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For Ella, Jack and Phil.
 With love.


Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world

W.B. Yeats: ‘The Second Coming’
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I truly believe that life is improved by cake.

Dan Lepard: Short & Sweet


Prologue
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April 1964


‘Imagine your perfect home: a gamekeeper’s lodge or rambling farmhouse, the walls wreathed in wisteria, brick warmed by the sun. Picture the garden: bees drunk on the nectar of hollyhocks, the air shimmering with summer. An apple tree rustles and drops early fruit.

‘Now imagine this house made of gingerbread, its sides gently golden; royal icing piped along the rooftop and studded with sweets. Plant sugar canes in the flower beds; drench with jelly tots; pave with smarties. Pause and admire this culinary doll’s house. Your ideal home and all-too-brief treat.’

Kathleen Eaden puts down her pen and chews her bottom lip in dissatisfaction. That wasn’t what she wanted to write.

She places her creation on the floor and stretches out in front of it, tweed skirt rucking up and long legs splayed like a child’s behind her. The Axminster carpet feels comforting and she wriggles deeper, slim waist pulled upwards, the thick pile snug against her pubic bone.

Propped up on her elbows, she peers at the house and breathes in the scent of Christmas: ginger; cinnamon; golden syrup; muscovado. Orange zest. A touch of cloves. The roof tiles are dusted with sugar and if she reaches, ever so carefully, she can adjust that heart-shaped knocker that’s slipped on its still-wet icing. There, that’s better. With one gentle tweak, the sweet shifts on its iced glue.

It’s still not perfect, though, this kitsch delight she has spent the past four hours constructing. The tiles are wonky and the cut-away windows should be better aligned. She bends closer. Light slants through them and disappears into gingery darkness. Oh, schoolgirl error. She reaches for her pen: ‘Use a ruler to position your windows.’ Or perhaps they should be mullioned? Her lips move silently as she lays out instructions for the readers of Home Magazine. Her hand speeds so fast she ruffles the cream Basildon Bond but her writing remains immaculate: gracious loops that chase across the page in Quink of royal blue.

She re-reads what she has written. She’s still not got it. Not captured the reason she loves making gingerbread houses even though doing so makes no earthly sense at all. She tries to clear her mind to stave off the anxiety of a deadline. The jangling chords of the Beatles’ latest hit crowd her head, the melody upbeat and addictive. ‘I don’t care too much for money,’ sing the Fab Four and though, at twenty-seven, she is too old to be swayed by mop-haired boys, she finds herself momentarily distracted by the jauntiness of the tune.

She must get on. Lowering herself, she squints through the gingerbread windows. Perhaps she is approaching this from the wrong angle? Why would Susan, her six-year-old niece, love this – and what appeals to the six-year-old in her?

A gingerbread house is more than the sum of its parts: more than sweeties and gingerbread soldered with royal icing, glossy with egg white and thick with sugar. There is something fantastical about this fairytale house …

And, suddenly, she has the answer.

Tears burn. She blinks hard. Not now. She hasn’t the time for this. She must finish her column. Breathe deeply, she tells herself: in for two, out for five; in for two, out for five.

She sits back on her haunches then lifts the house to her desk and busies herself with her papers. A cup of cooling Earl Grey rests on the top and she almost spills it as she reaches to take a sip. The self-pity is still there – a knot so hard she imagines it visible through her slight ribcage – and she tries to swallow it down with a bigger gulp. Still there? Yes, of course. Only ever a breath away: so close it can readily overwhelm her. But it can’t do. She needs to get on top of this.

She picks at a spare dolly mixture and squishes it against the roof of her mouth. The sweetness seeps through her tongue and slips down her throat, insubstantial yet distracting. She takes another sip of tea. There, that’s better.

‘The doyenne of baking with the enviable figure’ wouldn’t behave like this, would she? The description – concocted by Harper’s – usually provokes a sardonic smile. Now, though, she tries to accept the compliment at face value. Her hands flutter to her waist as she smooths down her skirt and tries to right herself; her thumbs rest in the shallows of her hip bones. Perhaps there are some benefits, after all.

She leans back and straightens the paper. Now, if she can just ignore the sadness that corrodes her stomach, she might be able to finish this column. She sniffs brightly and tries to re-read her last paragraph. The script wobbles and blurs.

Oh for goodness sake, Kathleen. She uncaps her fountain pen in a flurry and, determined to ignore the tears that prick, yet again, despite her best efforts, Kathleen Eaden begins to write.
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People often ask me the secret of my baking. Shall I tell you? There is none. Anyone can bake provided they master a few basic principles and, at least until accomplished, follow the recipe to the letter. Nowhere is this more important than in making cakes. A variation in the temperature of the oven or in the measurement of ingredients; a failure to sift or to fold in sufficient air can lead to the most dismal sponge. But get it right and the most ethereal of cakes is entirely possible.

So the rules: always use eggs at room temperature and fat, either butter or a margarine like Stork, that has softened. Use flour containing a raising agent, sieve it to introduce extra air, and fold in lightly to encompass more. Always prepare your tins before cooking and preheat your oven. Place the tins in the oven gently, and shut the door softly as though leaving a sleeping baby. And never check your sponges until at least two-thirds of the cooking time has elapsed.

Once your golden creations have been removed from the oven, leave them for a couple of minutes before you ease them from the tin. Then place on a wire rack so that air can circulate. When cooled, sandwich with the finest jam and dust with icing sugar. Serve with a pot of afternoon tea.

The perfect Victoria sandwich must be light, moist and scented with fresh eggs and vanilla. It should feel decadent but not excessively so. A slice of Victoria sponge, filled with raspberry jam or, in summer, whipped cream and freshly hulled strawberries, is a daily treat you can feel justified in indulging. Just take three eggs and six ounces each of sugar, fat and self-raising flour, and heaven in a cake tin can be yours.

Kathleen Eaden: The Art of Baking (1966)
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January 2012

Vicki Marchant breathes on her chill French windows and carefully traces a heart. A fat tear of condensation slithers down and she stops it with her finger and writes an A for Alfie. The letter weeps and she wipes the pane gently, chasing moisture with crisp squares of kitchen roll.

I must be going mad, thinks Vicki. Either that or I’m just plain miserable. Outside, ball bearings of hail pound the frozen blades of grass.

Well, it’s hard to feel cheerful in January. The joy of Christmas – a joy felt so wonderfully through three-year-old Alfie – has rudely ended; packed away along with the decorations: this year, golden pears and partridges; rococo cherubs; icicles and stars.

January – or bloody January as she tends to think of it – is all about abstinence, penitence and being sanctimonious, as friends embark on an alcohol-free, dairy-free, wheat-free month. No one wants to come to dinner in January – and if she can persuade a fellow mum to lunch it’s a frugal affair: broccoli soup without the Stilton languishing from Christmas; all offers of home-made stollen, Florentines and mince pies laughed aside quite firmly. ‘No, really, I couldn’t,’ her neighbour, Sophie, had insisted yesterday as Vicki pressed a full cake tin on her, and had sounded quite panicky as if she were going to force-feed her.

Yet it’s not the general abstinence that most frustrates her but the sense of limbo. The sub-zero temperatures mean Alfie can’t race around the garden and there are only so many times a week she can go to a soft play barn. Without the gift of snow or sunshine ‘the big freeze’, as the media has dubbed it, has become one long grind of de-icing cars and salting paths, of finding sufficient layers and contending with Alfie’s whingeing if, as invariably happens, she forgets his welly socks.

She gives a sigh, thick and laboured. Outside, the hail has stopped abruptly, the only evidence the icy marbles nestling in the grass. The grey sky is as unyielding as ever; the bare trees still; the ground quite barren. No sign of the snowdrops and tête-à-têtes she and little Alf planted in October. Her garden seems devoid of hope.

She turns on her coffee machine and measures out enough grains for a double espresso, hoping a burst of caffeine will reinvigorate her and improve her morning. For, if she is honest, and she always tries to be, her frustration has nothing to do with the weather at all.

My name is Vicki Marchant, she imagines announcing at yet another interminable playgroup, and I am a fraudulent stay-at-home mother. A mum-of-one with none of the demands of numerous offspring or any of the pressure of having to work. I have a beautiful, healthy boy who loves me. And I do adore him. But I’m still not sure I’m very good at or – whisper it – always enjoy motherhood. Oh, and here’s the joke. I’m an ‘outstanding’ primary school teacher, according to Ofsted. Someone who’s supposed to know what they’re doing. So why do I find it so hard looking after my own small child?

It wasn’t meant to be this way, she thinks, as the machine groans then belches hot coffee grains at her. When Alfie was born, the plan had always been to give up work to immerse herself in her baby and subsequent children. Her Shaker kitchen would be covered in poster-paint masterpieces; her lengthy garden would boast hens, herbs and flowers; and each day would bring new adventures for her Petit Bateau-clad child. She hadn’t counted on the drudgery of early parenthood with a child who refused to sleep and a husband who refused to get up; or on her rage when her boy decorated her Farrow & Ball walls with his handprints; or her impotence when a fox massacred the hens.

You would have thought a primary school teacher would have known that toddlers prefer church playgroups, with their interminable rich tea biscuits and weak instant coffee, to babyccinos in Starbucks; and that a trip into town would always lead to dramatic meltdowns, Alfie’s body as taut as a board as he struggled against being put in a buggy, as powerful as a coiled spring as he wriggled free of her grasp.

She should have known that glitter would always be sprinkled all over the kitchen and that, at three, he could not hope to produce anything other than a sodden clump of papier mâché. Yet, somehow, she had forgotten, or been naively optimistic. She had thought she could conquer any problem with a calm voice and an endless supply of smiley stickers. No, motherhood isn’t turning out quite as she’d envisaged, at all.

There’s just one thing she feels she can do with Alfie, she reflects, as she wipes the coffee grains from the surface and refills the machine, and that is baking. And so this is an activity in which they have started to excel. They began with cupcakes, over which she maintained overall artistic control. But they soon progressed from gingerbread men to tuiles; from pizza bases to sourdough; from jam tarts to tarte tatin.

Alfie, who quickly learned that he got a strong reaction if he slopped water on to the floor or glue on to the table when painting, has discovered he gets a better one if he cracks an egg correctly, the slippery white slopping into the mixing bowl ‘without bits of shell’. Mummy sings when she bakes, and if her brow creases when he becomes over-exuberant with the sieving – and flour and cocoa sprinkle the floorboards – any irritation is momentary, dissipated by the heartening smell of sponge cooking and the sensual experience of licking the bowl.

For Vicki, baking with her boy is tangible evidence that she is a good mother.

‘Did you make these yourself – and with Alfie?’ her friend, Ali, had quizzed her only on Monday as she had handed her a vintage cake tin with a smile of dismissal.

She had felt a distinct glow of satisfaction at her friend praising not only the creations but the fact that she had made them with her child.

‘God, how do you stand the mess?’ Ali had continued. ‘Must be the teacher in you! I never bake with Sam.’

As always, she had felt mild pity.

‘He loves it.’ She had shrugged, with typical self-deprecation. And, on cue, her tousle-haired boy had looked up and given her a quick grin, his hand slipping into hers as he offered Ali’s three-year-old a home-made biscuit. ‘And so do I.’

Today, however, that sense of satisfaction evades her. Irritation niggles as she takes in the sea of Lego, the washing wilting on the maiden, the socks wrenched off on a whim and discarded, one dangling from Alfie’s ergonomically ideal chair, the other kicked under a toy box and curled like a stale croissant, waiting to be swooped up.

She sighs then forces herself to breathe more calmly, taking in the aroma of lemon, sugar and butter now flooding her kitchen, bathing her in a delicious citrus fug. A timer pings and she opens the oven, and brings out an exquisitely cooked tarte au citron. The viscous yellow glows against the crisp golden pastry, blind-baked to perfection. And Vicki smiles.
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When baking, it is important not to scrimp on ingredients or to cut corners. You must not believe you can get away with the minimum. Your family deserves the best.

I am all for moderation and economy, but no one wants a mean sponge or a poorly risen loaf of bread; a scrag-filled pie or a pitiful pudding. Remember: when you bake, you cherish.



Jennifer Briggs, pummelling focaccia on the granite worktop of her farmhouse kitchen in Suffolk, pauses for a moment and looks out at her walled garden and beyond. Her arms are beginning to ache from punishing the mixture: stretching it then kneading it then stretching it once more to release the gluten. Her nose itches and she scratches it with the back of fingers that are lightly floured.

A cat – one of two that check up on her as she bakes – stalks across the kitchen and miaows, insistent; then sits and glares at the oversized fridge.

‘No, you’re not getting any food yet,’ Jennifer tells her. Then, amused, ‘Oh, you’re wondering about that too, are you? Well, Tabby, I don’t think that’s going to happen somehow.’

The cat blinks, impenetrable, and begins to wash herself but Jennifer continues to look at the advert, neatly clipped from Eaden’s Monthly, and attached with a heart-shaped magnet to the fridge.

‘Calling Britain’s Best Bakers’ it declaims, in a mock-up of the iconic First World War Kitchener poster. ‘Your country needs you to produce the nation’s best bakes.’

In excitable italicised font, it explains that Eaden and Son are searching for the New Mrs Eaden, an amateur baker so talented they are fit to emulate the wife of the store’s founder, who published her classic cookbook The Art of Baking in 1966 and died only last year. The winner will receive a £50,000 contract to advise the supermarket on its finest baked products, will contribute a monthly magazine column, and will front their advertising campaign. The New Mrs Eaden will then be able to launch her, or his, own baking career.

Jennifer, an avid baker, has been intrigued by the competition – and, much to her surprise, has entered. Well, she was brought up on The Art of Baking, her mother deferring to Kathleen Eaden and her odes to the most decadent of cakes.

Jennifer shops at Eaden’s and believes this will be a proper baking competition – despite the rather silly YouTube clips each task’s top two bakers must make. The judges are certainly credible: Dan Keller, that attractive artisan baker, and Harriet Strong, author of over thirty cookbooks and star of a long-running cookery series. This isn’t a reality TV show but a contest run by the country’s most upmarket supermarket: a business that champions high-quality, free-range and freshly produced food and assumes its shoppers love nothing better than to bake.

Well, Jennifer is one such customer and submitted an application form just before Christmas. She is still chafing with disappointment at not having been contacted. And yet she is not surprised. In small print, the competition website explained that the supermarket reserved the right to choose applicants who accurately reflect the nation’s different demographic groups. There had also been excessive emphasis placed on the importance of candidates submitting photos, and she suspects that, at fifty-two, she is too old and too fat to be a contender.

She sighs and imagines how she must have been viewed by those sifting through the applications, young adults, she assumes, not much older than her three newly grown-up girls. Hair cropped in a sensible short bob: unflattering, boring, but eminently fitting for the wife of the local dentist and member of the W.I. A broad, open face, flushed with rosacea, testament to her wholesome living and her apparent lack of vanity. And a weightiness that allows her to be seen as a caricature: the fat, jolly, asexual cook.

She resumes her kneading.

Fat, she accepts as she pounds more vigorously in a sudden flush of anger, is something she has grown used to as her burgeoning love of baking has coincided with her expansion into middle age.

‘Never trust a thin cook,’ she sometimes twinkles as she folds her still neat arms beneath a bosom – it is definitely a bosom now, rather than distinct breasts – that continues to swell as she moves up each dress size. Now a size twenty, she can no longer be described as voluptuous, curvy, or even cuddly. Her thighs, which rub together when she walks, are silvered with stretch marks like the tears appearing in her stretched focaccia. Her stomach flops with the moist consistency of softly whipped cream.

Her daughters, if they ever bothered to consider it, would assume that their mother is nonchalant about this. Jennifer looks what she is: a rosy-cheeked mother earth figure; an excellent home cook who will rustle up a dozen scones or a Victoria sponge with eggs from her own Sussex Whites if friends give her twenty minutes’ notice; the ever capable linchpin of their family.

Only Lizzie, her youngest, who has just started at Bristol, wonders if her mother is truly as happy as she claims.

‘Are you OK, Mum?’ she had asked her, tentatively, at Christmas. ‘Do you mind rattling around here, just cooking for Dad, now we’re all at uni?’

Jennifer had smiled. ‘Do you mean: what do I do all day?’

The elder girls had been less concerned. ‘Oh, it’s what she loves doing, looking after all of us, taking care of the old grump, isn’t it?’ Kate, now twenty-three, had chipped in.

‘Course it is. She’s our mother hen, aren’t you?’ Emma, twenty-two, and more typically acerbic, had slipped a slim arm round her waist and squeezed her. She had felt discomfited by the sentiment, but relaxed into the hug.

‘Well, I do have plenty to do: there’s still loads of cooking and gardening … and the hens, of course.’ She had sought to make herself sound busy. The girls, wanting to believe the best, had laughed.

‘Stop fussing, Lizzie,’ Emma had bossed her younger sister. ‘You heard what she said. She’s just doing what she’s always done.’

It did not seem to occur to them that, once, she had had a career, though, admittedly, she had stopped nursing when she had her first baby. By the time the girls were at school, nobody wanted her to work out of the home – and so she stayed there.

Now, when she worries about her, Lizzie fires off a loving text and is reassured by a swift and cheery response. ‘Lovely to hear from you, darling. Had a glorious day in the garden and now making sticky toffee puddings. Xxx’

Jennifer, who has agonised over getting the tone of the text just right, watches the phone, willing it to ring. It remains silent. And so, alone in her kitchen, she bakes and bakes.
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When serving cake, always provide a cake fork and a napkin. And never press your guests to eat. Cake should be something chosen once you’ve weighed up the potential effect on your waistline – and decided that it is so delicious it is worth succumbing. Either give in to the seduction wholeheartedly – or savour the satisfaction of knowing you can resist.



Karen Hammond is perched at the island in the centre of her chaste kitchen, the line between her eyebrows deepening as she examines its marble surface with disdain.

Watery sunshine slants through the substantial roof light, picking out her copper lowlights. The cleaner is due later and a few specks of dust dance in the sunlight, bestowing a dirty halo that shifts as she grimaces.

A smear of grease, a tell-tale thumbprint at its head, mars the island’s glassy smoothness. How could she have missed that? She reaches for the anti-bacterial spray and polishes. Her face ripples in its surface and she pauses for a moment, struck by her reflection: a study in concentration; unforgiving; tense.

The imperfection erased, she puts the cleaning products away and surveys the room. Her fingernails, coated in Chanel Rouge Noir, click against the worktop in a minor drum roll. A call to action; a call to perfect.

A carrot cake sits on the opposite counter, its frosting sparkling. Fat sultanas wink at her from the orange crumb: she breathes in the sugar, the spice, the egg. It teases her, this cake, like a cocksure teenager leaning against a street corner. ‘Come on. You know you want me. Just a little nibble? A taste of my icing? Tell me, darling, where’s the harm in that?’

But Karen resists. The kitchen implements have been put in the dishwasher; the mixing bowl, with its cloying icing, long since washed, dried and stowed away in its cupboard. For one moment, she had imagined sweeping her index finger around it and sucking the heavenly combination of mascarpone, sugar and just a squeeze of lime. Yet, even as she thought it, she knew she would never do it. Control and self-discipline are the key to everything. She has long known that the brief elation of surrender just cannot compare with the thrill of denial.

Jake, her seventeen-year-old, half man, half boy now, saunters into the room.

‘All right, Ma?’

She tenses at the public school affectation.

He thrusts his hands into his jeans pockets, pushing them lower as he opens the fridge and surveys its contents. His T-shirt rides up and she can see the cleft between his slight buttocks. She wants to yank his jeans up. Tell him to dress properly. Instead, she looks away.

‘Got anything to eat?’

The question is rhetorical. He begins to pile up cheese and ham, butter and bagels, a seemingly limitless number of calories which his six-foot-two frame can more than tolerate. She tenses as he plonks them on the surface, instantly destroying her order.

His eyes sweep across the sterile kitchen to her latest creation.

‘Ah … cake. Don’t mind if I do, do you, Ma?’ he continues as he thrusts a bread knife into it and cuts himself a sizeable chunk. He eats as if ravenous. Moist crumbs sprinkle the floor and a dollop of frosting, still not set, drops from the knife.

She cannot bear it.

‘For God’s sake, Jake. If you’re going to devour it, do it nicely.’

She reaches for a porcelain side plate and a silver cake fork.

‘What’s that for?’

‘You know what that’s for. It’s a cake fork. Eat it properly.’

He looks at her with mock incredulity. ‘God, Ma. Anyone would forget you were born in Sarf-end.’ He elongates the word in a mock Essex accent. ‘Since when did you get so up yourself?’

His tone cuts her like a scalpel. Since my son started mocking me, she wants to reply. Since he and his sister entered a different social sphere with their rugby matches and cello lessons, their skiing trips and Latin gerunds. Since they entered a different world to me.

But she doesn’t. Instead she contemplates her beautiful boy, his patrician features, mercifully untouched by acne, now marred with derision.

‘If you want to eat my cake, you follow my rules,’ is the best she can manage. It comes out fiercer than she intended. Less of a command; more of a hiss.

He brays a laugh. ‘Chill, Ma. Calm down.’

He looks at her as if she were from another planet then continues to demolish the cake, jaws moving efficiently.

‘This is good, by the way. Here, try a bit.’

He holds it out to her, pushing it towards her lips. She recoils, suddenly fearful.

‘I’m fine, thank you.’ Her voice is tight. ‘I’m not hungry.’

He gives a shrug. Goes back to finishing the cake.

‘What about the icing?’ he persists as he cuts himself a second, smaller, slice. ‘Here, just taste it on the knife. Go on.’ His upper lip curls as he holds it in front of her, a reward for good behaviour. It is dangerously close to her mouth but she refuses to flinch.

‘I said: “No.”’

It comes out almost as a shout. He raises an eyebrow. She forces herself to soften her voice and breathes deeply.

‘I’m fine, thank you, darling. I just wish you’d listen to me.’

She busies herself to deflect attention from her outburst: begins to put his food back; takes a can of Diet Coke from the fridge. The caramel liquid fizzes in a crystal tumbler then burns as the bubbles run down her throat. It is her poison of choice now she has ditched the nicotine: a wonder drink that has zero calories but appears to fill her up.

Her son is still watching her, his hands now raised in supplication. ‘I don’t get you. You make these gorgeous cakes and you won’t even taste them. What’s that about? It’s not like you’re fat or something.’

He takes in her size eight frame: the flat abdomen and pronounced sternum; her skin taut against her cheekbones; her upper ribs radiating across her chest. He shakes his head, as if he were the parent bemused by the offspring, and ambles away.

She is about to remonstrate – to tell him to help clear up – when he lobs his parting shot: an insult tossed so casually that, at first, she wonders if she has misheard him.

‘You’re fooling no one, Ma,’ he drawls as he slopes away, hands thrust deep in his pockets. And, again, under his breath, almost as a whisper: ‘You’re fooling no one.’

What the fuck did he mean by that? Fear powers her as she runs from her substantial Victorian house in Winchester towards the edge of the city on a forty-five-minute run that will burn a good 565 calories, she calculates, and, she hopes, extinguish her sense of shame.

She keeps up a brisk pace: feet striking rhythmically heel-to-toe, torso erect but at ease, breath regular and even. The houses blur, their price tags diminishing as she leaves the centre of the city: Georgian town houses blurring into cutesy terraces; merging into more modern detached properties; the majority nondescript, the rare one a suburban gem.

She has come a long way, she tells herself as she powers past the law courts, the railway and the hospital towards open countryside. She has come a long way and she is not going to let it all crumble because her son, this beautiful boy-man she often cannot believe she produced, thinks he knows something that will put her back in her place.

Her stomach corrodes. You’re fooling no one, Ma. A general reference to the working-class roots she refuses to discuss or something more specific? What does he know? Which of her two dirty secrets has he picked up on? Or is he chancing it?

Has he told Oliver? Still her husband, though with him spending the week at their London flat, their lives are increasingly separate. She sometimes wonders if he even cares for her, so immersed is he in his work, so completely is he drifting away. What about Livy? She thinks of her serious girl – so different from her at fifteen – and finds her fists are clenched, as if she were trying to cling on to her daughter’s innocence.

She thinks back ten years: Jake, aged seven, scoring his first try in tag rugby, knees grazed, shins mud-splattered, pride stretched across his face. And the person he had run to for a victor’s hug wasn’t Oliver, or his coach: it was her, freezing on the touchline. ‘I love you, Mum,’ he had whispered into her neck, his arms tight around her, his voice fierce with passion. She was his world. ‘The best mum in the world – in the universe.’ The passion had continued for quite some time. So why, now, was there this contempt?

The question niggles as the run becomes harder: a steeper incline to the crest of one of the high hills in the area. A chance to push her body. There is no pavement here and she runs on the tarmac, segueing on to a grass verge hedged with brambles when a car thunders past, spewing water at her legs.

She glances at the running watch strapped to her upper arm. Nearly halfway. Three point one miles; twenty-two minutes; 257 calories. She surges forward. She needs to burn more, run faster; she should be able to run faster.

Her breath is ragged and uneven now. She tries to hum, as if to block out her anxiety. Keep going, she tells herself. He knows nothing. Just keep going.

Blood floods her head in solid waves out of sync with her iPod. Just keep going. Keep going. He knows nothing. She repeats the mantra – and wishes she could believe it.

And then, suddenly, she is at the top of the hill and her voice comes out in a burst: a yelp of relief and a cry of achievement. Behind her, Winchester spreads: all affluence, heritage and privilege. You have come a long way, she reassures herself. You have come a long way.

The flooded water meadows shimmer and, as she catches her breath, a ray of sunshine illuminates the cathedral and the prestigious school. She resumes her jogging, breath steadying as she runs for a while on the flat. Her pace picks up; fast and rhythmic. You’ve come a long way; you’ve come a long way; and you are going to hold tight to this.
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If holding a coffee morning, always ensure that your coffee is Eaden’s finest and your biscuits, it should not need saying, are home-made. Do not allow your standards to slip even if you only offer a hot beverage. You do not want to be the sort of hostess who offers merely a cup of instant coffee.



Three weeks later. A wet and windy February morning and Vicki is scuttling through the raindrops on the King’s Road, Chelsea, on her way to the Search for the New Mrs Eaden audition.

Her watch says she has plenty of time – that she’s fifteen minutes early – but Vicki hates being late for anything, just as she hates being unprepared. She pulls a wicker basket tight towards her, and peeks under the gingham tea towel cover in case her home-made blueberry muffins and Emmenthal croissants should have somehow escaped. Of course they haven’t. Fat raindrops splash on her cake tin and she walks faster, readjusting her umbrella.

Just stop being so nervous, she tells herself as she spies Eaden and Son’s flagship store, with its elegant lettering and all-glass frontage. Look, you’re here now. Just enjoy this. This is what you wanted: a chance to bake; to excel; to do something outside the home.

Oh, but will Alfie be all right? She feels her habitual twinge of guilt at the thought of his tear-streaked face as she left him at Ali’s. He was just putting on a show for your benefit, her rational, teacher-voice reassures her. But was he? Perhaps he was coming down with something and she hadn’t noticed? Why else would she have to pull away from his grasp?

For a moment she considers ringing Ali again, just to check, but she has already texted her since leaving Sloane Square station and she fears looking neurotic. Her phone pings in her pocket. A text from Ali: ‘Of course he’s fine. Now go and enjoy yourself!’

She grins – given permission by another mother – and, with a lighter heart, almost runs the last few steps to the store. There. She is not a bad mummy. Not really. She is just seizing a rare opportunity to shine.

Walking into the store, it actually feels incredible that she is here, summoned to the audition. She only applied right at the last minute, on 31 January, the entry deadline. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to do it. The advert, cut from Eaden’s Monthly, had been pinned to her fridge since early December, fighting for space among Alfie’s potato cut prints and stick drawings. But she had dithered: reluctant to commit to something that meant time away from her boy. And then there had been one particularly lonely morning and she had realised, somewhere between tidying up the train track and the Lego, the play-doh and the farm set, that, if she didn’t get out more, she would combust with bad temper, or go quite quite mad.

And so she is here. Hardly the most intrepid destination and yet this feels thrillingly exciting. Trepidation replaces anxiety as she takes in the table by the entrance, arranged with bottles of Prosecco and elaborately beribboned boxes of truffles, and breathes in the scent of freshly baked pain aux raisins.

Everything in Eaden’s flagship store looks perfect: the apples, piled in pyramids on reproduction market barrows, are without blemish; the cavolo nero dark and prolific; the bread – sourdough flutes wrapped in artfully ripped brown paper – looks as if it has been crafted in the early hours by an artisan baker. The butcher’s counter boasts vast hunks of topside, generous fillets of sirloin: rich, succulent, vermilion. The sea bass and langoustine shimmer on a mound of crushed ice.

Even before 10 a.m., the shop hums with contented shoppers as they select their fresh produce and deliberate over their espresso coffee, their fair trade tea bags, their 85 per cent cocoa chocolate, their organic oatcakes, their cantuccini.

The wide aisles can easily accommodate two trolleys and Vicki watches three middle-aged women negotiate the space. As one squeezes past, there is no tension, no rancour, just an apologetic smile and a gracious nod of acceptance. This isn’t the sort of supermarket where customers swear at one another, ram trolleys into heels or try to beat fellow shoppers to the checkout. Eaden’s embodies old-fashioned values such as good taste, quality, refinement. Above all, it stands for courteousness.

There’s no one here to greet her now, though, and so Vicki makes for customer services, glancing at the baking aisle as she does so.

An elderly gentleman is peering at the flavourings. Mustard cords; cravat; a tweed jacket that has lasted forty years and will see him out; a face that is markedly florid. He looks distinctly lost.

‘May I help you, sir?’ A slim young assistant smiles in concern.

‘Looking for fresh vanilla pods. My wife insists she needs them. Damned if I can find them.’

‘If you just come this way, sir, I can show you.’ She holds out an expansive arm behind him but does not touch him. ‘There you are: three choices but, if I was baking, I’d choose this one.’

‘Really?’

‘Less expensive but grown on the same plantation so the same quality.’

‘How extraordinary …’

‘May I help you with anything else?’

‘No … No, that’s fine. Thank you.’

Leaving him to scrutinise the withered black sticks in their minute test tube, the girl melts away.

‘Vicki … Vicki Marchant?’

A young woman with a neat blonde bob and pearl earrings is smiling at her.

‘Oh, yes. Sorry.’ She immediately feels wrong-footed.

‘Welcome to the Search for the New Mrs Eaden competition!’

Vicki smiles, suddenly filled with excitement.

‘I’m Cora Young. Eaden’s marketing assistant.’

She holds out a neat hand with a signet ring on her little finger. Vicki wipes her own sweaty palm before taking it.

‘The interviews are in our conference room upstairs, in the head office. If you’d like to come this way?’

Someone is already waiting in the conference room above the store. A middle-aged woman who looks like the epitome of a baker, with her gentle smile, her broad face, and a bosom so ample that Vicki’s eyes are instantly drawn there.

She looks nervous – and lovely. A proper mum, or a proper, young, granny. Alfie would love her. He’d nestle against that chest and gaze up adoringly in his own version of small boy heaven.

‘Hello. I’m Jennifer.’ The older woman moves towards her and holds out a hand, slightly self-conscious.

‘Vicki.’ She grasps it. Jennifer’s fingers are cool and her handshake surprisingly firm for someone who looks so diffident.

They smile, both searching for the start of a conversation.

‘Did you …?’

‘Are you …?’

Their voices collide.

‘No, after you,’ Vicki defers to the older woman.

‘I was just going to ask if you were nervous. I know I am. They only rang me two days ago, and I can’t quite believe it. I keep expecting them to say they’ve made a mistake.’

‘Oh, I’m sure they haven’t. You look like you know how to bake – oh, I don’t mean that rudely. I mean, you just look experienced …’ Vicki’s voice tails away in embarrassment. ‘Oh, I’m digging a bigger hole, aren’t I?’

Jennifer laughs. ‘Not at all. It’s just nerves. Good to know we’re both feeling the same.’

She glances at a framed black and white photo of Kathleen Eaden, standing outside the building they are now in, which takes pride of place on the wall opposite.

‘She, on the other hand, doesn’t look as if she was ever nervous, does she?’

Vicki looks at the shot. The woman is dressed in the style of that 1960s icon, Jackie Kennedy: a dark bouffant bob, the ends curling up at her shoulders; pale lipstick; lightly kohled eyes. Her face is striking rather than pretty with an intelligent gaze and high cheekbones. Her smile is alluring. She wears a dress coat with oversized buttons and a shift dress ending just above her knee. Slim calves taper down to kitten heels.

‘It’s the same picture used in here, isn’t it?’

Vicki draws out a copy of The Art of Baking from her capacious handbag: a glossy duck-egg-blue hardback, with lavish photographs, published to coincide with Kathleen Eaden’s death the previous year.

‘Oh! A real Kathleen enthusiast.’ Jennifer waves her own paperback copy: dog-eared, besplattered, and at least forty years older than Vicki’s edition.

‘Is that an original?’ Vicki feels as if she has been trumped though she doubts that was Jennifer’s intention.

‘My mother’s. I was brought up on Mrs Eaden. So I thought this should come along.’

She passes it over and Vicki spends a few moments flicking through the pages. Recipes for Chelsea buns, Bakewell tart and apple Charlotte catch her attention; Battenburg and lemon meringue pie; salmon and watercress quiche. The black and white photos in this original book are sparse but most show Kathleen Eaden smiling as she holds up a finished product. Her smile mesmerises so that the reader’s eyes are drawn only to her, and not the tart or pudding.

‘I just love this book,’ Vicki enthuses. ‘I only discovered her a couple of years ago. Of course I’d heard of her but it wasn’t until they reissued this that I tried out all these recipes.’

‘In my childhood, she was what every baker aspired to,’ says Jennifer. ‘I can remember my mother saying, “I’ll just consult Kathleen,” just as we might turn to Delia. Amazing, really, that this one book had such an effect.’

‘And she sounds like such a wonderful woman. Did you read that interview in Eaden’s Monthly, after she died, with her daughter, Laura?’

‘Oh, I know. What a glorious childhood. It sounded completely idyllic: bonfires on the beach; surfing; flying kites – and all that wonderful baking.’

‘I’d love it if my son ever remembered me that way.’

The words fly out of Vicki’s mouth before she can stop them, and she wants to curl up in embarrassment. Jennifer looks away tactfully.

‘Oh, I mean, I’m sure he will. Well, I hope so. But I can’t quite imagine it,’ Vicki hears herself over-explaining. ‘It’s pathetic really. I absolutely adore him but it doesn’t seem to come as easily to me as it did to Kathleen. I find it quite hard at times.

‘Do you have children?’ she hurries on. ‘You look as if you might have—’ She blushes as if the older woman could somehow detect her thought process: that Jennifer’s stomach, voluminous under a tunic, is one that has surely expanded to cope with more than one child.

The older woman seems impervious. ‘Three girls. Nineteen to twenty-three so all grown up now – or so they like to think.’

‘I’ve just the one. A three-year-old,’ Vicki repeats herself as if she needs to apologise. As if to confirm it, her womb gives a dull ache.

‘The first one’s always the hardest. The biggest shock to the system. I found my first a real thunderbolt. It gets easier with the second, and eases over time.’

Jennifer smiles. And while Vicki would usually find this patronising: a platitude uttered by someone who had effortlessly had multiple children, from this woman it merely sounds kind.

Far from being diminished, she feels instantly reassured, immediately acknowledged. As if she might have just met a possible friend.

Three minutes to ten and Vicki feels increasingly nervous. The door swings open and Cora ushers in a man who is apologising profusely: dark hair flecked with grey; a neat physique; early forties; somewhat anguished deep brown eyes.

‘Thank God I made it.’ His face, anxious, pleasant, largely unexceptional, relaxes, as he sees that only two people have arrived so far. The line between his eyebrows eases into more of a furrow, less of a crevasse.

‘So sorry I’m late,’ he continues. He shrugs off a large rucksack, containing what must be his baked products and rearranges his damp trench coat. The blue shirt underneath has been badly ironed.

‘Coffee?’ Cora chirrups as she gestures to the table, covered in coffee cups.

‘An espresso would be lovely,’ he answers. Then, as he catches sight of the catering flask containing filter coffee made an hour ago, ‘Ah, just an Americano then.’

He takes the standard white cup and saucer with a smile and hovers over the plates of goodies. Chewy oat and raisin cookies, baby blueberry muffins and mini pains aux raisins.

‘The cookies are good,’ Vicki says with a gesture, skirting the table. ‘Not home-made, but still.’ She bites her lip, aware that Cora may take this as an insult. ‘I’m sure they’re freshly baked downstairs.’

He selects a muffin then touches his rucksack as if in reassurance. I wonder what he’s got in there? thinks Vicki. Panettone? A spelt and honey loaf? Or something less interesting. Then: I wonder how good he is; and what made him apply to be here?

‘Hello.’ Jennifer is more welcoming.

‘Sorry … Hello. Mike. Mike Wilkinson.’ He offers his hand and a firm handshake.

‘Jennifer.’

‘Vicki.’

They smile broadly and chorus their delight.

Mike nods encouragingly but they lapse into silence. The sound of cups chinked on saucers fills the void.

‘Oops.’ Vicki slops weak coffee over her hand. She grimaces in embarrassment, then grabs a paper napkin and dabs ineffectually at the few splashes christening her vintage-style tea dress. Jennifer smiles, eyes brimming with sympathy. Mike, keen to avoid witnessing her mortification, turns aside.

‘I’m suddenly really nervous. Stupid really,’ Vicki burbles in explanation. Her stomach fizzes with fear.

‘We all are,’ reassures Jennifer. ‘It’s only natural. There’s no guarantee we’re going to be selected for the competition, even though we’ve got this far. And, if you’re anything like me, it just feels like such a big thing!’

They segue into conversation: their interest in the competition; their apprehension; their expectations for these interviews; and what each of them has brought to woo the judges: croissants aux amandes and a chocolate torte from Jennifer; a devil’s food cake and brioche from Mike.

‘There have to be more of us than this, though?’ Vicki queries. ‘Cora said they were looking for five contestants. Any fewer and they won’t have enough variety for the YouTube clips.’

On cue, the door swings open. Another competitor? Their chatter peters away.

The woman who enters looks dressed for battle: knee-high boots; a crisp white shirt; dark indigo jeans; a mane of expensively low-lighted brunette hair. Her face glows with the lightest dusting of bronzing powder and a glimmer of excitement. She carries a grey wicker basket and the air of someone holding a delicious secret they can barely suppress.

Mike blushes and looks a decade younger. Jennifer’s smile is characteristically welcoming, if a little guarded. Vicki feels instantly apprehensive.

‘The Search for the New Mrs Eaden audition?’ says Karen superfluously and somewhat self-consciously. Then, with a touch of irony, ‘Well, let’s bake.’


Kathleen

She wishes she were baking, she thinks, as she stands at the entrance of the one hundredth Eaden’s, ready to cut the ribbon and open the store.

Around her, staff smile in expectation while the gentlemen of the press just restrain themselves from jostling like a crowd of children promised cream cakes and slabs of chocolate; sweet ginger beer; warm custard tarts.

Yes, she wishes she were baking – or writing. Creating something, at any rate. A blowsy choux bun to be wolfed down in a moment or a description that lasts just a little while more.

Instead of which she is here, on the King’s Road, Chelsea, being buffeted by a brisk April breeze and wishing she were wearing something more substantial than a light dress coat and the sheerest of stockings. Her new heels pinch and she feels distracted by the nagging pain and insistent cold.

‘A smile for us, Mrs Eaden?’ It is one of the reporters. Flashbulbs fire as she shoots them a beam.

What if she’d refused? The thought occurs as a gust of wind flares against her and she reaches to check her bob: impressively backcombed, stiff with Elnett. Well, of course she wouldn’t. Being Mrs Eaden – George’s wife; culinary authority; and Eaden’s asset – is who she is; is what she does, even if, at times, she would rather be spinning words or sugar. Pose, smile, nod, that’s her job: and, latterly, to her relief and unexpected delight, write and bake.

Just another five minutes, she estimates, trying to warm herself by rubbing her arms; then twenty meeting the staff inside the store and exchanging pleasantries. It is not much to ask, and she knows it is central to the success of their company – and good for her career, if she is going to write her Art of Baking.

The voice of an older woman, straining to see what is going on, proves the point.

‘Who is she? Is she in the movies?’ The question blows towards her.

‘No. She’s Kathleen Eaden. Owns this shop and writes that fancy column. You know? That one in Home Magazine.’

‘Pretty, isn’t she?’ Her friend is reverential. ‘And much younger than I thought.’

‘Bit skinny for my liking but that’s the look now, isn’t it?’

‘She’s beautiful.’ A third voice joins in.

‘Who? Kathleen Eaden? Oooh. I didn’t realise.’

‘It’s Kathleen Eaden!’

‘Who?’

‘Kathleen Eaden. You know, Mrs Eaden.’

‘Ooh.’ The voice sounds hushed. ‘I like her.’

The fact filters along the pavement, towards the newly opened Habitat with its whitewashed brick walls and wooden-slatted ceiling, its waif-like assistants and glamorous young customers. ‘Mrs Eaden,’ the five-deep crowd pulses, and she wonders how long she can cope with this pressure. Like champagne bubbles thrusting against a cork.

‘If you’re ready, my dear?’ It is George, coming to the rescue.

‘Of course, my darling.’

‘Here are the scissors. Do be careful.’

He hands them to her, blades down, thick fingers wrapped around them, as if she were a small child in need of protection. For one awful moment, she imagines the havoc if she grabbed them and snipped wildly at the air.

‘Darling?’ The look George gives her is one of concern clouded by love: as if he still cannot believe his luck, three years into marriage.

‘Just a moment,’ she reassures him as she opens the scissors and places the blades either side of the satin, stretched taut. Let me make a wish. Let me wish for the thing I always wish for. She closes her eyes for perhaps three seconds then forces them open. The ribbon slices in two and the satin slithers to the floor amid cheers and applause.

Perhaps it’s a good omen, she thinks. If Eaden’s can burgeon like this – from a handful of grocer’s shops to one hundred branches in ten years – then, perhaps, I too can burgeon? Women do it all the time.

‘Kathleen?’ George places his hand in the small of her back and ushers her into the supermarket of the future: all fluorescent lighting and self-service freezer cabinets.

And Mrs Eaden switches on her smile.
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Never assume that to be a good baker you need to have attended cookery classes, whether at your local Women’s Institute or at the Cordon Bleu. Anyone can learn to bake, and while a good teacher will undoubtedly help you, you can educate yourself. Some of the most exquisite baking I have ever tasted has come from the humblest of homes.



The rain that has splattered Vicki and drenched Mike is drowning the cathedral city of Exeter, fat raindrops running down the hills and sloshing the pavements, impervious to the brimming drains.

Claire Trelawney is spending a lacklustre morning at the checkout of the local Eaden’s reaping the benefits of the downpour: the store is less crowded than usual, though time drags just as slowly.

She gives a mother with a small baby a quick beam as she begins to load up the conveyor belt but most of the smiles she bestows are wan; a common courtesy expected by her bosses and normally delivered with some enthusiasm. But not this morning. The rain lashes the windows in a sudden squall that leaves shoppers stunned – and blasts others inside, escaping the dripping canopy. I am going to get soaked, thinks Claire, taking in her regulation black trousers, which chill her thighs when drenched, and her cheap slip-on shoes, already sodden. She tries to rally herself but is half-hearted. What is there to smile about in a provincial superstore on an overcast mid-February morning?

She begins to scan the items, the scanner beeping with monotonous regularity. Nappies, beep; wipes, beep; milk, beep; butter, beep; Dairy Milk chocolate, beep; beep; beep.

‘On special offer.’ The mother gives a guilty grin.

She must have displayed some emotion. You can tell a lot about people from their shopping. You don’t just root out the bulimics or the alcoholics, but the obsessives, the ones who stick rigidly to their lists; the ones who never cook; and the ones who cook perpetually.

Take this mother. Now her haul is getting more interesting. Perhaps she was wrong to judge her over her kilo plus of Dairy Milk for here are organic eggs, icing sugar, caster sugar, mascarpone, cream cheese, vanilla essence – the expensive stuff in its tasteful brown bottle, not the extract – digestive biscuits.

‘Making a New York cheesecake?’

The question is involuntary.

Claire lowers her head in embarrassment and goes back to the scanning. Self-raising flour, beep; raisins, beep; carrots, beep; courgettes, beep – both organic.

‘Yes.’ The mother smiles, and her voice is educated but friendly. ‘However did you guess?’

I could recite the recipe, thinks Claire. Not that I can afford the ingredients to make it – or not unless they’re up to their best-before date and I can scrounge them from the staff room. Is she doing Nigella’s version, she wonders, Rachel Allen’s or Mary Berry’s?

The question flies out before she can stop it.

‘Nigella’s,’ the woman replies quizzically, and the unspoken question hangs in the air: Why would someone like Claire be so knowledgeable about such sumptuous puddings?

‘Do you like to cook?’ the woman continues.

But Claire has spotted Margaret, the checkout supervisor, watching her. She is meant to scan eighteen items a minute, and, while she is supposed to be friendly, excessive chatting slows her down. ‘Erm … I just read recipe books; food porn, mainly,’ Claire replies with a quick beam.

The customer blushes. Food porn. Did I say that? Claire cringes. The woman stabs her pin number into the chip and pin and they wait in silence for the transaction to go through.

‘Well, bye then,’ the customer manages. She sweeps her jute bags into her trolley and rushes her baby away from the skinny girl who has unsettled her by showing some character; surprised her with her unexpected quip.

It’s true, though, I do read recipe books, thinks Claire defensively. And watch re-runs of Saturday Kitchen; and The Great British Bake Off; and MasterChef. What else is a single mum to do with no money, a nine-year-old girl and little social life?

Much of the time she is too exhausted to put these recipes into practice, or too skint to buy the ingredients for the more complex ones. But she and Chloe regularly make sponges and pastry; gingerbread men, cupcakes, saffron bread, even Cornish pasties. Recipes that don’t require expensive ingredients or excessive skill but that fill their tiny flat with the scent of a buttery hug and the promise of good times.

At twenty-seven, she knows she is unusual in taking the time to bake but she is only doing what her mother Angela has taught her to do. ‘Just carrying on the Trelawney tradition,’ she tells Chloe and her tangled-haired daughter crimps the edges of the pasties or fashions gingerbread stars before launching into a dance routine, her skinny legs taking her out of the cramped kitchen in one leap.
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