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To the older women I have known and loved, 
many thanks for your wisdom
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Crosnes – keep in peat over winter. Plant in March, good soil, water, tender loving care. Flowers in July, August. 5-7 months to grow, lifted early winter, after the foliage has died back. Will keep in sand or peat in cold. White when fresh, delicious.




Chapter One

 


 



‘Well? Are you going to come in? Or just stand in the doorway with your trug, looking picturesque?’

Perdita was almost paralysed with shock and confusion. How could short, plump, amiable and easy-going Enzo have, almost overnight, turned into the tall, black-browed monster she had divorced ten years before? Somehow she got herself across the threshold.

‘And take off those bloody gumboots! This is a professional kitchen, not a farmyard!’

Perdita looked down at her feet and noticed that the floor was a lot cleaner than usual. She looked up at her ex-husband. ‘No.’

‘So you’ve got bolshi in your old age, have you? You always were difficult.’

‘I’m not at all difficult. Where’s Enzo?’

‘Fucked off to sunny Napoli, I expect. How the hell should I know?’

Perdita suddenly became aware that it wasn’t only Enzo that had undergone a hideous transformation. The rest of the kitchen had been affected too. She had an impression of a strange whiteness. The friendly, busy place she had been delivering veg to for five years had metamorphosed into something akin to an operating theatre. The noise and clutter had all gone, as had the cheery hum of Radio One, a Greek chorus to the hubbub of the kitchen. No one was singing, swearing, or clattering pots and pans. In fact no one seemed to be doing anything.

The other two occupants of the kitchen were still just
recognisable, but looked completely different. Instead of a pair of brightly coloured cotton trousers, be-sloganed sweatshirt and a striped apron in one case, and a pair of ripped jeans and grubby T shirt, in the other, they wore white overalls and chef’s trousers. Janey, the young sous-chef, who looked about seventeen, had tried to confine her Pre-Raphaelite hair under a white cap but, like its owner, Perdita suspected, it was desperately trying to escape.

The grease-spattered, doodled-on calendar, marked with everyone’s holidays and birthdays, no longer hung by the telephone. In its place was a smart white board and marker pen without so much as a smiley face to relieve its blankness. The large pots of fresh herbs, grown by Perdita, had disappeared from the windowsill. As had the fat string of garlic, brought over from France by someone, the chilli peppers, too hot to use but so cheerful and the ‘boob chart’, a list of the mistakes made over the week. The person with the most cock-ups – usually Enzo – brought in some lagers to be drunk after service on Saturday night. The disappearance of the boob chart was the ultimate symbol of the end of Enzo’s regime: an evil dictator had dethroned him.

Aware that she had become the focus of attention, and that the evil dictator was wearing a very familiar scowl, Perdita decided to pretend everything was as normal. ‘Hi, Janey, Greg. How are you?’

Greg and Janey nodded stiffly, but didn’t speak. Janey had taken on the appearance of a rabbit in thrall to a stoat. She didn’t offer to put the kettle on or make toast, nor did she start rummaging through Perdita’s vegetables, exclaiming with delight or horror at what she found. Her eyes were red with weeping, but whether this was because of the pile of finely diced onions on her chopping board, or Enzo’s replacement, Perdita couldn’t tell.

Greg, the washer-up and general dogsbody, had his long hair tied back in a ponytail under a white cap instead
of a bandanna, and didn’t make one of his sexist, racist, politically incorrect jokes, which always made Perdita laugh, in spite of herself.

The whole kitchen seemed under a strange, sinister enchantment – like Narnia under its blanket of snow. It was not hard to find the warlock responsible: Lucas Gillespie.

‘You will have gathered,’ he addressed his workforce, ‘that Perdita and I used to know each other.’ He gave her a slanting glance and she stiffened. She didn’t want their dirty and tear-stained linen washed in public. ‘It was only for a short time, years ago, when we were both very young.’

She relaxed. Lucas didn’t want his failed marriage known about either. ‘I still am young,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘So, what have you got there?’

Perdita looked down at the contents of her trug. ‘Your – Enzo’s usual order. Mâche, various chicories, some Ragged Jack kale, the usual saladinis, lettuces and some pea plants.’

‘Pea plants?’

‘Yes. An excellent crop.’ Excellent for her, anyhow. It was labour intensive, but she made a lot of money out of it. She rummaged in her basket and broke him off a leaf.

He crunched it up. ‘Mmm. Does it stand well?’

‘Of course. Everything I sell stands.’

‘I suppose that explains the exorbitant prices you charge.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘I’ve been looking at the accounts,’ he added.

Perdita was offended. ‘My prices may seem high, but I offer very good value. And if you don’t want to use me, feel free to stop. I’ve got plenty of chefs I just can’t supply at the moment.’ They weren’t quite so conveniently situated as Grantly House Hotel, in fact they were too far away to make supplying them profitable, but they did exist.


‘And you reckon you can grow anything?’

‘Well, I won’t grow anything it doesn’t pay me to grow. I’ve got to make a living, after all.’

‘What about capsicums?’

She shook her head. ‘Too much heat. Too expensive.’ Lucas frowned contemplatively. ‘Stay here!’ he commanded, and strode off towards the cold store.

The moment he was out of the room, she asked in a stage whisper, ‘What on earth’s happened to Enzo? And how did you get lumbered with him?’

Janey cast a frightened glance in the direction of the cold store. ‘Enzo’s retired,’ she whispered back nervously. ‘We’re very lucky to have Chef. He’s very well thought of.’

Perdita humphed. To her, Enzo was Chef. It wasn’t right. ‘Chef is dead, long live Chef,’ she muttered. ‘What do you think of him, Greg?’

Greg shrugged. ‘Not laid back like Enzo was.’

This wasn’t surprising. Enzo could be, and generally was, described as ‘horizontal’, he was so relaxed, an unusual and endearing feature in a chef. But not, Perdita’s sense of fair play was forced to admit, a characteristic likely to make one hugely successful. Before she could speculate further, Lucas came back into the kitchen.

‘Here.’ He handed Perdita a small, segmented, tuber, about the size of a prawn. It was dark brown. ‘Can you grow these?’

Perdita was a professional. She reckoned to know her veg – the obscurer the better – but she was flummoxed this time. ‘Er – what is it?’

‘It’s a crosnes.’

‘I thought that was a disease,’ said Perdita.

‘It’s named after a French town, but you can call it a Chinese artichoke if you like. It’s like a dead nettle with roots you can eat. I brought it back from France. If you can grow it, I’ll buy every bit you can produce.’

She examined the tuber he put into her hand. ‘Well, I’ll
give it a go. Have you any idea of what it needs?’

‘You’re the gardener. But if you’re in any doubt, I’ll take it back. They’re expensive.’

Perdita’s fingers closed around it. ‘No, no. I’m sure I’ll have no trouble. Now, I’ll just go and get the rest of your order.’

No one seemed to move while she went back to her van, piled three crates of veg into her arms and came back into the kitchen with them. She took them through to the cold room, and put them away. When she came back Lucas was inspecting some ducklings with signs of distaste, Janey was back to chopping onions, and Greg was pulling trays out of the oven, prior to cleaning it. It was something Perdita hadn’t seen before. Which didn’t mean that the oven was never cleaned when Enzo was in charge, she told herself, just that she’d never been there when it happened. This happy realisation was banished by Greg’s obscene and unwitting exclamation as he lowered himself to the floor and looked inside.

‘So,’ said Perdita, partly to halt Lucas’s progress across the room to see the oven for himself, ‘is there anything you want specially for next week?’

‘I’ll see how good this lot turns out to be first.’

Perdita gave him a snarl disguised as a smile. ‘Will you give me a ring?’

He saw through the disguise. ‘Yes, but I don’t seem to have your mobile number.’

‘I don’t have a mobile. My home and work number are the same. You can contact me almost any hour of the day or night, though naturally I would prefer it if you stuck to daytime.’

He scowled. ‘I can’t believe you’re running a business without a mobile. Still, if you want to stay in the Dark Ages, don’t let me try and stop you.’

‘Oh, I won’t.’

‘And don’t let anything bad happen to that crosnes.’


Perdita patted her pocket to check that it was still there. ‘Well, if you don’t want to order anything now, I’ll be off. I’ve got a van full of baby vegetables for the health farm.’

‘Then you’d better go. I’m sure they don’t like being kept waiting for supplies any more than I do.’

Perdita ignored this dig. ‘I don’t suppose Janey could—’ before she could think of a good reason why she needed help to carry her empty basket out to the van, Lucas saved her the trouble.

‘No she couldn’t. She’s got a lot to do. If she wants to keep her job. Which at the rate she’s going, doesn’t seem likely.’

Perdita shuddered, and swore to herself that she would get Janey out of that kitchen as soon as she possibly could. Janey reminded her of herself at that age and she would never have survived working for Lucas. Greg, she hoped, was tough enough to look after himself.

She gave Lucas a nod, and her two friends a tentative wave. She felt a traitor leaving them to Lucas’s mercy, but she was nervous lest a moment longer in the place would put her under the same glacial enchantment as the others. A roar from behind her as she fled indicated she had left mud on the floor. Her satisfaction was slightly marred by the knowledge that Lucas wouldn’t be the one to clear it up, and would probably take his anger out on Janey or Greg.

She clambered into her van in a confusion of emotions, none of them happy. Had Enzo gone willingly? Or had he been pushed out of a job he loved so that horrible Lucas could take his place? And, the biggest question of all, what the hell was Lucas doing as a chef? When they’d been married, he hadn’t been able to boil an egg – neither of them had, which had been part of their problem. He had been a thrusting young stockbroker, determined to become a millionaire before he was thirty. What had turned his interest from blue chips to game chips?


She had been a dreamy art student, who just wanted to paint. The ten intervening years had apparently affected Lucas’s dreams and ambitions as much as they had her own.

‘Well, at least I’m completely over him,’ she murmured as she kicked off her Wellington boots so she could drive. She switched on the engine. Over him or not, she was forced to acknowledge that seeing him, with no warning, had been a dreadful shock. She had delivered to Grantly House only three days earlier. Why had nobody warned her that a nuclear winter was about to fall?

She turned the key another couple of times, praying that she wouldn’t have to go back into the kitchen to ask for a push. ‘Come on, baby,’ she crooned. ‘Start for Mummy, and I’ll buy you a nice new Magic Tree.’ Her woollen socks hanging over her toes, she pressed gently on the accelerator, and the van grumbled into life.

‘I know you need more than an air freshener, sweetheart,’ she went on, ‘but I really can’t manage without you just at the moment. And do you really want a major operation at your age?’

The van swerved into a puddle in reply.

 


The health farm, Perdita’s second biggest customer, which took pretty much everything and anything she could produce, was reassuringly the same as it had been on her last visit.

‘Hello, ducks,’ said Ronnie the manager, as she staggered into the kitchen under a pile of plastic crates. ‘Got your usual array of slugs and aphids, have you?’

‘Now you know you have far more time to clean them than I do,’ replied Perdita amiably. ‘Besides, I would have thought the guests here would be glad of the extra protein.’

‘You know perfectly well we don’t starve anybody here, even if they are on de-tox …’


‘Which is why you want my fresh-out-of-the-ground veg, full of vitamins and minerals. Anyway, never mind about that. Have you heard about the new chef at Grantly House? I nearly had a fit when I saw Enzo had gone.’

Ronnie, always glad of a gossip, especially when he had more of it than his gossipee, inclined his head in a knowing way. ‘Want a coffee, dear? You look a bit peaky.’

Perdita did feel a little shaky. ‘Yes, please. Black, lots of sugar.’

‘We’ll take it through to the office, so we can talk in peace. That grater’s getting on my nerves this morning.’ The grater, struggling with a white cabbage, chose that moment to scream in agony, underlining his point.

‘So?’ demanded Perdita, the moment the door was closed behind them.

‘Oh, don’t sit on that stool, love, it wobbles,’ said Ronnie, taking the swivel chair by the desk, refusing to be hurried.

‘No, no, I’ll be fine here. Now, do tell …’

‘Hang on. I’ll stuff a fag packet under it. I don’t know what that chair’s doing here. You think they’d give me a decent office. This place would be nothing without me.’

‘Oh, Ronnie! Don’t keep me in suspense! You’re always like this when you’ve got something really good to tell me.’

‘Make ’em laugh, make ’em cry and make ’em wait, we always used to say.’

‘Ronnie!’

‘OK, OK. Well, the story is that Mr Grantly was in France – you know he’s got a place there?’

‘Yes!’

‘Oh, all right,’ Ronnie said huffily. ‘Just giving you the background. Anyway, he was there and he met this new young chef …’

‘Not that young, surely?’ Lucas must be about thirty-five by now. In chef’s terms, that was ancient.


‘Younger than Enzo, anyway. And Mr Grantly thought he was just the person to get Grantly House a Michelin Star, so he paid off Enzo and got this bloke over.’

‘But that’s terrible! Kicking Enzo out so – this new chef – can sweep in and take over! We ought to picket Mr Grantly! Boycott his hotel! Get the press involved!’ Perdita was outraged as well as mystified. Lucas had been addicted to the speed of City life. What had happened to make him take such a drastic career change?

‘I don’t suppose you can afford to upset Mr Grantly, dear, seeing as he’s one of your main customers,’ Ronnie pointed out. ‘And by all accounts, Enzo’s quite happy about it. He never was quite cut out to be a top-notch chef. He did make some awful blunders.’

As Perdita was responsible for telling Ronnie about some of Enzo’s more colourful catastrophes, she couldn’t deny it. She blushed, feeling as if she had let Enzo down.

‘No need to look like that about it,’ Ronnie went on. ‘Enzo’s delighted.’

‘Is he? How do you know?’

‘He rang me before he left. Said he’d got a very good golden handshake out of it. And, of course, he’s been talking about going back to Italy for years. You know that. He’s no spring chicken.’

Perdita did know, but she doubted anyone would actually enjoy being disposed of so quickly.

‘He said we must all go out there and stay with him. He’s planning to open his own place.’

Perdita took a sip of barely liquid sugar. ‘So what’s this new one like, then?’

‘Well, you’ve seen him, so you tell me. But by all accounts he’s gorgeous. All smouldery and dark.’ Ronnie gave Perdita a sideways glance. ‘Obviously not your type, then?’

‘Well, no. Actually, we sort of know each other. Years ago, in a previous incarnation. He was a stockbroker.’ Better
to tell Ronnie what she wanted him to know herself and hope his sixth sense for old scandal wouldn’t be aroused. Ronnie could turn the most innocent encounter into something worthy of the Sunday Sport; what he would do with her quasi-elopement was too terrible to contemplate.

‘And you didn’t get on?’

‘No. He was a pig. Um – did Enzo say anything about his wife?’

‘Who? Enzo’s?’

‘No! Lucas Gillespie’s. He was married when I knew him.’ Which was true.

‘Oh? Well, Enzo didn’t say anything about whether he was married or not. Apparently he’s staying with Mr Grantly until his staff flat is ready, so he’s well in there, but I’ve not heard tell of any wife. What was she like, then?’

Perdita hesitated only a millisecond before abdicating from the role of spouse, giving it instead to the woman for whom she had been abandoned. ‘Well, I didn’t know her well.’ Perdita had met the other woman in her husband’s life only once. ‘But she was older than me.’ That had seemed the ultimate insult – he left her playing with her toys while he went off with the grown-ups. ‘And very sophisticated. Dark. Very well groomed.’

‘And you didn’t like her, either?’

‘I didn’t know her! But she made me feel very young and naïve. Which I was then.’

‘And now you’re Ms Sophistication, I suppose.’ He sounded sceptical.

‘But I’m not naïve!’

‘Yes you are. But not to worry, it’s part of your charm. So how did you meet the evil Mr Gillespie?’

‘Oh, at a party.’ Ronnie seemed to want a little more detail. ‘I’d only just left school. I hardly knew him at all, really.’ This was also true. They had met and married within three months. ‘But who I’m worried about is Janey. He’ll bully her to bits!’


‘If you didn’t know him that well, how do you know that?’

‘I know Janey. She’s young and innocent—’

‘And pretty. Remind you of anyone?’

‘Stop teasing me, Ronnie. This is serious. We must get her out of there! You wouldn’t have a job for her here, would you?’

‘Perdita, love, I hope you don’t mind me being personal …’

‘But you’re going to be, anyway.’

‘But don’t you think you spend too much time worrying about other people, and not enough time worrying about yourself? You should get yourself a nice boyfriend, have some fun.’

Perdita looked at Ronnie as if she had never heard this from him before, when in fact he said it nearly every time they met. But this time, it raised an important question: what would Lucas think when he found out, as he inevitably would, that she hadn’t got so much as a sniff of a boyfriend, let alone a husband? He would think, conceited bastard that he was, that she was carrying a torch for him. And if the painted sophisticate he had left her for was still around, well, her pride demanded she have someone sensational to hang on her arm – if only for special occasions.

Ronnie, surprised that Perdita wasn’t protesting as usual, followed up his opening. ‘You’re really a lovely girl, just a little bit unkempt. I mean, look at your clothes.’

For once, Perdita looked. The ancient Fair Isle sweater, which was warm and comfortable and, to her eyes, attractive, had once belonged to Kitty’s long-dead husband. It hung halfway down her thighs and the hem was partially unravelled. There was a hole in the arm and the welt of the cuff was nearly separated from the sleeve. There was a panel of mud on the inside of her leg running from where her Wellingtons stopped to above her knees.


‘And your hair …’ Ronnie, seeing that for once his words were having an effect, pressed on. ‘A good cut and a few highlights would make all the difference – carry you over the hump between light mouse and dark blonde. Why don’t you come here for a makeover? You could get staff discount. The girls would love to get their hands on you.’

Perdita shuddered. ‘If you’ve got in mind some wonderful man who’d make it all worthwhile, I might just consider it.’

Ronnie had long been trying to get Perdita to make more of herself, and made one more attempt. ‘You won’t find a man looking like Orphan Annie. But no,’ he went on, defeated, ‘I’m afraid I haven’t got anyone up my sleeve. Young single men don’t come my way much, more’s the pity. And it’s no good looking among our clientele. We get mostly women, as you know, and enough of them are single to make any man a sitting target.’

‘But you do get celebrities, male ones?’

‘Occasionally, but …’

‘Tell you what, Ronnie. If you let me know if anyone lovely, male and straight comes in, I’ll submit to every torture you think I need to make myself beautiful.’

‘Perdita, love,’ Ronnie said sharply, ‘this wouldn’t be anything to do with the new chef at Grantly’s, would it?’

‘Good Lord no!’ Frantically Perdita tried to think of a reason for this volte-face. ‘It’s just that I’m approaching the big three oh—’

Ronnie, who was good at birthdays, frowned. ‘Not till next year, surely?’

‘Well, yes, but it’ll probably take me till next year to get my act together.’

‘True,’ he agreed brutally. ‘Well, if you’re that desperate, I suppose you could advertise.’

‘No I couldn’t!’ Just imagine Lucas seeing her lonely hearts advertisement in the local paper! She might as well
applique a bleeding heart to her sleeve and have done with it.

Ronnie looked hurt. ‘Why not? It’s all very discreet, you have a box number. There are all sorts of safeguards against perverts. I’ve met some lovely men through the small ads.’

Perdita bit her lip and sighed ruefully. ‘I’m afraid I’m a bit too much of a coward for that. There must be a less scary way to find a man.’

‘Perdita, are you sure this sudden change of heart isn’t anything to do with this new chef?’

Perdita felt herself blush and knew that Ronnie would have noticed it. ‘Only indirectly. Seeing him unexpectedly like that made me look back to how I’d been the last time I’d seen him.’ A wreck, but no need to tell Ronnie that. ‘I’ve come on a lot. I’m independent, I’ve got my own business going, but I haven’t got a partner. And I still wear my hair in a scrunchy. I’ve spent so much time and energy getting my nursery going, I haven’t had a date for years. I don’t mind ending my life as an old maid, but I want it to be through choice, not because I never had an opportunity for marriage.’

This fairly grown-up-sounding statement seemed to satisfy the eagle-eyed Ronnie. ‘You don’t get the opportunity because you spend all your spare time looking after Mrs Anson. How is she, by the way?’

‘Kitty? Oh, she’s fine. Still gardening all day, though I’ve told her a million times I’ll do anything that needs doing.’

‘I don’t suppose she’d approve of you advertising for a man.’

Perdita frowned. ‘I don’t know what she’d think, quite honestly; she’s completely unpredictable. She would like me to have a boyfriend, though. She’s always telling me I ought to have children of my own, and not waste my time treating her like a child. As if I’d dare!’

‘She’s right, you know, Perdita. That old lady’s got a lot
of sense.’ Ronnie patted her knee paternally, and got up. ‘Now, must get on.’

‘So must I. Thanks for the coffee and the chat, Ronnie.’

‘Any time, love. And let me know if you fancy a makeover. Or even a few make-up hints.’

‘I will.’ A makeover, much as the idea horrified her, would be worth the agony if it helped her get a man before Lucas could find out that she hadn’t already got one.

‘And give my best to Mrs A.’

‘Of course. See you, Ronnie.’

‘See you, love.’




Chapter Two

 


 



Although Kitty and Perdita lived so close that their gardens backed on to each other, Perdita drove to Kitty’s on her way home, parked her van outside the house and knocked on the back door.

‘Kitty? Are you there? It’s only me!’ She wasn’t really expecting a reply, and so she walked down into the garden where she found her quarry in the vegetable plot, pulling out bean sticks.

‘Hello, darling, how are you?’ The elderly lady removed her pipe from between her teeth and kissed Perdita’s cheek fondly. ‘Here, take these and come and look at my wintersweet. I think it’s going to flower at last. I’ve had it for years.’

Perdita took the bean sticks and followed her friend down into the shrubbery. Once there, they studied the emerging blossom. ‘You are patient. I would have got fed up and thrown it out if it hadn’t flowered before now.’

‘By my age you’ve learnt patience, dear, and it smells heavenly.’ Kitty stripped off the surgical gloves she wore for gardening and rummaged in one of the many pockets of her body warmer for her tobacco. The body warmer was the last of many layers of clothes she had on and as she favoured clothes with pockets, her hunt took some time. Eventually, she found the plastic pouch in the pocket of her combat trousers and with it a postcard which she handed to Perdita before pinning a slipping plait back round her head with a hairpin retrieved from another pocket. She gestured to the postcard.


‘It’s from your father. The places they get to! I expect there’s one for you at home.’

Perdita glanced at the picture of a waterfall in the Andes for a moment. ‘Kitty, what did the doctor say?’

Kitty opened the pouch and found a tamper. She emptied the pipe with a firm knock against the fence and then began to scrape out the bowl of it with the tool. ‘Oh, the usual. It was only a routine check-up. There’s nothing wrong with me.’

‘Did he say you should give up your pipe?’

‘No he didn’t,’ said Kitty firmly. ‘He said at my age there was no point in giving up my little pleasures.’

‘Even if they include strong pipe tobacco and malt whisky?’

‘It’s quality of life they go for now. Longevity is out of fashion.’ She hooked out a plug of tobacco with her finger and began to fill her pipe.

Perdita laughed. ‘Pity they didn’t know that when you hit eighty-five!’

Kitty chuckled. ‘I could have been hygienically euthanased and they would have had to let me have a cardboard coffin.’ Her pipe full, Kitty tucked it into another pocket where it would stay until she was ready for it later. ‘Now come inside and let me get you some lunch. I know you won’t eat unless I make you.’

‘Nonsense! You’re the one who stays out in the garden until it’s dark and then is too tired to cook!’

‘At least I don’t think a few chemicals in a plastic flowerpot constitute a square meal,’ Kitty retorted.

Kitty and a gentleman friend, on their way back from their Philosophy evening class, had once called in on Perdita at ten o’clock at night. Kitty was appalled to find Perdita eating so late, and such unhealthy food.

‘I don’t often eat Pot Noodles.’

‘Considering you produce organic vegetables because
you think chemicals are unhealthy, you should never eat them.’

‘I’m not completely organic, you know. Only nearly,’ said Perdita.

‘Don’t change the subject, and come and have lunch. I bet you didn’t have breakfast.’

Perdita and Kitty constantly accused each other of not eating properly while denying they were both equally guilty. Kitty said she didn’t need much food at her age, and Perdita said she was young and poor and couldn’t afford to grow out of her jeans. One Christmas they had, coincidentally, given each other microwaves. Perdita used hers for heating up frozen pizzas and Kitty used hers to sterilise soil.

This time Perdita lost the argument about who should cook for whom because of the time it took her to get her hands clean. Unlike Kitty, she couldn’t garden in gloves. She sat herself down at the large mahogany table and flicked through the junk mail, marvelling at how fit her old friend seemed. Kitty was eighty-seven and more sprightly than many people half her age. She was Perdita’s favourite person in the world.

Perdita’s parents lived abroad, having worked their whole careers in the diplomatic service. Perdita had spent her holidays from boarding school with Kitty, who was her mother’s godmother, and had been more than that to Perdita. She vividly remembered the first time she had met Kitty. Sent by train to stay with her for the Easter holidays, Perdita had been terrified. For a start she had no idea how to address the person her mother referred to as Aunt Kitty, because no one had remembered to tell her Kitty’s surname. She managed to avoid calling her anything for nearly the whole of the first day.

She was shown her room, a large first-floor bedroom with windows in two walls.

‘This is always going to be your room now, my dear,’
Kitty had said. ‘My other guests can have the attic. If you’re going to stay with me during the holidays, you’ll need somewhere which is permanently yours. Can’t think it’s going to be much fun for you, staying with an old lady like me, but your mother said there was no one else she trusted to look after you.’

Perdita subsequently found out that Kitty disapproved strongly of boarding schools and of parents who put their careers before their families, but in the beginning, she had refrained from comment.

Although she had no children of her own, Kitty instinctively knew how to make Perdita feel at home. Probably, Perdita reflected, because she had no children. She just treated Perdita like an adult who needed cosseting a little. The name thing was got over very quickly when they were saying good night. Perdita started on the ‘aunt’ and Kitty stopped her immediately. ‘Call me Kitty, dear. All my friends do, and I think we’re going to become very good friends.’

Many years had passed since that first meeting, and the love between the two of them had grown and developed. When Perdita’s marriage had broken up, her first instinct had been to go to Kitty, who hadn’t said, ‘I told you so,’ although she had warned against Perdita marrying a man she had known for such a short time. She had simply said, ‘Men are bastards!’ and given her a stiff drink.

Now, the role of carer was more shared.

‘So, any news from the outside world?’ asked Kitty, when she had put bowls of tinned tomato soup and a plate of bread and butter down in front of them both. ‘Tell me while I pour more sherry. You can always walk home if you’re worried about “drink driving”.’ She said the words with the derision of a non-driver and fairly heavy drinker, as if ‘drink driving’ was an invention of the press.

Perdita shook her head. ‘No, I’ve got to get the van home. It’s playing up.’


‘Again? Why don’t you let me buy you—’

‘We’ve been through all that. Now, I’ll tell you what happened this morning.’ Perdita would have preferred not to bother Kitty with the news, but as she was by no means Kitty’s only source of information, she’d hear it eventually. It was better for Perdita to warn her personally. ‘Enzo’s gone from Grantly House!’

‘Michael Grantly never did know when he was on to a good thing. I thought Enzo cooked jolly well. On his good days.’

‘Exactly! And you’ll never guess who has replaced him!’

‘Then just tell me. You seem very excited about it.’

Perdita was concentrating hard on sounding upbeat. Finding Lucas in Enzo’s place had been a genuine shock, but she didn’t want to worry Kitty. ‘Well! It’s such a surprise.’

‘So, are you going to tell me? Or will you let me die waiting for the news?’

‘It’s Lucas! Lucas Gillespie! My ex-husband!’

There was a moment’s silence. ‘I know quite well who Lucas Gillespie is, dear. But he isn’t a cook, he’s a stockbroker.’

‘He’s a chef now. Apparently. Ronnie told me that Michael Grantly found him in France, and has sacked Enzo so Lucas can sweep Grantly House into all the gourmet food guides.’

Kitty frowned. ‘Well, you seem perfectly happy about it, but I can’t see it as a good thing.’

‘Of course I’m not happy about it, exactly. But nor am I traumatised. After all, it’s years since we parted and, thanks to you, I’m now an independent woman. Not the little mouse he left weeping in a heap.’

It had been Kitty who had insisted that Perdita stop weeping and, as much as a distraction as anything else, help her in the garden. Later, when Perdita’s green fingers became apparent, she had suggested she had some formal
horticultural training. Eventually Kitty persuaded Perdita’s father to give Perdita the fifteen grand he would have spent on her wedding had Perdita’s mother had her way. With that capital, Perdita had started Bonyhayes Salads. Now it was a thriving, if not exactly lucrative, business.

‘No. You’ve done marvellously, but I can’t help feeling it would be nice if you had a man as well as a smallholding.’

‘Kitty darling, women don’t need men these days.’ She glanced at Kitty. ‘You’ve managed without one for nearly forty years.’

‘True’ Kitty went on, producing a plate of rather sweaty cheese from the refrigerator. ‘Lionel dying like he did left me man-less for the rest of my life. But you’re a different matter altogether.’

Perdita was indignant. ‘Am I? Why?’

‘Because although my marriage was short, it was satisfying. You’ve only known that swine. You should have another bash at it. And you don’t want him thinking you’ve been pining all these years, do you?’

Perdita extracted a catalogue from the pile which took up one end of the huge mahogany dining table which was the hub around which Kitty’s life revolved, partly to avoid Kitty’s direct gaze. ‘Would he think that? After all, he must know that building up a business takes a lot of doing. I just haven’t had time for a social life as such. These clothes are quite nice. Have you ordered anything?’

Kitty ignored the change of subject. ‘He will think you’ve been pining because he’s arrogant. You need a man to throw him off the scent. After all, you don’t want him thinking he can pick up where he left off.’

Perdita shook her head. ‘I really don’t think he’d even dream of doing that. He left me because he went off me. But you’re right, I don’t want him thinking I’ve been carrying a torch. I’d better find a man. The trouble is, there aren’t any, not round here.’


Kitty cut the rind off a piece of cheese. ‘Do Universal Aunts have a branch for presentable men, do you think?’

‘I think that would be an escort agency, and going by the docu-soap I watched the other night I don’t want anything to do with one of those. So, unless you’ve got a guardsman tucked up your sleeve, I don’t have many options.’

Kitty chuckled. ‘Any guardsmen I know would be over ninety by now.’

Perdita twinkled back at her. ‘Well, you know what they say: better an old man’s darling than a young man’s slave

… After all, I don’t want a relationship, just someone to stop Lucas thinking I’m sad.’

‘But why don’t you want a relationship? You should! You should be having children by now.’

‘I’ve got a nursery already, I don’t need children …’

Kitty frowned. ‘Really, darling. You do need someone. I won’t be here for ever.’

‘Yes you will. Now do you want some more sherry? Or shall I wash up? Oh!’ Her eye was caught by ‘Derek, Vet’ who was advertising sailing trousers in the catalogue. ‘He’s nice. Do you think you can buy the men, or is it just the clothes?’

 


The next time Perdita went to deliver at Grantly House she was prepared. She hadn’t exactly put make-up on, or worn her best clothes, but she had made sure her hair was clean and that her jeans were freshly washed and not too obviously in need of mending. Lucas had greatly increased the order, which pleased her.

She piled up the plastic crates and carried them carefully into the kitchen. This time she was expecting a frigid reception and so it was a relief to find the kitchen so full of bustle that no one was aware of her arrival. There were several people standing round Lucas, who was storming about, throwing his hands up in frustration.


‘This is a professional kitchen. I don’t see any reason why it can’t be used!’

‘But our programme isn’t for professionals,’ said a well-spoken young man with floppy hair and an anxious expression. ‘It’s for entertainment.’ He sounded tired.

The word entertainment had caused Lucas’s black brow to darken further. ‘But I thought the location was approved months ago! Before I was even approached!’

‘It was.’ The tired young man seemed as frustrated as Lucas. ‘But not by me! And it’s just not exciting enough.’

Lucas opened his mouth to shout, and then shut it again. Before he lost the struggle to remember on which side his bread was buttered, Perdita decided to announce her presence.

‘Hi, everyone!’ she said over the top of her crates. ‘I’ve just brought the veg.’ Everyone turned towards her. ‘I’ll just put it all in the cold store, shall I? You’re obviously busy.’ Nobody moved or spoke, so she picked her way through the group until she got to the other door. ‘I don’t suppose anyone could possibly open that for me?’ She smiled, to indicate that she knew she was interrupting, and just trying to get out of the way as quickly as possible.

The man who had spoken sprang into action and opened the door for her. ‘Capodimonte in jeans,’ he muttered as she went through it. ‘And look at those greens!’

‘Who is that lovely creature?’ said someone else, making Perdita glad of the cool of the cold store.

‘That’s Perdita, from Bonyhayes Salads,’ she heard Lucas answer.

‘I think we really must use her. She’d make a lovely contrast to Lucas. A sort of angel and devil thing.’

Perdita swung the door to, so she couldn’t overhear Lucas’s reply. It might be more devilish than she could cope with. She stayed in the cold store, stacking boxes as long as she could without risking hypothermia, taking in
what she’d heard. So Lucas wasn’t satisfied with morphing from a City slicker into a chef, he had to be on television as well. Well, he needn’t think she’d be impressed by tricks like that. When she emerged from the cold store, the kitchen was still full of people.

And Lucas, his arms folded, was still scowling, but this time the scowl was directed at her. The man with the floppy hair was also looking at her, but he was smiling, extremely charmingly.

‘Perdita?’ He took hold of her hand. ‘I’m David Winter, and I think you may be the answer to our prayers.’

‘She probably lives in a council house,’ muttered Lucas.

‘Perdita? I may call you that? What sort of house do you live in?’

‘Oh, it’s a small cottage—’

‘Perfect! Is it picturesque?’

‘Well, I think it’s very pretty, but it’s not at all done up, or restored, or anything.’ She had a feeling these people thought all cottages were candidates for Country Living articles when hers was more like the ‘before’ picture of a major restoration project. ‘I don’t seem to get much time for decorating,’ she added, emphasising her point.

‘Do you think we could go and see it?’ asked David. ‘We’re looking for a location, near here, to use for our cookery programme.’ He frowned, seeing that she needed more explanation. ‘It’s a pilot for a series where professional chefs cook in real kitchens …’

‘This is a real kitchen,’ snapped Lucas.

‘But it’s completely lacking in heart. I’m sorry, Lucas, but the viewers want a good location nowadays.’

‘I thought they wanted a half-decent chef.’

‘And I really don’t think my cottage would be suitable,’ said Perdita. ‘It’s tiny, not at all convenient, and the kitchen is …’ How to describe the dank, irregular space with little light and almost no working surface? ‘Primitive,
to put it politely. And minute – not big enough to boil an egg in.’

‘It sounds perfect! After all, most viewers have tiny kitchens; why are cookery programmes always set in ones the size of barns?’ The maker of several such programmes tossed this rhetorical question into the air.

‘Really,’ Perdita persisted valiantly, ‘my kitchen is not suitable.’

‘Couldn’t we just look at it?’ asked David Winter.

‘Of course, if that’s what it takes to convince you.’ Perdita suddenly felt as tired as everyone else looked. ‘But I promise you, you’ll be disappointed. It’s tiny, it’s dark and it smells of damp. But I’ll take you there if you insist.’

‘Don’t you usually visit your aunt at lunchtime?’ said Lucas.

Perdita wondered briefly how on earth he knew that and then realised that anyone could have told him. ‘Well, actually it’s her bridge afternoon, so I’m not going to today.’

‘I expect she’s got a lovely big kitchen,’ said Lucas, with enough despair in his voice to inspire reluctant sympathy even in Perdita.

‘I’m not having her involved in this,’ she snapped, to hide it. ‘And anyway, she’s not my aunt.’

‘So we can go and look at your kitchen.’ David Winter sounded pleased. ‘I’ve got such a good feeling about this.’

Perdita groaned. ‘Promise not to cry when you see how wrong you are?’

‘If we’re going, let’s go,’ said Lucas impatiently. ‘Even though it’ll be a complete waste of time. Janey, Greg, you know what you’ve got to get on with. I’ll come with you, Perdita. Now for God’s sake, let’s stop farting about.’

For a moment Perdita considered refusing to take him, but then decided that her van might be just what he needed to bring him down off his pedestal.

‘Now, listen to me, Lucas,’ said Perdita, when she’d
cleared the front seat of rubbish and Lucas had clambered in. ‘You will absolutely hate my kitchen. I’m not fond of it myself, and I don’t ever do any cooking, but it’s not my fault. It’s you who want to be on television, not me, so don’t blame me for any of this fiasco. OK?’ She switched on the ignition, and, reliably, the van failed to start. Lucas sat in silence while she tried another couple of times. ‘Now would you mind getting out and giving me a push? There’s a slope here. I can bump start it.’

Without a word, Lucas got out.

 


Perdita disappeared into the coal shed and came out with a large key. As she did so she heard mutterings of ‘adorable’, ‘perfect’, and ‘don’t you just love those diamond panes?’ issuing from the carload of television people. Her heart sank. Her cottage, which did look gorgeous from the outside, had seduced them. She would never now convince them that it wasn’t their ideal location.

‘It’s a bit cramped in the hall,’ she said, opening the door and going in first. She led the way into the sitting room so that the half-dozen people could all get in through the front door.

The sitting room was the one place Perdita had made comfortable. There was a large wood-burning stove in the stone fireplace, and weak November sunshine shone in through the windows, catching a small collection of copper items, including a kettle, which stood around the fireside. It also highlighted the dust, which stirred and danced in the draught.

The floor was stripped, and the wide, pale boards ran diagonally across the room. The window embrasure was deep and stone, and what furniture there was reflected the period of the house.

‘But it’s charming!’ declared David Winter.

‘You haven’t seen the kitchen,’ said Perdita doggedly. ‘It isn’t charming, it’s unreconstructed!’


‘How did you come to live here?’ asked David, eager for details.

Perdita sighed. She didn’t really want Lucas knowing her life story since he left her, but she had nothing to be ashamed of. ‘It was adjoining the land I had for my salads. When it came on the market, I bought it.’ She saw Lucas’s eyebrow shoot up, desperate to ask, ‘What with?’ ‘I have a mortgage,’ she added for his benefit, ‘like everybody else.’

‘I see. And it was unrestored?’ David Winter went on.

‘It was pretty much as it is now. I had the stove put in, and it does the hot water and a couple of radiators. But as I said, I don’t have much time for decorating.’

She knew most women would have been waxing the floors, sponging and stencilling the walls and covering the chairs with petit point, but all her creative energy went into her garden. Home for her was where she flopped for a couple of hours before falling into the bath and into bed.

‘So let’s see the kitchen,’ said Lucas glumly.

The kitchen was a later addition. It was a lean-to at the back of the house and was small and badly arranged. It seemed to make no concession to cooking at all, though the sharp-eyed would have spotted a cooker under a washing-up bowl of sprouting pea seeds, and a fridge behind a bag of compost and a fork. The room was full of trays of soil, sprouting seeds and tottering heaps of flowerpots waiting to be washed. The sink was stacked with unwashed saucepans and grubby plant labels. The only thing obviously used for its purpose was the microwave, which took up most of the work surface.

‘I did warn you,’ she said as her guests stood openmouthed in the doorway. There wasn’t room for more than Perdita and Lucas in the kitchen at the same time. ‘Now, I could probably manage to make you all a cup of instant coffee before you go home. So your journey wasn’t completely wasted.’ No one seemed to notice the irony in her voice.


‘But it’s ideal! Just needs tidying up a bit!’ said David. ‘Look at that lovely deep windowsill! And the beam!’

‘That’s not a beam, it’s a railway sleeper,’ said Perdita, perturbed that David was not put off. ‘It was just stuck in to stop the house falling down.’

‘Presumably all beams were just “stuck in to stop the house falling down”, unless you’re in a pub, of course,’ Lucas retorted acidly.

Perdita turned on him. ‘Do you really want to cook in this kitchen?’ she demanded.

‘Do you two know each other?’ asked David.

‘Of course,’ said Perdita quickly. ‘I deliver veg to Grantly House.’

‘I know, but there seems to be some sort of – chemistry – between you.’

‘If you mean a hearty dislike, you’ve got it about right,’ said Lucas.

‘Hmm.’ David stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘You know, people are beginning to get tired of perfect-everytime cookery programmes. A little frisson …’ He stopped talking and narrowed his eyes as some creative and ground-breaking idea occurred to him.

It made Perdita nervous. ‘Honestly, this kitchen is not at all suitable. You must see that.’

‘That’s a Belfast sink under all those pans,’ said someone.

‘That’s not a Belfast sink!’ protested Perdita. ‘It was in here when I came!’

David Winter sighed in ecstasy. ‘Original – perfect!’

Perdita began to panic. ‘Listen, this kitchen is too small for one person. It would be quite impossible to do a television programme in here. Lucas would hate it, wouldn’t you, Lucas? And he’s your star!’

‘Actually,’ said the annoying individual who had spotted the sink, ‘we could all be out in the passage and still get good shots. If it was cleared up, it would be perfect.’


‘Well, it’s not going to be cleared up! This is my home and where I work, and I’m not going to tart it all up for you lot!’ Perdita wanted to cry.

‘Temper, temper,’ said Lucas. ‘You did offer to show us the place. You can’t be pissed off now because they like it.’

She turned on Lucas. ‘Are you really telling me that you would be willing to do a cookery programme in a kitchen where there’s barely space to boil a kettle? And that’s when it isn’t full of cameramen, and sound people and God knows who else rushing about?’

‘If it wasn’t full of junk there’d be plenty of room,’ said Lucas.

Perdita stopped wanting to cry and started wanting to kill Lucas, slowly and painfully and, preferably, with several thousand viewers looking on.

‘And you’ll be in it too. You can tell us all about the wonderful things you grow,’ said David Winter, as if offering her a treat.

‘I don’t want to be on television. I have a job,’ said Perdita crossly.

‘We will pay to use your cottage as a location,’ David went on.

‘And you do need a new van,’ said Lucas.

David frowned, not wanting to give anyone the impression they’d pay huge amounts. ‘Possibly not quite enough for that, but it’d be marvellous publicity for your business,’ he added.

Perdita took a deep breath. ‘I don’t need any more business, and I don’t suppose you’d start filming for ages. I will have bought a new van without your contribution by then.’

‘Actually, we want to start pretty much right away. The programme’s due to go out in the spring.’

 


Eventually, everyone except Lucas found their way out of the cottage and drove off. Lucas stayed on.


‘Haven’t you got unspeakably expensive gourmet meals to prepare?’ Perdita demanded when she realised he hadn’t left with the others.

He shook his head. ‘We’re not open for lunch this week.’

‘What about prepping up?’

‘I’ve left that to Greg and Janey. We’ll see what sort of a cock-up they make of it.’

‘What makes you think they’ll cock it up?’

Lucas sighed. ‘Experience.’

‘You are such a bastard. I don’t know why anyone would want to work for someone like you.’

‘Because they need money and experience.’

‘The money’s crap, for a start.’

‘Actually, it’s slightly better than most people on their level get paid. They do have to earn it, of course. But there’s nothing unfair about that.’

Perdita didn’t reply, silently renewing her vow to find Janey something better than working for Lucas.

‘I suppose you want me to drive you back,’ she said, wanting, quite badly, to make him walk in his black and white checked trousers, chef’s jacket and working boots.

‘Actually I want to see what you’re doing here.’ He sensed her resistance. ‘Unless you’re ashamed of it, of course.’

Perdita was intensely proud of her market garden, and part of her wanted the opportunity to show Lucas how well she had done after he had left her, but she couldn’t possibly give in to such an arrogant demand. ‘Of course I’m not ashamed of it, but just because we were once married, that doesn’t give you the right to demand to see it.’

‘I’m sure it doesn’t. But what about the fact that I’m one of your major customers and I happen to like seeing where what I buy comes from?’

That was unanswerable. She often showed interested buyers round.


‘You’d better borrow a coat, then. Or you’ll get cold.’

‘You won’t have anything to fit me.’

She smiled accommodatingly and went into the hall. ‘Yes I will. Here.’ She burrowed into a row of hooks and produced a very ancient man’s jacket which had once belonged to Kitty’s husband. Kitty had left it behind once and it had stayed there ever since. Now she was pleased to see the curiosity in Lucas’s eyes.

‘It belongs to a friend,’ she said cheerfully. ‘But you can borrow it.’




Chapter Three

 


 



There was nothing she could do about Wellingtons for Lucas, but he managed perfectly well in his steel-capped boots, although he did get them covered in mud. Perdita had often wondered if she should have the path from her house to the poly-tunnels gravelled, but like many things which would have made her life easier but not increased her income, she had never got round to it. She just lived in her Wellingtons. She clenched her teeth on her apology for the conditions underfoot.

‘Here’s my shed, where I do all my seed sowing, what pricking out that gets done, and where I keep my tender things in winter, things like scented geraniums. Very good for flavouring ice-cream,’ she added pointedly.

He grunted, casting his disdainful gaze over the shed, which didn’t look very prepossessing, even to Perdita’s fond gaze. It had a potting bench, a high typing stool, so she could sit to work, and a radio, which she kept permanently tuned to Radio Four. There was a paraffin heater, which just about kept the chill off by day and the frost off by night, not much more. A tottering pile of grubby, mossy polystyrene seed trays occupied one corner. These she used in rotation, and while awaiting their turn, they dried in heaps. The roof was partly wooden and partly corrugated plastic, and there were puddles where they didn’t quite join. A fluorescent strip was the main illumination, but there was an ancient anglepoise over the potting bench.

‘I’m surprised they don’t want to make their cookery
programme in here,’ Lucas said.

‘I did think of offering it to them,’ Perdita replied with a completely straight face, ‘but I wouldn’t want them in a space I actually use. Come on, come and see the tunnels and meet the veg.’ His sideways glance told her he was wondering if she was mad, and, wanting to encourage his doubts about her sanity, she added, ‘They’re like my family. I talk to them all the time.’

Lucas scrutinised her carefully to see if she was sending him up. Perdita looked blandly back at him, innocent and guileless. The fact was, although she didn’t actually regard her salads as close family members, she certainly chatted away to them, cajoling, chiding, and often, congratulating them—‘Who’s Mummy’s nice little earner, then?’

She opened the door of the first tunnel, lifting it over the rut which had formed over the years.

‘Hello, darlings!’ she said gaily, having checked that William, who worked for her, wasn’t in the tunnel. She didn’t want him thinking that his boss had gone dotty. ‘Mummy’s brought you a visitor.’ She stole a glance at Lucas’s horrified expression. It filled her with glee. ‘Be on your best behaviour,’ she went on, nauseating herself as well as him.

Then she forgot to be mad as Lucas helped himself to green morsels, and she gathered groups of leaves and rolled them into cigarettes of zing and flavour.

‘Here, try this.’ She handed him a leaf. ‘But be careful, it’s strong.’ She knew he would ignore her warning and had the satisfaction of seeing his eyes water. ‘It goes well with golden purslane, which as you know, is divinely pretty, but a bit bland. This is practically my favourite.’ She handed him an attractive plant with rounded leaves wrapped about the stalk. ‘I’d almost grow it for its looks alone, but it has a nice flavour too, fresh and quite mild.’

‘I am familiar with claytonia,’ said Lucas. ‘Or has this particular member of the family got a Christian name?’


Ignoring his sarcasm, Perdita looked him straight in the eye. ‘It’s very important not to give the plants names, or you get too attached, and it breaks your heart when you have to let them go.’ She flirted with the notion of telling him she could hear the plants scream as she pulled them out of the earth, but decided he might think she was too much of a nutter to do business with. ‘Come along,’ she added briskly. ‘There are two more tunnels to see.’

William was at the far end of the third tunnel. He straightened up as Lucas and Perdita entered.

‘Hello, Perdita,’ he called. ‘The mesembryanthemums have put on a spurt. Have you got any buyers for them?’

‘This is William, my – right-hand man,’ she said as she reached him. She hoped she’d put enough nuance into her voice to make Lucas wonder about their relationship. William was quite a bit younger than she, but toy boys were fashionable these days. ‘This is Lucas Gillespie, the new chef at Grantly House. Can we interest you in ice plants, Lucas? They’ve a different sort of texture which is good in a salad – taste a bit salty.’

Lucas almost admitted to being confronted with something he had never eaten before. ‘I know these as flowers. They grow a lot in Cornwall.’

‘They do have pretty flowers,’ admitted Perdita, ‘if rather gaudy, but we remove them as soon as they appear.’

‘Isn’t that a bit cruel?’ asked Lucas, one black brow raised.

Perdita looked down at her hands in mock remorse, hoping William wouldn’t ask what on earth Lucas was talking about. ‘It’s tough being in business,’ she said.

William, when she finally dared glance at him, was looking a bit confused but, fortunately, he was shy and therefore unlikely to address Lucas.

By the time Lucas had inspected all the tunnels and
seemingly every plant, Perdita was exhausted, and not only because she kept forgetting she was supposed to see her plants as her children. The project as a whole was her baby. She did want Lucas to approve of it, and see it as a good, profitable business. Not, she assured herself, as they walked back to the house together, because he was Lucas, her ex-husband. But because he was the new chef at Grantly House, and therefore a valuable customer.

She didn’t offer him tea, although she was gasping for a cup herself, but she did offer him a lift back to the hotel in her van. It had got very dark and a cold November wind was blowing up the valley.

‘I’m sure you’ll need to be getting back,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to call in on Kitty anyway, and see how she got on at bridge.’

‘I’m sure she must be an excellent player.’

It was just possible Lucas was trying to be pleasant, and that she only imagined a sneer in his voice, but Perdita couldn’t bring herself to give him the benefit of the doubt. ‘She’s awful, actually. She’s only recently taken it up, and although the other members of the club are all terribly fond of her, no one likes being her partner. She has a tendency to think aloud, which gives the opposition an unfair advantage.’

Lucas grinned, and for a dangerous, teetering moment, Perdita was reminded of how he was when she had first met him, handsome, devil-may-care, with a wicked grin. It gave her a nasty jolt. Once she had dropped him home and was on her way to Kitty’s, she realised that if she wasn’t careful she could quite easily find herself attracted to him again.

Of course she wouldn’t do anything about it, and would not even allow herself the teeniest fantasy about luring him back to her, but it highlighted her problem. She was alone, with no focus for her romantic urges, no love object,
no one even to have a crush on. It was a dangerous state to be in. She must do something about it.

 


Later, while she was washing up half a dozen dirty mugs and a few bowls, Perdita found it impossible not to think back to her short, turbulent marriage to Lucas Gillespie, and how she had picked herself up afterwards.

Kitty had been marvellous. She had fought Perdita’s corner against her parents, insisting that their daughter didn’t share their passion for travel and so didn’t want to backpack round the world to get over her heartbreak. She convinced them that living quietly with Kitty, gardening, reading and eating nourishing meals, was what Perdita needed. And much later, when Perdita had done her horticulture course, and Kitty had got Perdita’s wedding money out of her father, she encouraged Perdita to buy her first polythene tunnel and set up in business.

Kitty then sectioned off half an acre of her own enormous garden and gave it to Perdita – ‘So I don’t have to feel guilty about not looking after it.’

Later, Perdita had found herself in a position to buy the tiny cottage at the end of the lane which had once housed the gamekeeper of Grantly House, as well as enough land for two more tunnels.

There were a few spectacular arguments about money; Kitty wanted to finance the whole thing. She disapproved of mortgages, having never needed one herself, and felt that Perdita should let her buy the cottage and the land, the argument being that Perdita was going to inherit all Kitty’s money anyway.

With a stubbornness which had surprised them both, Perdita refused. She arranged a mortgage and a bank loan. ‘So I’ll have more to inherit,’ she told Kitty.

 


It was at college that she had learnt about markets. She realised that she could never make enough to keep herself
by growing carrots and potatoes. She needed to grow specialist vegetables for specialist cooks. She went to the nearby health farm and persuaded Ronnie’s predecessor that he needed to provide vegetables fresh out of the ground, and if he would only tell her what he wanted, she would grow it and deliver it.

She did the same with Enzo at Grantly House. His requirements had been more esoteric and included specialist herbs, flat-leaved parsley, chervil, coriander, every sort of basil and tarragon, thyme, parsley, dill. He wanted baby leeks the size of her little finger, vegetables too young to die, sprouted fenugreek, alfalfa, and sweet seasoning peppers grown from seed sent from the Caribbean. Her business had flourished.

Now, five years on, certain that all wounds and scars from her marriage were healed, Perdita’s first concern was Janey. Lucas was obviously the sort of chef who thought humiliating one’s staff was the way to get the best out of them. Even without her own, personal knowledge of just how cruel Lucas could be, Perdita would have been worried about Janey, especially when a couple of telephone conversations with her made it clear that she was developing a crush on Lucas. It was easily done when you were Janey’s age, as Perdita knew only too well. Janey must be rescued. Perdita liked rescuing things, and if it thoroughly annoyed Lucas in the process, well, all the better.

With these happy thoughts in mind, she didn’t know whether to be pleased or sorry when, the next day, she received a faxed order from Grantly House that was even bigger than the last one. She had no way of knowing how Lucas felt about her personally, but he was a big fan of what she produced.

 


When she delivered it a couple of days later she dutifully removed her gumboots and padded into the kitchen in her woolly socks.


‘Hi, everyone! How’s things?’ she carolled gaily, in an attempt to sound as she had before Enzo’s departure. ‘Oh, he’s not here,’ she went on, more naturally. ‘What a relief.’

Greg was scrubbing the bars of the oven, giving Perdita the impression that he’d done nothing but clean it ever since she was last here. Janey was making potato balls with raw potatoes and a melon baller, a process which looked both extremely tedious and painful to the palm of the hand.

‘Pommes Parisienne,’ she explained gloomily. ‘Bloody agony.’

‘How can you fancy a man who makes you do such poncy things to potatoes?’ Perdita murmured to Janey, so Greg wouldn’t hear.

Janey blushed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘I just can’t help it.’

‘So where’s your lord and master?’ asked Perdita, at normal volume.

‘He’s having a conference with Mr Grantly,’ said Janey, throwing down her baller in a gesture of rebellion. ‘Let’s have a cup of tea!’

‘Oh, let’s. I’ll get the stuff.’ She went to the door and put her boots back on. Such a relief not to have to take them off when she returned.

 


‘Is it hell? Is he a bastard?’ Perdita, having unloaded six crates of salad and put them in the cold store, helped herself to a biscuit, and heaved herself onto the counter.

‘Don’t sit there!’ Janey screamed. ‘He’ll go mad! I’ve just sterilised it. He says he doesn’t know how we weren’t closed down when Enzo was in charge.’

‘Oh sod him.’ Perdita said rebelliously, staying put.

‘I suppose things had got a bit slack,’ Janey went on, reluctantly picking up her melon baller.

‘You haven’t said much,’ Perdita said, turning to Greg. ‘How do you like working with him?’


‘I don’t. I think I’ll go back to college and get some qualifications.’

‘Well, I expect your mother’s pleased about that.’

Greg growled. ‘Anything’s better than being bossed around by that bastard. I don’t know what he’s talking about half the time. Enzo was Italian, but at least he spoke bloody English.’

‘You could get another job. So could you, Janey.’

Janey sighed. ‘It’s very good experience, working with someone with such a good reputation. It’ll look very good on my c.v.’

‘But surely you could work for someone with a good reputation who isn’t such a pig? That would look just as good on your c.v.’

‘Yes,’ said Greg.

‘And how come he’s got such a good reputation? He’s not famous, is he?’ Perdita, aware that she led a rather narrow existence, wanted to make sure there was nothing about her ex-husband she ought to know.

‘Well, you know about the television thing …’

She shook her head. ‘Actually, I haven’t heard a word since they all trooped out of my kitchen. I sort of hoped the idea was off.’

‘Not according to Mr Grantly. CMG himself doesn’t talk about it,’ said Greg.

‘CMG?’ asked Perdita.

‘Call Me God,’ Greg explained. ‘It’s how he likes to be addressed.’

‘Not really?’

‘Well no, we leave out the Call Me part.’

‘Oh dear. So working with him isn’t much fun then?’

Janey sighed. ‘I’m just glad I’m not making a television programme with him.’

‘Oh, that’s so unfair!’ said Perdita, recognising the disappointment in Janey’s tones. ‘Who are they getting?’

‘Well, you, of course,’ said Janey. ‘I thought you knew.’


‘Oh no! I thought that was just that man’s whim, not a serious suggestion. I won’t do it.’

‘But you must!’ said Janey. ‘It’s such a wonderful opportunity! Think of the publicity!’

‘I don’t need publicity, Janey. I can hardly supply all the customers I’ve got already. I don’t need any new ones.’

‘But you’re always broke!’ said Greg.

‘Well, yes, but I work all the hours God sends. I couldn’t handle any more customers.’

‘You could expand.’

‘I don’t want to. I don’t mind working hard and I like keeping things in my control. When businesses get too big the proprietor can’t keep in touch and things get out of hand. Then they go belly up.’ This was almost a direct quote from something she’d heard on the radio.

‘You still have to do the telly,’ said Janey, who didn’t care about efficient business practice. ‘It’s not fair to Lucas otherwise.’

‘Honey, they’d get someone else if I wouldn’t do it,’ explained Perdita. ‘It wouldn’t mean the programme wouldn’t get made. It might even mean they’d do it here, which is what he wants, after all. You might be in it, Janey.’

‘No, Mr Grantly told us they won’t do it here. They’re dead set on your cottage.’

‘For God’s sake! You know my kitchen, Janey. Would you set a cookery programme in it?’

‘I don’t know anything about television,’ said Janey unhelpfully. ‘If they think it’s suitable, it probably is.’

‘Nonsense. I think they should find another chef and another set and leave us to get on with our work.’ Perdita drained her tea. ‘And if Lucas is a prick, you should tell Mr Grantly. He’s probably got no idea what a swine he is.’

‘Sure,’ said Greg. ‘Mr Grantly thinks the sun shines out of Lucas’s—’

‘Out of my what?’ demanded the man in question,
appearing like a dark cloud on a sunny day, in the corner of the kitchen.

Perdita jumped off the work surface, jarring her feet in her hurry. ‘You don’t want to know, Lucas,’ she said. ‘I’ve brought your veg.’

‘Well, I didn’t think you’d come here solely to distract my staff from their work.’

‘Hadn’t you better go and check it?’ said Perdita, who would have been furious if he had suggested that such a thing was necessary.

Lucas snarled, and disappeared into the cold store.

Taking advantage of his absence, Perdita hissed at Janey: ‘He’s a bastard, don’t work for him.’

Janey, aware that she’d got behind with her tasks, frantically dug into a potato. ‘I know I shouldn’t, but he’s so gorgeous! I’d rather be sworn at by Lucas than be – be – be’ d nice to by anyone else.’

‘Your brains have scrambled! You don’t want to work for a man like that!’

‘Yes I do! Knowing he’s going to be here, however horrible he’s going to be, makes me look forward to coming into work in the morning.’

Perdita gave up on the logical approach. It was no good trying to argue Janey out of her lunacy – she knew that from personal experience. What Janey needed was not only another job, but another man to have a crush on. And at that moment, the very chap occurred to her.

‘Janey, you don’t work on Sundays, do you? Come to Sunday lunch this weekend.’

‘But, Perdita!’ Janey was surprised. ‘You don’t cook!’

‘No,’ said Perdita with dignity. ‘But I heat up very well.’

Lucas reappeared. ‘Don’t forget, Janey, that if you contract salmonella you can’t work with food. I’d have to sack you.’

‘Oh, I won’t give Janey that,’ said Perdita sweetly. ‘She’s allergic to fish.’


Lucas scowled, and even Greg and Janey looked a little disappointed at Perdita’s childish pun.

‘Was everything in order with the veg?’ she went on, unabashed.

‘No. You left the cold store in complete chaos.’

She smiled. ‘There are rather a lot of crates to take back. I wonder if Janey could give me a hand? I see Greg’s busy.’

‘And as Janey obviously isn’t, she’s no loss if she helps you. Don’t be long, Janey; you’re not paid to shift boxes for the greengrocer.’

‘Specialist greengrocer, if you don’t mind,’ Perdita corrected haughtily, as she went into the cold store to collect the first load of crates.

She went back for a second load. ‘I can manage these, Janey. Now don’t forget, Sunday. Come about one. You can come too, Greg, if you want to.’ She added this more doubtfully. Greg’s presence would mess up her plans a bit.

‘No, you’re all right. I’m having Sunday dinner at my girlfriend’s. Her mum does lovely roast potatoes.’

Perdita left before anyone could comment on her abilities in that direction.

 


‘Cooking Sunday lunch can’t be that difficult,’ she said to Kitty later as she helped her stack flowerpots. ‘After all, women have been doing it for generations.’

Kitty sucked on her pipe doubtfully. ‘Hell in a bucket, my love. You have to get everything cooked at the same time and the oven’s never hot enough for the potatoes.’

Perdita thought about her oven for a second. ‘Oh God. Do you have to have roast potatoes? Baked ones wouldn’t do?’

‘Men like roast potatoes,’ said Kitty. ‘But anyway, who are you going to ask to be your man?’

‘No one. I don’t need a man.’

‘Darling, won’t it be a bit obvious? If you invite Janey and William and no one else?’


‘The only unattached man I know of within fifty miles is Lucas, and it’s him I’m trying to lure Janey away from. Not to mention my feelings on the matter. Besides he’d never, ever come.’ Perdita thought for a moment. ‘You come, Kitty. You can help me.’ Perdita watched her friend searching for a reason to refuse. ‘Come on, it’ll be fun.’

‘Oh, very well. Now come along in and let’s have a drink.’

 


William was almost as reluctant a guest as Kitty. What is it about me that makes people so reluctant to come to my house to eat? thought Perdita.

‘William, you’re not doing anything much this Sunday, are you?’

‘Why? Do you want me to do some overtime? I could probably manage about four hours or so.’

‘No, I want to invite you to lunch.’ There was a long silence. ‘Please,’ added Perdita. ‘I’m going to do roast potatoes. And roast beef – or lamb – whichever you like, really.’

William seemed genuinely confused. His boss did take him to the pub occasionally – she even bought him the odd bar snack – but she had never asked him for anything which could be described as a meal.

Perdita decided that she had better come clean. ‘There’s this girl I want you to meet. You don’t have to marry her or anything, or even take her out, but she needs to meet a few nice men.’ William didn’t respond. ‘The trouble is,’ Perdita went on rather desperately, ‘she has a tendency to fall in love with bastards.’ This was a bit of a slur on Janey, because as far as she knew, Lucas was the first bastard. ‘I want her to see that there are lots of other men out there who are perfectly nice and just as attractive.’

She saw the beginnings of a blush steal from William’s beard to his hair and she hoped he wasn’t taking her remarks too personally. It would be dreadful if William
decided that she, Perdita, had developed a crush on him.

‘So you’ll come?’ she persevered.

William nodded somewhat anxiously.

I must find myself a man, thought Perdita, seriously. Poor William’s quite shy enough without having to worry about whether his boss is likely to make a pass at him.

While she was buying organic meat from the butcher in the next village, she did wonder if she could possibly invite him. He was personable, good-looking and young. But even if she had the nerve, which she certainly hadn’t, and if he was single, which was definitely unlikely, she couldn’t let him witness the ruination of the joint he had so painstakingly explained about, boned and wrapped for her. It would be too cruel.
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