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The Undercover Cook 
by Katie Fforde

EMILY CROUCHED OVER her heap of parsley hoping no one would notice her. From behind she’d look like anyone else working in the kitchen; in anonymous chef’s whites – and hardly less anonymous from the front – no one knew who she was, after all. But because she knew she was there under false pretences she felt sick with guilt and fear of exposure.

She’d been in the kitchen for four days now but this was the first time the executive chef had come in. Apparently he always made sure he was around for the weekend and often cooked on Saturday or Sunday. If you wanted to eat at The Cornucopia at the weekend you had to book for months in advance.

Emily didn’t dare look round as she heard his footsteps come up behind her. All she was doing was picking through the parsley, making sure there were no bits that were wilting or substandard in any other way.

‘You all right there?’ he said.

She had to turn round and face him. ‘Yes, chef, thank you,’ she said, looking at him for the first time.

She’d seen pictures of course, everyone locally had. He was the bright young thing of the area, but she hadn’t ever seen him in the flesh.

At first he seemed quite ordinary looking. Not particularly tall, pale, dark hair, a shadow of stubble, but when Emily forced herself to look into his eyes – and she felt she had to – she was startled by their brightness. They saw, she was certain, absolutely everything. It made him terrifying.

He picked up some parsley between finger and thumb and grunted. Then he moved on and she went back to her work. She sighed with relief.

When she’d finished picking the parsley over she would wash it, making sure not even an atom-sized speck of grit remained. Then she’d dry it and put it in the walk-in fridge. When not a drop of moisture remained she would chop it so there was a small emerald pile for the cooks to use.

She’d done this every day since she’d been there and liked the chopping part. She’d been taught how to fold and refold the parsley into a tight package so when her knife went through it, it would come out in tiny shards and she wouldn’t have to go over it again and bruise it. She felt quite confident about her parsley chopping.

‘So, who’s the new stagier?’ she heard Theo Milton ask Adam, the head chef who’d taken her on.

‘Emily. She thinks she wants to be a chef and thought she ought to find out about professional kitchens before she trained.’ That was her story and now she heard someone else tell it, it sounded quite convincing.

‘Any good?’

‘Yup. Quick to learn, doesn’t complain. No skills though. We have to teach her everything.’

‘Well, don’t forget we’re not here to babysit hobby chefs.’

Adam laughed. ‘No. We don’t have to babysit her and she is free labour.’

Emily heard Theo Milton give a short, cynical laugh. ‘That’s something I suppose.’

In her head Emily was demanding to know how top restaurants justified their prices when they didn’t pay all of their staff. Why did people work – over fourteen-hour days sometimes, incredibly hard work too - for nothing? It was one of the things she was here to find out. The trouble was, she was just too exhausted when she finally staggered home, she could barely stand under the shower long enough to get wet. The thought of doing more than typing a few sentences on her laptop while she waited for the kettle to boil seemed beyond her.

Emily was a journalist, and the boss of the company she worked for – which produced several local papers and a couple of society magazines – had asked her editor to assign someone to dig the dirt on Theo Milton.

The job at the local paper was Emily’s first, and the first time she’d been asked to do anything like this. Up to now most of her work had been very basic: reporting on local fêtes, giant vegetable competitions and local pantomimes. (‘Don’t leave out a single cast name,’ her editor had urged her. ‘If they’re in the show, they’re in the paper!’)

But she had done a couple of interviews on local celebrities that had gone well, including one on a thriller writer who had a fearsome reputation. Emily knew no one had expected him even to see her, let alone spill his guts in the required manner. Yet somehow, in time for the publication of his thirtieth novel, he had agreed to see Emily. While there hadn’t been any gut spilling, Emily had managed to show a softer side to him and the piece had made the front page. Her colleagues had muttered that she’d only got him to see her because she was young and pretty. Incensed, Emily had implored her editor to let her prove this wasn’t a fluke and that she could actually do the job. When this assignment had come up she had begged to be given the chance.

‘Look,’ she had told the meeting when they were informed the big boss wanted this done, ‘please let me. I’d be perfect. It would be easier for me to pass myself off as a student chef.’

There was reluctant agreement. Not only was she young but she looked younger. She was constantly asked for ID in pubs and kept her driving licence at the ready at all times. She could easily pass as a school leaver on a working gap year.

‘And I’m the only one here who has any interest in food – apart from eating it – at all!’

‘I don’t think being addicted to cookery programmes on television counts,’ said one of her detractors.

‘It’s better than nothing. And you can learn a lot from TV.’ She didn’t like to mention that she could at least cook a bit herself.

‘But Emily,’ said Bob, the editor, who had the final word. ‘Mr Knutsford – who we all owe our jobs to, in case any of us is in danger of forgetting – wants a proper hatchet job.’

‘Why?’ asked someone else. ‘The Cornucopia’s got a great reputation.’

‘I’m not sure of the details,’ said Bob, ‘but I think it’s something to do with the prime location the restaurant’s in. I think his daughter wanted to put a shop there, but I’m only surmising.’

Someone grunted. ‘The power of the press, eh?’

‘Doesn’t sound like something young Emily should be involved in,’ said a fatherly man who seriously irritated Emily a lot of the time.

‘She’s a bloody good cook,’ said the most senior of the team.

‘How do you know?’ demanded everyone in various ways.

‘She cooked a surprise meal for my wife for me. It was fantastic. My wife couldn’t believe I hadn’t got a real chef to cook it.’

‘This one’s for you then, Em,’ said Bob. ‘But take care. I know you have a way with bastards but this one might not be impressed with your youth and pretty face. He’s a lot younger than that thriller writer.’

Emily was stung by this persistent assumption that she’d got that interview because of her looks and determined that she’d write a really scathing piece and no one would say it was because she was a natural blonde.

So, here she was, in the local hot new restaurant doing ‘stage’. This term – which rhymed with ‘large’ – was what aspiring chefs did, working for nothing for the chance to watch masters of their craft and so learn their trade. Someone had explained it to Emily as being like how passing your driving test was only the beginning. You learned to drive afterwards. Training to be a chef at college was all very well but you didn’t really know a thing about cooking until you’d worked in a professional kitchen. She’d smiled politely at the time but she wasn’t quite convinced.

Emily had been lucky. When she went for the interview at The Cornucopia she’d been taken on because they were short staffed, and on being asked to make an omelette as a test it turned out perfectly. And they were a bit desperate. Someone had walked out halfway through service the night before. Emily decided she must find out why – it tied in with Theo Milton being impossible to work for.

She was grateful that he wasn’t there when she started. It gave her a chance to settle in before her job became even more terrifying than it was already. Although she couldn’t really find out why the kitchen porter had walked out. No one seemed willing to give Emily a reason. Phrases like ‘couldn’t take the pace’ were bandied about but her journalist’s intuition told her there was a bit more to it than that.

But now Theo was back the tension in the kitchen had gone up several notches.

She had produced her hillock of parsley and divided it between several bowls. She would normally have asked Adam what she should do next, but he was talking to Theo and she didn’t like to disturb them. This feeling bothered her. She was a journalist, albeit a very junior one, she shouldn’t have felt shy about interrupting people. That was her job. Would Jeremy Paxman have quailed at the thought of asking his boss what he should do next because he was talking to his boss? Of course not.

She excused herself this cowardice because she was undercover. She should behave like an aspiring chef and an aspiring chef might well have treated anyone with Michelin star potential like a demi-god. She’d seen it on television and that particular demi-god had been benign and well meaning, not one who was known for his explosive temper.

But it was what she was here to investigate. Her boss wanted a hatchet job on Theo. Theo Milton had not yet displayed his kitchen-rage on television, but word had got out to the boss of the newspaper chain and as far as Emily could gather, he’d seen it as an opportunity to wear away at his reputation. In a recession a damning article might cause a restaurant to lose enough business for it to close. Then Mr Knutsford’s daughter could have the space. Only Emily wasn’t going to write that. She was going to convince people that eating there was akin to supporting slavery.

Now, pretty much a slave herself, she went to the sack of shallots and filled a bowl with them. Then she took them back to her space and started peeling them. Chopping would come later. She wanted Theo Milton to be well out of the way before she picked up a knife. She was convinced that if he saw her using one wrongly, he’d stab her with it, or maybe just cut off a finger.

She was just about to go back to the kitchen with her peeled shallots when she heard shouting. Theo Milton was giving someone absolute hell.

‘You ****ing imbecile!’ he began and went on to throw every swear word Emily knew, and quite a lot of ones she didn’t understand, at someone. Even though she wasn’t being blasted from here to Eternity in language unfit for human – let alone female – ears, Emily still cringed horribly. It felt as if she was being physically assaulted. How the poor soul being berated felt, she could only imagine. ‘Get out of my sight! You pathetic, incompetent, cack-handed, careless, slip-shod waste of oxygen!’ he finished.

Instinct told Emily Theo would now storm out and she flattened herself against the wall, clutching her bowl for protection as he whistled past. She hadn’t had time to breathe before he wheeled round and addressed her.

‘You’d better go in there and do the amuse-bouches. That cretin is incapable.’

Then he strode into the restaurant.

As Emily crept back into the kitchen having dumped her shallots she felt that ‘mouth amuser’ was the least appropriate name ever for anything made in that kitchen. Nothing could possibly be amused in that hell-hole.

‘You’d better go home. Come back in a couple of days, for your shift, and we’ll see,’ Adam was saying to Fred, the wretched boy who had been lambasted. ‘Emily? I heard Theo say he wanted you on amuse-bouches. Find William and he’ll tell you what to do.’

Emily felt awful, as if she’d put Fred out of a job personally. What on earth had he done to enrage Theo so? Supposing she did that? How would she react if he shouted at her, using that language? She wasn’t a wimp but she wasn’t sure she could withstand that sort of treatment.

Knowing that she didn’t really work there only helped a bit. It would take several seconds to strip off her chef’s whites, drop them on the floor and walk out – she’d have to walk, she wouldn’t want to look as if she was running away. But she wouldn’t be out of a job. Or would she? Maybe admitting she couldn’t hack working for Theo Milton would get her sacked – they were always looking for opportunities to cut down on staff at the paper. She’d better not risk it.

‘You’re lucky,’ said William. ‘All I want you to do now is fill these shot glasses with vichyssoise. But they must all have exactly the same amount in them and you mustn’t smear the glass whatever you do. Then drop a spot of chopped parsley in the middle. I’ll do one for you to copy.’

‘I’ll never be able to do that,’ she said, having watched him.

‘Yes you will. If you smear the glass, wipe it very carefully with kitchen towel. If you pour in too much, pour the soup back into the bowl and start again. If you mess up the parsley you’re snookered. I want twenty. Then you can do the prawn cocktails.’

‘That’s a bit retro isn’t it?’ Emily wouldn’t have said this to Adam, let alone Theo, but William was a bit more approachable, probably because he wasn’t as high up the chain of command.

‘Yes. We serve it on spoons. You’ll have to peel the prawns.’

Emily’s back and legs were killing her but eventually she was able to pour exactly the right amount of soup into each glass. Although she knew completing this task would mean she’d have to spend the next few hours peeling prawns, she was still pleased with herself. There was a lot of satisfaction in producing restaurant quality food, she had to admit that.

The next day she crept into work seemingly at dawn. Her feet still ached from the day before but she wanted to get a start on the day. If she was on the amuse-bouches again, she wanted as much time to do them as possible.

She wasn’t the first. Theo and Adam were both there although it was only seven o’clock. They were drinking coffee and looked up as she came in.

Adam glanced at his watch. ‘Your shift doesn’t start until eight.’

‘I know,’ said Emily as boldly as she could, not mentioning that as she wasn’t getting paid anyway she wasn’t expecting overtime. ‘I just wanted to get ahead. What do you want me to do?’

She didn’t know if she should address this to Adam or Theo so spoke to the space in between them.

‘Have a cup of coffee,’ said Theo, ‘and then back to the amuse-bouches. You did well yesterday.’

Emily beamed inwardly as she headed towards the coffee machine. Unlike almost everyone else in that kitchen who drank their coffee so strong it was almost solid and so hot it would take the skin off a normal person’s mouth, she had milk and a lot of sugar in hers. She made it as quickly as possible, aware of the eyes of the men on her as she diluted it. She felt embarrassed and guilty; embarrassed because of the time making her coffee seemed to take and guilty because she felt she’d done poor Fred out of a job.

‘What do you want as the amuse-bouches today then, chef?’ asked Adam.

‘Well, we’ve got a novice so we can’t do anything too fancy. What about a pea and mint sorbet?’

Emily swallowed a mouthful of coffee, glad she’d put three spoons of sugar in it. It gave her courage and calories – one of the things she’d learned about professional kitchens was that you didn’t always get to eat much.

‘And tuiles to go with it,’ said Theo.

Adam went with Emily to the cold station. ‘You can start off here until William needs the space. Then move to the pass until we’re nearly ready for service. William will tell you what to do.’

Emily felt she’d get on better if everyone spoke English but kitchens had a language of their own, some of it French but none of it understandable to the first timer. All those television programmes weren’t really much use to her – they’d just made her get the assignment.

‘You’re in luck,’ William said, ‘we use frozen peas for the sorbet.’

Some tiny part of her did feel lucky, actually, however hellish it was. She was learning, with every second, and it was exciting.

‘But start by doing the brunoise.’

Emily looked bemused. William smiled. ‘Chopping those shallots?’

She was just going to get some carrots which William had deigned also needed turning into tiny orange tesseri to match the shallots, when she overheard Theo talking to Adam. ‘That girl – what’s her name again?’

‘Emily.’ Adam sounded surprised at his interest.

‘She’s good. Keep an eye on her.’

Emily was insanely pleased. To get praise – even if not directed to her – from Theo Milton was unheard of. She felt like she was the heroine of the novel The Girl with the Pearl Earring, being plucked from the kitchen by Vermeer because of the way she colour-coded the vegetables. Curiosity kept her in the cold room risking hyperthermia and overhearing something less pleasant.

‘How old is she?’ Theo asked.

‘Not as young as she looks,’ Adam said. (Emily hadn’t dared lie about her age on an official form.) ‘She’s above the age of consent.’

Theo laughed. ‘You’ve got a dirty mind, Adam.’

‘So if you don’t want to shag her, why do you ask? You never take any notice of stagiers.’

‘I didn’t say I didn’t want to shag her,’ said Theo, causing such a confusion of emotion in Emily she thought she might faint or wet herself. ‘I just think she has promise as a chef. Now get your mind out of the gutter and back to business.’

When Emily staggered home that night her aching feet and back were not for once uppermost in her mind. How was she going to write a reputation-ripping exposé on a man who admitted to fancying her? Or indeed, a man who thought she had promise as a chef?

She was surprised to see Fred appear at eight o’clock the following morning. She would have left the country before she went back to the kitchen if she’d had that verbal battering.

She watched out of the corner of her eye as he came into the kitchen. Theo glared at him. ‘None of that crap apology for cooking you gave us the other day.’

‘No, chef,’ said Fred in a whisper.

‘Get to work then,’ said Theo.

Emily selected another shallot wondering if she’d be demoted now Fred was back.

‘Is that fucking knife sharp?’ Theo demanded. He snatched it up from the bench and tested it against his thumb. Emily thanked every god in heaven and the patron saint of lowly kitchen workers that William had given her a lesson on knife sharpening and that her knife would cut silk. Theo’s recognition was a grunt as he handed the knife back to her. Somehow it was enough.

During the night she had processed what she had overheard while in the cool room. Men fancied lots of people – it was how they were made. But it didn’t mean much – anything really – and she shouldn’t let herself feel flattered by it. The compliment about her cooking was harder to dismiss. That wasn’t down to too much testosterone in a top chef, that really meant something. But a corner of her couldn’t help being pleased he wanted to shag her. Theo wasn’t as black as he painted himself, she concluded. Underneath the swearing and bullying he was a nice man.

She revised this opinion only an hour later, when the girl who had peeled several potatoes so finely the strips could be weaved into baskets dropped her knife. It turned out she was wearing the wrong shoes.

Emily was actually in the room this time when fire and brimstone came down on the poor girl’s head. She was not at all surprised that she burst into tears and ran out. Emily felt she might have actually thrown up as well as sobbed if she’d been shouted at like that.

In any other world Emily would have gone after her to see if she was all right. But she didn’t dare. It wasn’t just her job she had to guard but her cover. It might easily come out that she wasn’t really learning to be a chef. Although she realised there were moments when she completely forgot about being a journalist and just wanted to be really good at what she was doing now.

Emily was back on the amuse-bouches when she happened to look out of the window into the yard beyond. Theo was talking to the girl. Then he handed her some money. He must be paying her off. But Emily knew Theo didn’t deal with the wages. How odd. She must find out why – find out the name and address of the girl and interview her. And yet somehow getting a first-hand didn’t seem quite as interesting as getting her amuse-bouches absolutely perfect.

‘Those look almost good enough to serve, Emily,’ said Theo, regarding her tiny cucumber cubes that were to garnish an iced soup.

‘Thank you, chef,’ said Emily, and she looked directly at him for only the second time.

Her heart skipped and her head slapped it down. Her heart had imagined the electricity, the minute widening of his eyes, the fact that he seemed to hold her gaze for a nano-second longer than necessary.

Theo nodded and moved off. Emily’s heart and head battle continued, causing her hands to shake a little as she formed those cubes. Get a grip she demanded of herself. He thinks you’re a good worker – that is all!

A few days later, Emily was summoned to a meeting at the paper’s head office. She was relieved to see Bob was there as well as Mr Knutsford. The meeting was the last thing Emily wanted. She was exhausted and desperately needed a shower and had to tell lies at the restaurant to explain why she had to leave before service. But at least the paper paid her. The restaurant didn’t.

Emily felt she had to go through quite a lot of explaining as to why she was so sweaty and ill-looking, how chefs didn’t get to see a lot of daylight and why her fingers sported a couple of blue plasters.

‘So, how’s the exposé coming along – er, Emily?’ asked Mr Knutsford.

‘I haven’t really got enough material,’ she began, although she wasn’t being entirely honest. She’d found out quite a bit. The first was that Theo often tore the staff to shreds and yet, somehow, none of them really took it to heart. He hadn’t shouted at her yet but she felt it was only a matter of time and it would have meant he’d accepted her as part of the team. Her head had won the battle – she may have had feelings for him but she had completely ruled out that these feelings were in any way reciprocated.

‘Oh come on! You’ve had three weeks haven’t you? Bob, are we sure Emily was the right person for this story?’

Bob nodded. ‘She was the only one who looked like a student and knew anything about cooking.’

‘I see. Well, Emily, don’t let us down. Let us have something by the weekend. And make sure you show us Theo Milton as he really is.’

‘Actually, I’ve found out that –’

‘That’s right. Lots of inside dirt. I want him out of business before the end of the year.’

‘Why?’ demanded Emily, forgetting how junior she was in the scheme of things and suddenly finding this grossly unfair. And she wanted to know if the rumours about why he was so keen to do a number of Theo Milton were true.

‘My daughter wants that location,’ said Mr Knutsford. ‘If it’s any of your business.’

Emily left feeling that while it wasn’t her business it was Theo Milton’s. And far from finding him a complete bastard, she’d discovered his ferocious exterior was a bit of a front. The money he’d given to the girl he’d torn apart had been for work shoes. This girl now worshipped the ground he walked on in his chef’s clogs.

She took time to explain all this to Bob, after they’d left head office in the City and gone back to their own provincial headquarters. Bob had his own problems with the chairman of the board and listened with some sympathy.

‘We can’t put out a load of lies about him,’ he said. ‘However much His Knibs wants him out of business. I’ll see what I can do.’

Emily went back to the restaurant, wondering how – or if – they’d managed without her. Over the three weeks she’d worked there – notwithstanding the horrendous hours and the backbreaking work – it seemed the place she belonged.

‘Okay, here’s the deal,’ said Bob on the phone to her the following day. ‘You have to write a review of the restaurant and make it bad.’

‘I can’t,’ said Emily, when she could speak. It would be like writing a character assassination of her mother, or something. ‘I mean, I can’t write anything that’s not true.’

He sighed. ‘You’re too straightforward for this business. I’ll compromise. It doesn’t have to be a bad review, just honest. Say it like it is.’

Emily didn’t bother to explain that wasn’t the only reason she’d said she couldn’t do the review. And really, it should have been obvious to Bob. How could she review a restaurant when they knew her? Reviewers should at least try to be anonymous.

Then she thought about the man who usually did reviewing for the paper and realised she had to do it. He knew nothing about food, seeming to judge a restaurant by portion sizes and ‘good value’ than by what the food tasted like. She had found this out the hard way, when she’d gone to one of his favourites as a birthday treat. Nothing seemed to have avoided the deep fat fryer. No, she’d rather go in disguise than let The Cornucopia suffer at his hands.

Although originally the thought of dressing up as a restaurant critic had been a sort of bizarre joke, now she thought about it harder she felt it was the only way forward. She would give the restaurant a fair review and if, as a customer, she had issues with it, she’d write them. Now she had to find someone she could go with.

A wig, short skirt, high heels and false eyelashes made Emily wonder if even her own mother would recognise her. Adding her most respectable platonic man-friend would make her disguise complete. He would pose as the reviewer, she would be the plus-one. He’d had the misfortune to go grey very early and develop a small paunch. It could easily look as if he’d eaten one too many restaurant meals.

They were going to be anonymous of course, but as Emily did want Mark to take notes, that she would dictate, she was prepared for them to be recognised as reviewers. But she was fairly sure that if Mark was doing the writing, no one would bother to look at her closely. And anyway, Bob had promised the review wouldn’t be printed until she had finished her stint at the restaurant. She’d begged to be allowed to stay until the end of the following week because one of the KP’s was leaving. They’d be very short handed if she left too.

‘Where do your loyalties lie, Em? Don’t forget who’s paying your wages. You’re getting emotionally involved in this assignment,’ Bob warned. ‘It’s not professional.’

‘I know,’ said Emily, sighing. ‘But I will leave when I say I will. There isn’t a job for me anyway.’

‘Emily? You’re a journo not a chef!’

‘So I am,’ she said, wondering if this was really true. Would she have felt like this if she hadn’t developed a little crush – okay a major one – on Theo Milton?

It was perfectly normal, she told herself. He was in a position of great power and was brilliant at what he did. A work-place crush was almost inevitable. The fact that he didn’t really notice she was there most of the time was completely by the by.

Emily had to admit it had been fun putting on her best clothes and, aided by a friend, a wig and false eyelashes. She looked so unlike herself she wasn’t even nervous about being recognised as she walked into the restaurant, clutching the arm of her escort rather tightly – her heels were high and borrowed and not what she was used to wearing.

It was very strange being on the public side of the swing doors. And very useful. She was able to see how efficient the front of house was (extremely) and how the restaurant looked when the candles were lit and it was full of diners.

She managed not to make eye contact with any of the staff by giggling a lot and giving her companion orders out of the corner of her mouth.

The meal was sensational! The amuse-bouches weren’t quite as neat as when she made them. There was vichyssoise on tonight and she couldn’t help noticing that her parsley was chopped finer and was exactly in the centre of the little glass of soup.

But she couldn’t find any other faults. She and her co-conspirator, Mark, chose as many dishes as they thought they could eat.

‘I must say, you’re awfully good at this acting lark,’ she said to him, having accepted a forkful of his braised pigeon.

‘You’re not so bad yourself,’ he said, retrieving his fork. ‘You’d think you were made to be a restaurant critic. You can taste things I can’t begin to recognise. I just think it’s all delicious. I don’t know why. You seem to be able to pick out the individual flavours.’

Emily found herself feeling proud. ‘Maybe it’s because I’ve been working in the kitchen I can taste the ingredients better. I’d love to learn more, I must admit.’

‘I thought your dream was to be a top journalist?’

Emily considered. ‘I think I went into it because I was good at English and it seemed the perfect job. I’m not sure it was ever a passion.’

‘But you were so pleased when you got that writer to be interviewed. You were well chuffed!’

‘I was, wasn’t I? I like to do a good job I suppose. Which is probably why I want to learn a lot while I’m working in the kitchen.’

‘That’s probably it,’ said Mark, but he didn’t look entirely convinced.

‘Hey!’ said Emily, who suddenly felt odd, as if something she thought was certain wasn’t. Did she want to be a journalist? Or did she want to work with food?

‘Yes?’

‘I’ve just had a brilliant idea. Let’s ask if we can have a menu? We can say it’s a special occasion. It would be really useful when I write the review.’

‘Better if you asked the chef to sign it,’ Mark said. ‘I think people do that with celebrity chefs.’

Emily looked at him in horror. ‘Oh no. I’m not getting up close and personal with Theo, even looking like this. Supposing he found out it was me? God knows what would happen.’

‘You might get some good material for your hatchet job?’ suggested Mark, smiling.

Emily shook her head. ‘I don’t have to do that any more. I won’t risk being recognised.’

‘Then I wouldn’t risk asking for the menu either. It would look a little odd. I think I’ve already been spotted taking notes.’

‘Okay then. Time for pudding.’

‘Do you always eat this much or is it only in the interests of research?’ he asked.

‘Research obviously, but I am really hungry.’

What it really was, she realised, was a desperate need to find out how as much as possible on the menu tasted.

Emily had never enjoyed a piece of writing as much as writing that review. Halfway through it she wondered if, really, she did want to be a food writer. It would combine her training with her new-found passion. She so loved the language, describing taste and texture so the reader would feel they’d eaten the meal and not just read about it.

Bob seemed pleased with the piece too. ‘Not sure His Knibs will like it. He wants the place closed down remember.’

‘Frankly, when a restaurant’s this good one bad review wouldn’t affect it much anyway. I think you should just put it in and take the risk.’

‘I will.’

‘But not until the week after next’s paper? I’m still working till then.’

‘I think you’ve enjoyed yourself in that kitchen. Even if it has made you look as if you’ve been living under a stone.’

Emily sighed. ‘It’s been absolutely brilliant!’ And she realised how desperately sorry she’d be to leave.

She’d had to put up with quite a lot of joshing in the kitchen about her weekend off when she went in on the Tuesday.

‘For goodness sake! I don’t know how you’d get a day off around here if you were actually paid,’ she said, putting on her whites.

It was a couple of days later and still very early when she was making some brunoise. It was her default occupation which always seemed necessary. She was just noting how much faster and more neatly she now produced her perfect cubes when Theo came in.

Emily experienced the frisson his presence always created in her. It was half terror and half pleased excitement. She had got a bit more used to him now but his being there, early on a Thursday morning, was unusual. She slipped away to the store room on the pretence of finding cling film. She never felt quite in control of her emotions when he was around.

When she came back she found the kitchen in festive mood.

‘Hey!’ Adam and Theo were high fiving each other. ‘Way to go, bro.’

‘Yeah! We rock.’

Emily assumed there was some private reason for their joviality and took no notice until she saw Adam with an edition of her paper.

She went hot and then cold and then wanted to be sick. For some reason her review had come out a week early and for some other reason, Theo had got an early edition.

She forced herself to keep calm. There was no reason for anyone to associate the review with the couple who were in the restaurant the previous Saturday. No one had noticed her at the time, they wouldn’t notice her now. But her hands were shaking as she cling-filmed a bowl of chopped shallots.

Theo and Adam continued to read out bits of the review to each other. ‘The flavour of the lightly salted beef cheek will be remembered with joy for years to come.’

Emily, who’d found some onions to chop now she’d done with the shallots, cringed. She could have put that better. It sounded a bit too enthusiastic. But as she remembered how well it had gone with the shavings of salad she decided she’d been right about it.

‘The smoked trout mousse combined intense flavour with delicate, perfect texture,’ read out Adam. ‘I told you that would work.’

The two men just seemed to get higher and higher on the praise Emily had heaped on them. Had she known it would all go to their heads she’d have been more restrained, she decided.

Then came disaster. Theo had the paper open on the work surface. Had anyone else used this surface to read a paper on they would have been strung up on the batterie de cuisine to die slowly and painfully. He was studying the review for the zillionth time, possibly looking for phrases to use for publicity purposes when suddenly he said, ‘Hey!’

Everyone jumped, from habit as much as anything. Then he roared, ‘Emily!’

Emily could hardly make her legs move so she could go to him. ‘Yes?’

His bright eyes bored into hers. ‘Yes, chef!’ he demanded.

‘Yes, chef,’ muttered Emily obediently.

‘You wrote this review didn’t you?’

Her eyes flicked to the paper he was holding. There was her photo, tiny and blurred but recognisable. There was no point in denying it was her. ‘Yes, chef.’

‘You’re not a stagier at all, are you? You’re a journalist?’

‘Yes, chef.’

‘You’ve been here under false pretences all this time?’

‘Yes, chef.’

Theo’s expression was unreadable. Possibly he didn’t know how to react. She had been there under false pretences and yet it hadn’t done him any harm. It had been free – good quality – labour and then a very good review. And yet he was obviously outraged. ‘I think you’d better get out,’ he said very, very quietly.

Emily realised that all the swearing and shouting was nothing. It was when he was quiet that he was really deadly. ‘Yes, chef,’ she whispered and undid her apron.

She was on the doorstep of the newspaper at nine o’clock, getting there before Bob with whom she had a massive bone to pick.

He came into his office the very picture of remorse. Emily couldn’t bring herself to shout.

‘Oh God, Em, I’m so sorry! It was nothing to do with me.’

‘I had to leave, Bob!’

‘You were going to leave anyway, it’s only a bit earlier than it would have been. It’s not as if it was your real job.’

‘I know but –’ Something in Bob’s expression made her stop.

‘There’s worse, Em.’

‘Worse?’

‘I’m afraid you’re out of your real job too.’

‘Why?’

‘You didn’t write the hatchet job and you gave the restaurant a stunning review. I was bloody lucky not be given the boot too.’

‘But they can’t sack me, can they? Wouldn’t that be “constructive dismissal”?’

‘Not sure.’ He sighed deeply. ‘I’m terribly sorry, Emily. I was leaned on to put the review in early so I did but the review was so bloody brilliant it’s going to increase his trade, not put him out of business. That was the plan. Someone had to suffer.’

Emily tried to feel the devastation she was sure was appropriate. ‘I’m not sure I was cut out to be a journalist anyway. I’m better with food.’

‘Come on, let’s go next door. I’ll buy you breakfast. It might not be gourmet but when times are hard you can’t beat a bacon butty.’

The greasy-spoon, beloved of everyone who worked in the building, did a good bacon butty. Strong tea helped too and soon Emily felt able to get up from the table and face her future – even if it was a trip to the job centre. She hugged Bob, thanked him for all he had done.

Then she went home.

Sitting on the steps of her building, in his chef’s whites, looking very fed up, was Theo Milton.

He had no power over her now. He was just a very, very attractive man she had once worked for. Now she no longer worked in his kitchen she allowed herself to admit just how attractive.

He got to his feet. ‘You took your time getting here,’ he said.

Emily shrugged. ‘I had things to do.’

‘Yes?’ Theo Milton couldn’t really accept that anyone had anything to do that didn’t involve his restaurant.

‘I’m out of a job,’ she said.

Just for an instant she saw his pupils dilate as if with pleasure. ‘No you’re not,’ he said and kissed her firmly but swiftly on the mouth. ‘Come and work with me – if you think you can stand the pace…’

It was all Emily could do not to fling herself into his arms. She didn’t know if it was the thought of working with Theo that was so thrilling or her new career as a kitchen slave.

‘And in case you’re worrying,’ said Theo. ‘There’s no policy against relationships in the workplace.’

Emily blushed. She had been worrying about that particular thing. ‘Oh?’

‘But it doesn’t mean I’ll treat you any better than anyone else, if you go out with me.’

‘No, chef,’ said Emily, lowering her head so he wouldn’t see her ecstatic smile.
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Recipe for Love
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Take one aspiring cook, one judge, and a spoonful of romance…

When Zoe Harper wins a coveted place in a televised cookery competition she’s thrilled. It’s a chance to cook her way to fame and fortune and the little delicatessen she’s set her heart on.

The first task has hardly begun when she finds herself with rather too much on her plate. Not only has she got to contend with the fiercely competitive and downright devious Cher, but she’s fast developing an inconvenient crush on one of the judges – the truly delicious Gideon Irving.

All too soon there’s more than canapés, cupcakes and cordon bleu at stake. Will Zoe win the competition or is Gideon one temptation too far? And is Zoe really prepared to risk it all for love?


Chapter One
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Zoe Harper lay on the bank in the sun with her eyes closed, listening to a lark high above her. Nearer her ear she could hear the crackling of the grass and the buzzing of insects. The weather had been changeable recently in typical British-weather fashion, but today it was a perfect early summer’s day.

Warned that Sat Nav didn’t work in the area she’d allowed far too much getting-lost time and arrived far too early at the venue. She’d wondered if she was in the right place as the huge old mansion seemed to be undergoing some fairly major restoration, going by large sections of scaffolding and several contractors’ vans parked in the drive. Fenella Gainsborough, heavily pregnant, confirmed that she was, and, obviously not ready for her guests yet, had thrust a map into Zoe’s hands and sent her out for a walk. Zoe, relieved that she had reached her destination, was happy to leave her car and explore on foot. As none of the other contestants had arrived yet – they were not expected till the early evening – she’d set off alone.

Now she tried to relax but in spite of the sun on her eyelids she was finding it hard. Her walk from Somerby House had used up some of her nervous energy but she was still full of adrenalin. Excited about the impending cookery competition she’d been so thrilled to win a place on, she was also a bundle of nerves. It didn’t help that it was also being filmed, prior to being televised later in the year. Zoe consoled herself with the thought that at least it wasn’t going out live. She still couldn’t quite believe she’d made it through the rigorous selection process. She’d only entered on the insistence of her mother and her best friend, Jenny, but now, here she was in a field in the middle of nowhere feeling as if she was about to go to her execution. She sighed and stretched. She’d do better to breathe deeply and try and doze.

Just as the peace of the English meadow was finally beginning to work its magic she heard a car in the lane below her and was suddenly fully awake.

The car went past and then stopped. It had obviously reached the gate blocking the lane. Zoe had reached it herself about half an hour ago and had decided against climbing over it. A large notice saying ‘Trespassers keep out’ had helped her in her decision.

Zoe waited and then heard the car reverse throatily. It would have to reverse all the way back down the lane unless it was small, and it didn’t sound small. It stopped and she heard the gear change. Just as she realised what it intended, she sat up and started down the bank. There was a ditch, hidden by long grasses. She wouldn’t have found it herself if she hadn’t nearly stumbled into it.

Too late. By the time she had reached the lane, brushing bits of vegetation off her jeans, the car’s back wheel was hovering over the ditch. The front end was nearly in the ditch on the other side of the lane. The driver got out of the car and slammed the door.

‘Bloody stupid place to put a ditch,’ he growled.

He was a fairly impressive figure. Tall and broad with dark hair, he had the air of a person who was not accustomed to being thwarted by civil engineering.

Zoe wanted to laugh but managed to shrug instead. ‘A fairly usual place I’d have thought, by the side of the road, draining the water away.’

The man glared at her. ‘Don’t try and baffle me with logic. What am I going to do?’

It was probably a rhetorical question but Zoe, who was very literal-minded, said, ‘Call the AA, RAC, something like that?’

He scowled. ‘Do I look like the sort of man who’s a member of the AA?’

Zoe considered. She hadn’t thought there was a typical look to a member of a roadside rescue service but as she studied him more closely she noticed his curly, slightly too long hair was actually a very dark red. He had green eyes and curving mouth and a large, slightly hooked nose. She couldn’t decide if he was very handsome or really quite ugly, but she did have to admit he was extremely sexy. He looked like the kind of man who assumed he’d never break down.

‘What am I do to?’ he said, again rhetorically.

He triggered the devil in Zoe. She knew he was expecting her not to answer, or just to offer to go for help, but she decided to tease him. She felt slightly light-headed.

‘Well, there’re quite a lot of branches by the gate. Maybe we could pile them up under the wheel and you could reverse enough to turn.’ In spite of her desire to provoke him, it was a genuine suggestion.

‘You are a practical little thing, aren’t you?’ he said, making it seem as if it was bad to be practical, but he set off down the lane in the direction she’d pointed and then called imperiously over his shoulder. ‘Come on. I’ll need you.’

Infuriated at his manner – ‘little thing’? – yet pleased to be doing something active so her nerves about the upcoming competition could be worked off, Zoe followed him. But as she went she chided herself; this could get her into serious trouble.

She’d worked out who he was by now – who else would be so close to Somerby who wasn’t going there? And this man – arrogant and argumentative – had to be one of the judges. He could never be a mere contestant in a cookery competition. And as she knew the other judges by sight from their television appearances, this could only be Gideon Irving. He was a well-known name in the world of food, as a critic, food writer and entrepreneur. His writing style was acerbic and often cruel, but he loved to discover new chefs and had brought a lot of young talent to the notice of the restaurant-going public.

She hadn’t been exactly rude but she had leant a bit in that direction. She wouldn’t win the competition now. And wouldn’t being alone with one of the judges – however innocently – be against the rules? Why oh why hadn’t she just stayed lying in the grass, listening to the larks? She ran to catch him up.

They found some biggish logs as well as the branches. Some clearing had been done nearby, most of the tree trunks had been removed but quite a lot remained.

‘I’ll take some of the larger bits of timber and you bring what you can carry,’ he said.

She nodded and began gathering up the bits of birch, fir and beech that lay about.

‘If this doesn’t work,’ she said, finding it hard to keep up with him even though his arms were full of logs, ‘we could go to the house and ask them to send a tractor or something.’

‘We could,’ Gideon Irving agreed, ‘but we’ll try this first.’ He didn’t quite smile at her but the speculative look he shot her indicated he liked what he saw.

Zoe wasn’t her own biggest fan but her short, curly brown hair, small frame, pale skin and freckles hadn’t given her any complexes. She knew she could scrub up fairly well, only today she wasn’t scrubbed up at all. She was wearing her jeans, plimmies and a striped Breton top. She never wore much make-up but currently wasn’t wearing any. She had blue eyes and dark lashes, and knew her size made her look younger than twenty-seven.

‘OK.’

Together they piled the wood into the ditch, building a platform for the overhanging wheel. They didn’t speak much but Zoe was enjoying herself. She liked problem-solving and when she spotted some stones that had fallen out of a wall, went to get them.

Her thanks was a glance and a grunt but somehow she felt rewarded. He did have amazing eyes. She felt a flutter of excitement.

‘The question is, do we have to do this all over again in the other ditch?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she said. She had been considering this while she worked. ‘But now we’ve got the stones it won’t take so long.’

Zoe was filthy and fairly sweaty by the time they’d finished. He’d long since thrown off his jacket and his white T-shirt was covered in mud.

‘Can you drive?’ he demanded.

‘Yes.’

‘Follow simple instructions?’

‘Yes.’ Yet again, Zoe decided not to take offence. It was easier to just get in the car. Really, she wanted to laugh but sensed that would not be a good move. Men really didn’t like being laughed at when they were in trouble with their cars. She was no expert on men, but even she knew that.

The car smelt slightly of rather delicious cologne and leather upholstery. It had a dashboard which took a moment to understand.

He loomed over her as he spoke through the open window. ‘You accelerate – gently – and we’ll see what happens.’

Some moments and a fair amount of mud later, he came back to the window and scowled at her.

She smiled back sympathetically. ‘I can still walk back to the house and get help.’ Zoe looked up at him. He was sweating too now and a lock of hair was caught on his forehead.

He shook his head. ‘I’ll walk back if it comes to that.’ He paused, inspecting her, his gaze inscrutable. ‘Try reversing.’

It took quite a lot of backing and edging forward and ditch-filling but at last the car was turned round. Zoe felt she’d run a marathon. She got out and found she was trembling although she’d only been driving.

‘Well done,’ he said, and then smiled. She felt as if she’d just won Gold in the hundred metres.

‘Like a lift back to the house?’ He was still smiling.

‘Oh … yes,’ she said, unsure if her legs were shaking because of what she’d just been through or something else.

‘So get in then,’ he said when she didn’t move.

Somehow she made her body function and got in the car. Now the sharp smell of man overlaid the cologne and the leather. Zoe moistened her dry lips and looked firmly out of the passenger window. Being so close to him seemed almost too much although she wasn’t entirely sure why. He had a very unsettling effect on her. She wasn’t sure whether she liked it or not.

At the bottom of the long drive, he stopped the car. ‘Are you a contestant?’

She nodded. ‘Are you a judge?’ she asked although she knew the answer.

He nodded. ‘Better get out here then,’ he said.

‘Yup.’ She paused. ‘Maybe we’d better pretend we haven’t met before.’

‘If you like,’ he said, ‘but it won’t make any difference to how I judge you.’

‘Oh.’ She blushed. ‘Not that I thought it would. I just wanted to help.’

‘And you did.’ He almost smiled. ‘But it won’t make you win.’

‘I’ll get out now,’ said Zoe.

‘And I’ll have a drive around the lanes.’

Zoe walked up the hill to the house, her legs stiff after their exertion. Somerby was a big house, but not imposing. It was as friendly-looking as its owner had seemed on first meeting.

Brushing off flecks of mud and grass, she knocked on the front door and waited a little while for Fenella to answer. When she did, she didn’t seem very pleased to see her. Several dogs streamed out of the door and on to the grass in front of the house.

‘Oh! You’re back already!’

‘I’m afraid so,’ said Zoe. ‘You said four o’clock before you wanted to see me again. And it’s four o’clock now.’

Fenella sighed and brushed her hair back from her face. ‘I would really like it to go on being two o’clock for a lot longer.’

Zoe laughed. ‘One of those days?’

Fenella nodded. ‘However hard you try to plan and prepare and make lists, some days just go wrong anyway.’

Zoe hovered on the doorstep. ‘Has anything in particular gone wrong?’

‘No, just nothing has gone particularly right.’ She sighed again. ‘It’s because Rupert – that’s my husband – is away.’

‘Bad timing!’

‘Yes! And I’ve got the judges’ tea to do and my careful plans for there to be a cake have gone wrong. I haven’t even got time to buy one now.’

‘Oh.’

Fenella held the door wider. ‘Do come in. None of this is your problem. I’m sure soggy digestive biscuits are just what snobby foody people like with their afternoon tea.’

‘Absolutely!’ Zoe agreed diplomatically.

‘We’re hoping to have a “restaurant with rooms” type thing in the barn. We might need the snobby foody people on our side.’ She paused for breath and looked at Zoe properly. ‘What happened to you? You look like you’ve been mud-wrestling!’

‘I know. I have. Well, sort of.’

Possibly sensing Zoe didn’t want to go into details Fenella went on, ‘Let me show you to your room so you can get cleaned up. Of course you know you have to share, but at least you’re in the grounds. Dogs!’

The small pack came lolloping into the house and Fenella led Zoe through the back and out across the courtyard to the converted cowshed where Zoe and another contestant were to be billeted. Not all of them could be accommodated at Somerby: some were in local B and Bs. The cowshed was charming and had a wood-burning stove, a little cooker, a dinky sofa and a double bed. A single bed had been squeezed in, presumably for the sake of the contestants.

‘You’re here first,’ said Fenella, ‘so you get the double bed!’

‘Fab! But a shower first, I think.’

Fenella said, ‘It’s through there. Do you mind if I don’t show you? I’ve got this bloody tea to sort out.’

Zoe sensed that Fenella didn’t usually swear about small things – she must be really panicking. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘why don’t I shower and change and then come and make you some scones or something? What time are they coming?’

Fenella looked at her watch. ‘In three-quarters of an hour. No time to make anything.’ She sighed. ‘A girlfriend from the village was coming up with a cake. I had it all organised but one of her children is ill and she can’t leave him.’

‘I’ll just wash my hands and come. Scones don’t take that long.’

Fenella made a face that was intended to be firm and denying but ended up pleading. ‘I couldn’t ask you to do that!’

‘You didn’t and I’d rather be active. It was only when I got here – the first time – that I realised how absolutely terrified I am of this whole competition thing.’ She meant it: she’d always hated exams but at least exams didn’t involve television cameras. ‘I’ll be better if I’m doing something.’

‘So I’d be doing you a favour letting you help?’

Zoe chuckled. ‘Sort of. Although I suppose I’d better find something clean to put on.’

‘I’ll lend you one of Rupert’s shirts. I’ve been living in them.

They’ll cover you better than operating theatre scrubs.’

After dumping her rucksack Zoe followed Fenella back to the main house. She noted a few ladders leaning up against random walls and that quite a bit of work still needed to be done on some of the outhouses, but it was all very picturesque. Somerby itself would be a beautiful backdrop to the competition and it was a very photogenic time of year.

‘This is probably horribly against the rules,’ said Fenella after she’d found flour, butter and eggs for Zoe. ‘We’d better not tell anyone. I mean if the judges found out that they were eating your scones and they were delicious —’

‘Which they will be. Baking is my speciality.’

‘— it would look like we were trying to give you an advantage or something.’

Zoe nodded. ‘I agree. I just won’t let anyone see me.’

Fenella suddenly looked doubtful again. ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’

‘Oh yes! Doing something practical is so much better than sitting around chewing my nails.’ Or helping stranded motorists, however attractive, she thought. ‘I know what I’m doing in a kitchen with a bit of flour and a half-decent oven.’

The scones were too hot to fill with jam and cream so they were in separate bowls on the laden tray. Fenella had wanted to do this but Zoe – her knowledge of pregnancy sketchy – felt she knew enough to insist carrying heavy trays up flights of stairs wasn’t a good idea. She’d carry them up and then retreat to the kitchen and let Fenella face the judges. That way she should avoid being seen.

She was just setting things out before going back down for extra hot water when she heard voices and knew she was about to get caught.

She had a moment of panic but then she calmed down. Unless it was Gideon Irving she’d be fine. She wouldn’t make eye contact, she’d whisk out of the room before anyone took in what she looked like.

As the voices got nearer she realised it wouldn’t be quite that simple.

‘Got stuck in a bloody ditch,’ said a gravelly voice she knew quite well now. ‘Luckily a passing rambler helped me out.’

She turned her head away and carried on putting out plates, setting cups on their saucers on the little table in the window. She was swathed in white poplin, courtesy of Rupert, and doubted if she would be recognised. People didn’t recognise others if they didn’t expect to see then.

‘Yes,’ Gideon went on, ‘she was only a slip of a thing but could drive a car and heft logs like a weightlifter.’

Zoe felt herself blush at the back-handed compliment. She doubted Gideon would say that to her face.

‘So who was she again?’ The other male judge, an amiable chef who went into housewives’ kitchens and taught them how to make gravy, moved towards the table.

‘Just someone on a walk. I don’t see the point of walking myself, if you don’t need to get anywhere.’

Thankfully, Fenella then appeared and said, ‘Help yourselves to tea, gentlemen.’

Zoe scuttled away, muttering, ‘I’ll just get some hot water.’

Zoe had had a Saturday job in a café for years and was quite happy dealing with customers. What she wasn’t so happy about was trying not to be seen. She didn’t do subterfuge and now she had two secrets – both because she couldn’t help being helpful. Her mother had said she’d been born with a helpful gene. It was a virtue really, but just now it seemed like a vice.

Just as Zoe was about to return with the hot water, Fenella reappeared. ‘Oh thank you,’ she said. ‘Would you mind taking it up? I don’t think anyone noticed you, did they?’

She was about to say that Gideon might but then remembered Fenella wasn’t to know that she and Gideon had already met – and Fenella was pregnant. She didn’t have a choice. She took the jug. ‘I’ll be back.’

‘Now what do you have to do, Fen?’ she asked when she got back again. (Fenella had insisted Zoe call her Fen, saying no one called her Fenella unless they were cross with her.) Luckily Gideon and the other judge had been too deep in conversation to notice her. She was enjoying herself. She knew the nerves she’d been keeping at bay would come flooding back the moment she returned to her room. This had been just the distraction she’d needed.

Fenella sighed. ‘Oh, nothing much at all. Put some spuds into the Aga for supper. You’re all going to the pub to eat and the judges and telly people are eating here. Then there’s the official meeting afterwards? Or before.’ She frowned.

‘Honestly, the production company is dreadfully bossy. I gave them some names of lovely local taxi drivers but no, they had to get people down from London to do it. Mad!’

She pushed a lock of hair back from her forehead, making Zoe long to lend her a hair slide. ‘Anyway, I’m now cooking for the scary judges and the local pub, who is quite used to doing this, is cooking for you lot.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s Rupert’s fault. He told the TV people it’s easier to cook for six than twelve, but it’s become more than six with all the producers and things.’ She paused. ‘And he should be back to help with it. The stew’s done already. I just have to do the veg really.’ She leant against the kitchen table. ‘You can imagine how nerve-racking it is, cooking for famous chefs and a food critic.’

‘I can imagine it only too well, considering that’s what this competition is all about.’ Zoe thought Fenella looked really tired and, seeing her put her hand on her stomach, wondered if she was all right. ‘Supposing Rupert isn’t back in time?’

‘I’m sure he will be.’ She didn’t sound very sure.

Zoe made a decision. Fenella – whom she’d liked from the start – needed her. ‘I’ll prep the potatoes for you. What veg are you having?’

‘Things out of the garden: baby broad beans, some cabbage – and some asparagus from down the road. It’s all local stuff.’

‘Are you doing a starter?’

‘Soup. Rupert has made it all as easy as possible.’

‘So, do you want me to help?’

Fen chewed her lip and sighed. She fiddled with a pen out of a pot on the kitchen table. Indecision was written all over her. ‘Only if Rupert doesn’t turn up. You do have to be at your dinner. I’ve seen your schedule. It’s for briefing, getting to know each other, vital stuff.’ She paused. ‘But if Rupert isn’t here it would be wonderful if you could just help in the beginning.’ Fenella smiled. ‘The minibus isn’t collecting you until eight. My dinner is at seven thirty.’

‘So in theory I could get the stuff upstairs for you and then dash down in time to get on the bus.’

Fenella nodded. ‘When we’ve got the dining room restored we’ll have a dumb waiter for me to put things on but as it’s not such a nice room we haven’t done it yet.’

‘Well, I don’t mind being the dumb waiter.’

Fenella gave a half-smile and lowered herself into a chair. ‘I know I shouldn’t say yes,’ she said, ‘but I can’t seem to help myself.’ She put on a fierce expression. ‘And I know perfectly well you’re putting off thinking about the competition by rushing round being helpful.’

Zoe sat down next to her. ‘I know.’

‘I wouldn’t normally beat myself up about accepting help but if you’re breaking some rule or other you could ruin your chances of winning it. You might even be thrown out before you start!’

‘But we don’t know it’s against any rule, and no one will notice, I’m sure. I got away with it at the tea, didn’t I?’ She giggled. ‘I could wear an apron and a little mob cap, as disguise.’

‘Don’t joke about it!’ said Fenella. ‘I happen to have those very items! We did an Edwardian Tea last year and we all dressed up as maids.’

Zoe laughed. ‘I’ll do the spuds now and clean the other veg and then I suppose I’d better settle in over the road.’

‘Your room-mate is there. She came while you were upstairs.’

‘Oh, what’s she like?’

‘Very glam. I hope you put your bag on the double bed!’
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Who knows what might happen in a summer of love?

Sian Bishop has left the hustle and bustle of the city behind and has thrown herself into a new life in the country.

With her young son, her picture-postcard garden and her small thriving business, she’s happy and very busy. She is not – repeat not – looking for love.

And then, one glorious summer evening, Gus Beresford arrives.

One-time explorer, full-time heart-breaker, Gus is ridiculously exciting, wonderfully glamorous – and, Sian tells herself, completely wrong for a romantically cautious single woman like her.

But she and Gus have met before. And, despite Sian’s best intentions, it isn’t long before she’s falling for him all over again…
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