his jaw painfully on the
window ledge when he saw a staggeringly beautiful blonde
was getting out of a taxi and looking round.

'Oh. My. God,' she said, loud enough for the men to hear
her.

'That's my girlfriend. Funnily enough, I think she feels
the same about this hole as you do,' said Jake cheerfully.
'Wait there, darling, and I'll come down. You are not going
to believe this place.'

'You've got that right,' muttered Eric, hurrying after
him, clearly desperate for a closer look at the girl. Surely he
was hallucinating – her legs couldn't be that long?

'Hello!' said Jake, giving her a peck on the cheek in a
casual 'I can do this any time I want' way that made Eric
frown. Georgia was a stunner. Today, dressed in something
by Stella McCartney that she'd pinched from a recent photo
shoot, she was turning so many heads there would be a
collision at the traffic lights soon.

Her flawless face screwed into a scowl, Georgia pushed
Jake away and drummed a tattoo on the pavement with one
Manolo Blahnik. 'You. Cannot. Be. Serious.'

'Oh, come on – we'll be here all day if you are going to
talk like that. Look, you're right. It's a dump. But it's
definitely a dump with promise. I'll show you.'

He led her inside, talking quickly.

'OK, imagine this room empty and clean. Now, we'll have
the bar in this corner, tables along here –'

Georgia jumped. 'Ohmigod, is that a spider? You know
about my phobia, Jake,' she wailed.

'Look – here – I've put it out of the window – relax. Now,
I'm thinking –'

'The doors and the windows are completely in the wrong
place! I'm getting terrible vibes and you know how sensitive
I am to that sort of thing. It needs to be feng shuied from
top to bottom! And fumigated.'

Like I can afford that, thought Jake, but she was already
making for the stairs.

Anxiously he watched her look round the dingy sitting
room, clearly struggling with the best way to convey her
utter contempt of this hovel. As far as Georgia was
concerned, this wasn't about Jake's dreams for the future –
it was about what she was expected to put up with. And she
considered herself far too sensitive to put up with very
much. 'You're mad!' She turned round and began beating
her fists on his chest emphatically, but taking care not to
ruin her manicure. 'How dare you even dream that I would
live here with you in this unsanitary hellhole! It's
disgusting! Oh, no! I feel one of my panic attacks coming
on . . .'

'Well, stop shrieking then and start breathing. Here, sit
down on this chair – look I've covered it with my jacket. The
place won't look anything like this after I've given it a lick of
paint. Anyway, you are away so often working, you'll
probably only spend two days a week here. And there's a
bonus!' Jake took a deep breath, glad the window was still
open. 'Think how good all this fresh air will be for your
complexion!'

Georgia fixed him with an accusing eye. 'Exactly what is
wrong with my complexion at the moment?' she asked icily.

Bugger. He said, 'You know perfectly well I didn't mean
it like that!'

'I'm going back to my hotel. I can feel a migraine coming
on.' She stood up. 'Well, are you coming?'

'Er, I was just going to wait for the next train back to
London. You know, save money and all that.'

'Fine. Absolutely fine. I make a huge effort to meet you
here to help you sort out your job. I take the trouble to book
us into a nice hotel, but of course that's not right. I've got
one of my heads, which of course is going to get worse if I
have to sit on the train for six hours and anyway, I thought
a hotel would do you good – you look awful, Jake.'

He winced, but she was right. Hours at work followed by
hours hunched over a calculator working out his too
meagre finances had left him looking considerably less than
shiny. He dredged up what he hoped was a winning smile
and gently stroked the back of her neck. She was like a cat
– she couldn't resist it. Eric was watching with interest and
making mental notes, when a tapping noise suddenly came
from downstairs. They all trudged back down to the
restaurant, Georgia theatrically holding her forehead.

'Are you open?' An old man in a flat cap and a tweed
jacket was trying to peer in through the grimy window and
knocking on the pane rather too firmly for Jake's taste.

'No. See – there is the closed sign,' explained Jake
patiently.

The old man turned round to his wife and bellowed:
'They're not open, Mabel!'

'They're what?'

'THEY'RE NOT OPEN!'

'But they could do us supper, couldn't they?'

'I say, could you do us –'

Jake was now beyond tired and his self-control was
evaporating like early morning mist on the fells. 'What part
of "this place is closed" do you not understand?' he hissed.

'There's no need for that tone, sonny. We were just
hoping for a nice fish supper.'

Jake took a deep breath. He might cook like a god, but it
would be pointless if he upset the locals before he'd even
started. 'When we are open, I will cook you a wonderful
supper with a free bottle of wine to thank you for your
patience.'

As soon as they had gone, Georgia turned on him.
'You're not going to do fish suppers, are you?'

'No, of course not. I will call this place Cuisine, because
that is what it will be all about – stupendously tasty but
simple and sensible.'

Eric was bubbling over with excitement. It sounded like
this fool – oops – client was going to buy. 'Maybe you should
have cooked them something now to show them what you
are made of!'

'If you think I'm waiting here while you –' began Georgia
in outrage.

'Oh don't be so silly the pair of you!' said Jake in
exasperation. 'I am a chef, not a bloody magician. I can't
produce a fabulous meal out of thin air, like a bloody rabbit
out of a hat! The actual meal is really only the tip of the
iceberg. Underneath that . . .' No, he could see he had lost
them both. Lay people didn't have an inkling of the huge
amount of effort it took to present a perfectly prepared
meal. 'Look at it this way, darling, you wouldn't set off down
the catwalk before they'd finished making your dress,
would you? You wouldn't go down naked?'

'Well . . . I would have to take laxatives for at least a week
beforehand and book a top-class exfoliation and then a
spray tan with Amy – she's the only one at the salon that
knows how to do it – and of course the lighting would all
have to be angled towards the right because of that awful,
unsightly dimple in my left thigh – I really will have to think
again about surgery – but, yeah, I don't have any real hangups
about my body.'

Jake looked at her in disbelief, then turned to Eric, who
was leaning against the wall with a faraway look on his face,
quite obviously picturing Georgia on the catwalk. 'So, how
much are they asking for this place?' he said, though he
knew perfectly well.

Eric hastily stood to attention and named the price.

'Tell the vendor I'll give them five thousand pounds less.
This will be my only offer so they needn't waste their time
trying to squeeze any more out of me. As you can see, I have
a very expensive girlfriend.'

'Yeah, but I bet she's worth every penny,' said Eric with
a wink. As he turned to go, Jake could see that some more
of the window paintwork had peeled off and stuck to his
jacket.

*

Their hotel room had a view over the lake, which was a
pointless extra expense, because it was now dark. Peering
out of the window, Jake could see nothing but a few stars.
Georgia was prowling round the room, taking stock of all
the mirrors. 'I don't see the point of having a lovely
complexion like mine if there's no one there to take a
picture of it,' she complained. She secretly kept a tally of
how many times she was featured in the press each week.

'Come to bed,' said Jake, patting the duvet invitingly.
'We might as well get our money's worth out of it.'

'I still don't know why you want to stop being head chef
at Brie. It's one of the best restaurants in London –
everybody says so – and loads of famous people go there.'

'I worked there because my boss is a genius, pure and
simple, but now it's time to spread my wings. I want my own
place. It's the only way I can put my mark on the cooking
world.'

'Yes, but why here, in the middle of nowhere?'

'It's beautiful up here. And it's cheap, at least compared
to London.'

'Oh, don't talk to me about money! That's all it ever is
with you. By the way, do you know you look like a tramp in
those jeans?'

Jake shrugged. He wasn't a conceited man – he couldn't
afford to be. 'Basically, I can either dress well or buy my
own business, but I can't do both. If I want to make it in this
game, I have to give up shopping, sleeping, having any sort
of hobby –'

'You mean you have to give up having a life! I wish you
had told me that before I fell in love with you!' Georgia
glared, albeit in such a way that would have had any
photographer salivating for a camera. But then she always
looked hot.

Her lover, however, was a mess. Georgia sighed. The
trouble was, Jake was an irresistible mess. He was tall, with
dark eyes, and a lean and hungry look because he often was,
always tasting food but never having time to sit down to a
decent meal. He had trendily ruffled dark hair, though less
by design than because he was always running his fingers
through it in desperation at the stupidity of commis chefs.
Even his hands were sexy, despite looking like they had
done ten years' hard labour in Siberia. They were covered
with the scars of burning encounters with hot stoves and
were living proof that knives were sharp and saucepans
heavy. When they first became a couple, Georgia would kiss
each wounded finger tenderly, before guiding them inside
her with a moan of pleasure.

They had met at a party Jake had been pushed to attend.
Prowling crossly round the room, clutching a beer, he found
things began to look up when he laid eyes on Georgia.

Georgia was extraordinarily, incandescently beautiful.
She glowed – even at four thirty in the morning, rushing
round without a shred of make-up on her luminous skin,
clad only in one of Jake's hideously over-washed T-shirts
and complaining bitterly that only models had to get up for
work this early in the morning. Properly dressed and made
up, men would look at her and forget how to speak. Of
course, Jake had fallen instantly in lust with her at the party.
But it was her apparent vulnerability and fragility that had
made him fall in love.

'Ordinary people don't really understand the dark side of
my glamorous lifestyle,' Georgia explained earnestly when
they finally gravitated towards each other. She looked up at
him from under her lashes. 'I so, totally, get why Princess Di
had to run away from the paparazzi. They don't know what
it's like to be hounded every time you go out for a packet of
Tampax. I have nightmares about millions of popping flashbulbs
and then I wake up and relive the nasty things other
models have said behind my back,' she explained tragically.

Jake nodded eagerly. He too had been the target of a
campaign of malice. He glanced briefly at the surging tide
of people swilling around them. He hadn't wanted to go to
this party, but now he knew why he was here – to meet this
creature.

'Don't you just hate these sort of dos?' Georgia was
thinking that champagne was so last year – people were
only drinking vodka now – and as for the food . . . 'Do they
really think it's cool serving those mini burgers in mini
buns?' At a hundred and fifty calories a shot, no wonder no
one was eating them.

'Pretentious rubbish,' agreed Jake, who loathed food
fads, and blinked as Georgia gave him one of her mega-watt
sexy smiles.

How cool he was – complaining about things being
pretentious was so in at the moment. 'That suit's not new, is
it?' she asked.

Jake grinned; it was his best charity shop bargain. 'Yes,
I –'

'How clever you are. That retro look makes everyone else
here seem so drab.'

'Well, it's –'

'It's so nice finding someone I can really talk to.
Everyone else is here just to talk about themselves. Do you
know, I was about to run away but fate stepped in so I could
meet you.'

Jake had just come off an eighteen-hour shift, the fourth
that week. He was befuddled with exhaustion, blinded by
the lights, nearly deafened by the roar from the people
around them and in no condition to sift sense from silliness.
Georgia, however, was an oasis of calm and stillness. Her
ability to stand utterly still and become the focus of
attention was one of the things that had made her a great
model. But in reality, she was chronically insecure, despite
her success, because she lived in constant fear of the
competition from other models. All the adulation she got
was like a meal without calories: however much she gobbled
up she was always hungry for more.

At first, Jake's love was like a breath of fresh air blowing
through the hothouse world of competition and spite she
moved in. Attention from Jake was freely given and honest
and straight, and so she clung to him like a vine. It took
Jake a while to realise that vines can be choking.

When Georgia confided to him that she was an avid
reader, he was delighted – he was so busy that his
girlfriends had to have their own interests. But she didn't
make clear at first that the only things she read were glossy
magazines and pseudo-psychological self-help books. She
had nearly as many of these as he had cookery books. There
were books about women who loved too much; women who
didn't; women who loved the wrong man, and women who
loved cats more than men. They had titles like Change Is Not
a Four-Letter Word (well, of course it bloody well wasn't), A
Guide Dog for the Spiritually Blind, Life Shouldn't Be a Trivial
Pursuit and Co-dependency – Break the Chain!. During a night
of insomnia, Jake had picked this last one up. After two
hours he still couldn't figure out what exactly the hell co-dependency
was, except that if you had it you were in big
trouble. Eventually he had filled in the questionnaire at the
back. Not only was he co-dependent but so was everyone
else he knew. In fact, according to this, it was impossible not
to be co-dependent. Enraged, Jake had thrown the
paperback into a corner and turned to the comforting and
sane thoughts of Elizabeth David in France.

Jake wasn't lying when he told Eric that food was his
passion. His passion and his life and there wasn't much
room for anything else, even something as delectable and
irresistible as Georgia. His grandmother was responsible
for this. When he was small she told him endless stories
about her own grandmother, who had lived in a small
village in Poland. Life there revolved around the kitchen –
the children sometimes even slept on top of the oven
because there wasn't room for them in the one bed. The
door was never locked and there was a continual coming
and going of people – talking, arguing, crying, laughing –
all of which was accompanied by a constant stream of food.
What did they eat? asked Jake, who was fascinated by this
picture of a very different world. So she cooked for him the
comforting and tasty food that was part of her culture:
chopped liver, potato latkes and goulash soup. When she
was only a baby, the family had moved to Germany in the
hope that life would be more prosperous there. And at first
they thrived. She was the prettiest girl in her class and the
most popular – until the morning her best friend had given
her a Nazi salute and her boyfriend dumped her so he
could join the Hitler Youth. Then came the lean and
terrible years of persecution and flight and hunger. As an
old woman, she hoarded food obsessively. When she died,
Jake was dry-eyed at the funeral. He had done his crying
the night before, when he'd found all the tins and packets
of outdated food stacked neatly under her bed.

He sometimes wondered if he cooked to make up for
those years of starvation and terror under the Nazis, but
when he tried to explain this to Georgia, she had stared at
him, uncomprehending. Food was Georgia's enemy, not
her friend. She waged a continual, single-minded battle
with it, starving herself for days on end and then bingeing.
But the first time Jake overheard her throwing up in the
bathroom, he was so furious she made sure he was out when
she did it again.

'It's a disgusting thing to do to your body! It is wrong and
unhealthy, and anyway, if you carry on like that all your
teeth will fall out.'

He tried to tempt her with low-calorie but delicious
dishes, seeing it as a challenge to his cooking skills, but she
wasn't having any of it. When Georgia did eat, she wanted
KitKats, Dairylea Dunkers and microwave chips. It was
quite a blow to Jake, because surely kindred spirits
shouldn't have His and Hers compartments in the
fridge?

Now, lying exhaustedly on the expensive hotel bed, he
absent-mindedly admired Georgia's perfect bottom as she
bent down to peer into the mini bar.

'I don't see how even you can make a restaurant out of
that horrible little chip shop,' she grumbled.

Jake sighed. He wished he could describe the vision in his
head, but all his creative powers were in his hands.

'Look, I know I'm no good at explaining things, but try
and imagine what it will look like after a makeover. A cheap
one,' he added hastily.

'No one will want to eat there – you'll lose all your
money.' Then, when Jake shuddered: 'Oh, don't be so silly.
I was only joking!'

'Yeah, well, I think I must have left my sense of humour
in London,' he tried to joke back, but he was so tired and
stressed that he could barely think straight. He wondered
guiltily if he would be able to stay awake long enough to
make love to her and then felt even worse because he didn't
want to make love – he wanted to do his sums again to make
absolutely sure he'd got them right and this was all
affordable, just, and then draw up another plan for how the
restaurant itself should be set out. Maybe there was just
room for another six covers. It would be cramped but it
could make a big difference to his takings. What were the
statistics? One in two restaurants failed within a year of
opening. 'I've got to be one of the winners!' he said aloud,
thumping the pillow.

'It's funny you should say that. The very nice man who
bought me lunch on the train up here was talking about
being a winner,' said Georgia, taking off her clothes and
leaving them all over the floor.

Men were always trying to buy her meals and then get
into her knickers. She really wasn't safe out on her own.

She ran her hands appreciatively down her body,
remembering how the very nice man had looked at her. 'He
was so charming. Now, what was his name?'

'How should I know – I wasn't there. Now hurry up and
come to bed before I fall – I mean, get overcome by lust.'

'But the thing was, he said he knew you. Harold, I think.'

'Never heard of him. Couldn't care less.'

'No! Silly me! It was Harry! He said you were at college
together. He said you had worked together afterwards, at
that restaurant you don't like to talk about.' She looked up
at the strangled noise coming from the bed. 'What on earth
is the matter? You look like you've just seen a ghost!'

Jake had jumped bolt upright 'Harry? Are you sure?' he
asked hopefully, then when she nodded: 'I wish to God he
was a ghost.'

'Oh, he's very much flesh and blood,' giggled Georgia,
thinking what very attractive flesh it had been, just the right
shape and size.

Jake shivered. He felt shaky and weak suddenly, as if
he'd suddenly come down with some dreadful virus.

'I think I would rather come across the plague than Mr
Harry Hunter again,' he said, more to himself than anything
else.

'What? Oh, don't be silly. He seemed like a perfectly
pleasant man,' said Georgia, who was oblivious to nuances,
unless they were her own.

'You don't understand,' said Jake through gritted teeth,
but she had wandered into the bathroom.

Harry Hunter was Jake's own personal demon, though
he still didn't know what he'd done to deserve one. The last
time he'd locked swords with this man, Jake had come off
very much the worse. In fact, if it hadn't been for an
irascible French chef called Louis, Jake would probably now
be a hollow-eyed empty shell working in a burger bar. Oh,
don't be ridiculous, he said to himself. Pull yourself
together, man. What does it matter now, anyway?
Lightning doesn't strike twice, does it? But what the hell
was Harry Hunter doing in Easedale then?
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