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Wartime food rations for one adult for one week


4 ounces bacon or ham (around 4 rashers of bacon)


Meat to the value of 1 shilling and tuppence (2 pounds mincemeat or 1 pound steaks or joint)


2 ounces cheese (a 2-inch cube)


4 ounces margarine (8 tablespoons)


2 ounces butter (4 tablespoons)


3 pints of milk


8 ounces sugar


2 ounces jam (4 tablespoons)


2 ounces loose leaf tea (makes around 15 to 20 cups)


1 fresh egg (plus 1 packet dried egg powder, making 12 eggs, every month)


3 ounces sweets


Sausages, fish, vegetables, flour, and bread are not rationed but often hard to get. Canned food, like sardines, treacle, and Spam, are on the new Points Plan, and can only be bought using your extra monthly 24 points.


Source: A compilation of Ministry of Food printed materials












Mrs Audrey Landon
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Willow Lodge, Fenley Village, England


June 1942


Aglorious spring morning poured its golden splendour through the tall kitchen window as a whirlwind of boys raced in, shooting at each other in a ramshackle reconstruction of Dunkirk.


‘Get out of here!’ Audrey whooshed them out with a dishcloth.


The aroma of bubbling berries – raspberries, strawberries, redcurrants – filled the big old kitchen as a slim woman of forty added a touch of cinnamon, a touch of nutmeg. With a man’s sweater tucked into a man’s trousers, she looked hassled and unkempt, her old boots muddy from the vegetable garden.


The wooden clock on the wall chimed the half hour, and she wiped the back of her hand on her forehead. ‘Oh nonsense! Is it half past eight already?’


She strode to the kitchen dresser to turn up the crackling wireless radio, which sat among a jumble of pots and a pile of freshly pulled carrots. While most people kept their radio sets in the living room, Audrey had hauled hers into the kitchen when she began furiously baking to make a few extra shillings – that had been just after the war began two years ago, when her husband Matthew’s plane was shot down over Düsseldorf.


No trace of him was ever found. In various moments, she tried to stop herself picturing his body – so intimate and dear to her – broken on treetops or burned by an engine fire, his lifeblood spilled over the enemy’s seventh-largest city.


Ever since his death, she had been run off her feet.


Audrey had long given up trying to be like a normal person. Every spare moment was given over to baking, anything to make extra pennies, and she often worked long into the night. With three needy boys, debt demands coming weekly, and an old mansion house falling apart around her, normality had flown out the dusty windows years ago. And that didn’t even take into consideration the pig and the hens, her sizable garden now given over to fruits and vegetables, the precious extra ingredients that made her pies and cakes.


Exhaustion, disillusionment, and that panicky feeling that everything was running out of control had set up home in her heart.


For the sake of the children, she worked hard to keep her anguish at bay, hugging them through their grief while thrusting her own down into her belly until the middle of the night. It was deemed bad spirit to show tears – Mr Churchill had drummed that into them: Collective despair could bring the nation to its knees.


Things weren’t going well for Britain. Even with the propaganda, the BBC radio news couldn’t hide the desperation. The British hadn’t been prepared for war. Her cities had been pounded by the Luftwaffe, her troops were fighting hard in North Africa, and Nazi U-boats were blocking imports of arms, metals, and – most crucially – food.


The upper-class voice of the presenter, Mr Ambrose Hart, drawled through the high-ceilinged old room. ‘Presenting The Kitchen Front, the cookery programme helping Britain’s housewives make the most of wartime food rations.’


‘Let’s hear what nonsense Ambrose Hart has to say today,’ Audrey said to herself, tasting a drop of her bubbling berries. They oozed with ripeness. The tang from the redcurrants pulled the sweetness back, and she had added a teaspoon of sugar to help it along. The government let you have extra sugar for ‘jam making’ if you chose to forego your jam ration. Most of this went into the pies Audrey made to sell, much to the boys’ dismay. Often they had to go without sugar and jam for weeks at a time.


But she needed the money.


A few months ago, the bank had called in the loans, threatening to repossess the house. It was a sum far beyond her means, even with her widow’s pension. She couldn’t sell the house, it was her home, and Matthew’s. And besides, it was in far too bad a state – part of the roof had collapsed.


In the end, she had been forced to seek help where she least desired – and ever since she had been nudged by regret as to what it had cost her.


‘A bread omelette,’ Ambrose Hart on the wireless explained, ‘will stretch a single egg to feed a hungry family of four for breakfast. Soak two capfuls of breadcrumbs in milk made from powder for ten minutes, stir them into a beaten egg – or the equivalent in egg powder – and then cook as usual.’


‘Bread omelette? Is that the best Ambrose can come up with?’ Audrey said as her eldest son, a gangly fifteen-year-old, strolled in, his nose in a book.


Alexander was the eldest of her boys, the A of the ABC Landons, as they were known. B was Ben, a boisterous eleven-year-old, and C was eight-year-old Christopher, who’d been petrified of everything since a bomb came down over a neighbour’s house a year ago. The other boys had recovered from the shock, but little Christopher still slept with her every night. He showed no interest in altering this arrangement, even with the nightly air raids dwindling. Their fraught trudges down to the makeshift Anderson shelter in the garden, armed with a few oatmeal buns, were subsiding into memory, where Audrey hoped they’d stay.


Audrey knew she relied on Alexander too much, and that it was only a matter of time until he would be called up, too. It was impossible to stop him from going. He would follow his father’s footsteps into the air force – she prayed not also to his grave.


She unthinkingly etched his face into her memory.


‘Darling,’ she said, chopping scrubbed carrots, including their feathery greens. ‘Can you fetch the ration books and tell me what we have left for this week?’


Alexander pulled four small black booklets out of a cloth bag. Since everyone in the house was over six years old, they had identical ‘adult’ ration books, issued from the local Food Office in the nearby town of Middleton. The boys got extra milk, concentrated orange juice, and an orange when available – it was illegal for an adult to eat an orange. Less popular was the cod liver oil all children also received, although Ben patently refused it. Audrey had heard that some mothers used it to fry fish when cooking oil was very low.


Leafing through each book, Alexander found the right week and checked the boxes that had been stamped or cut out. ‘All used except margarine and some of that nasty dried egg powder. Thank goodness we have the hens.’


Audrey strode over to check. ‘Oh dear, I need more butter. The Women’s Voluntary Service needs homity pies for the mobile canteen. I can’t use margarine. That stuff tastes dreadful now they’re putting whale oil into it.’


‘No one will mind, Mum. It’s only the WVS.’ He picked up the margarine. ‘No one expects haute cuisine for snacks from a van. In any case, everyone knows homity pies are just vegetables and leftovers in pastry.’


‘They still need to be edible.’ A thought occurred to her. ‘How much milk do we have left?’


He looked in the pantry. ‘Two pints, although one smells a little sour.’ His head poked out. ‘We should get a refrigerator. Apparently the one at Fenley Hall is massive.’


‘Where would we get the money for one of those? We barely have enough to keep going as it is. Now, find a jam jar – there are some on the dresser over by the wireless – and pour in the cream at the top of the good bottle, then screw the jam jar lid on properly and shake it.’


Alexander followed the instructions, and it was only when he got to the shaking the bottle part that he asked, ‘How long am I supposed to shake this, Mum?’


‘About twenty minutes. Don’t move. A blob of butter should appear soon. You can watch it grow until it’s collected all the fat from the milk. Then you can strain off the extra milk – keep that for your brothers to drink – and I can use the butter for my pastry.’


‘How very makeshift!’ He scooped up his book with his spare hand as he shook with the other.


Audrey turned from Alexander toward the window of the kitchen, from which she could gaze out into her garden. She’d spent the previous evening picking the berries from her row of bushes, roping the boys in as usual, with the usual cheerful encouragement followed by threats and small bribes. Last night it was an extra slice of the grey, crumbly National Loaf. Universally deemed disgusting, owing to its unpleasant ratio of wheat husk to flour, at least it was off the ration, which meant that no one ever went completely hungry.


The bushes were one of the first additions to her garden plot. Matthew had put them in the spring before the war – how he’d loved her berry scones – and they now produced well under her tender, sentimental vigilance. Apricots and tomatoes ripened nicely in a small greenhouse Alexander had built for her fortieth birthday. Their old lawn had been converted into lines of vegetables forming variated strips of colour – big bright lettuces, purple beetroot leaves, gold and green onions. Newspaper articles encouraged unusual vegetables to add variety, and so she had rows of endives, salsify, and even Jerusalem artichokes, which usefully grew on the thinner soil in the front garden.


The eight hens in the long coop laid half a dozen eggs every day, and the pig would feed the family well when it was fully grown. It wasn’t strictly hers; it belonged to the Pig Club she’d started with a few local women. There had been talk about raising rabbits, too – a line of broken-down outbuildings could be spruced up for them – but she knew that little Christopher would get too fond of them. The night that Peter Rabbit Pie graced the table would not be a happy one.


Audrey’s home-grown food provided the basis for the pies and cakes she sold to locals for much-needed extra money. The local Food Office was also able to help with some ingredients, since she could prove they were going into products for sale, but not enough to cover her entirely. All things considered, though, the burgeoning business was doing quite well. The cook at Fenley Hall always took a few pies, as did the pub in the village and a café in Middleton. It was a pity though that the Wheatsheaf, the one village restaurant, had closed down. It had been a keen customer.


She’d have to find new customers in Middleton – whenever she had the time.


Alexander put his book down and began wandering around, shaking the jar and poking at the jumble of vases and ornaments on the dresser. He picked up an old silver picture frame. ‘What was Willow Lodge like when you lived here as a girl, Mum?’


‘Oh, it was heavenly! I would spend hours here in the kitchen making cakes with my mother.’


She came over, and together they looked at the photograph. In it, Audrey was already tall for her fourteen years, grinning at the camera and squinting in the sunlight. Her mother was in her forties, and even though she was wearing the long skirt and high-necked blouse of an Edwardian lady, the likeness between mother and daughter was striking. Inside the pretty, heart-shaped faces were kind, sparkling eyes. They both had dark blonde hair and the same wide, full smile. Beside them, her father appeared sterner than he had been in real life, and then there was Gwendoline, two years younger than Audrey and scowling with displeasure, her dark hair flat around her long, unhappy face.


She felt a pang of conscience. Audrey had been her mother’s preferred daughter, and Gwendoline had always been jealous because of their mother’s favouritism. Even though Audrey had no say in the matter – she’d tried to make up for their mother’s preferential treatment, giving Gwendoline her toys, playing with her, letting her win – but she knew that Gwendoline loathed her for it, and she always would.


‘The house must look very different these days!’ Alexander laughed, looking around at the chaos.


‘It certainly wasn’t the mess it is now! But we’re incredibly lucky to still be here, even with all the bills.’ A lump hardened in her throat. ‘Unfortunately, your father never earned much from his art.’ The house had been left to her and Matthew outright, and in their happy, artistic world, they’d hardly thought before taking a mortgage against it, even less about the following extra loans.


Alexander looked around at the various odd pictures hanging on the walls. ‘It’s the obscure shapes and colours, they’re not everybody’s cup of tea.’


‘To him, painting was art, not a means of making money.’ A sigh escaped her. She hadn’t realized how dreadful the debts had become until Matthew’s death.


‘Are we going to have to move?’ Alexander stopped shaking the jar.


‘Well, we’ll do what we can.’ She prayed the makeshift business would hold them above water until she had time to expand her income. It was bad enough working all hours, without having to tramp around the countryside looking for somewhere else to live.


‘Can’t we do more cooking?’ He began shaking the jar again, this time more vigorously. ‘You’ve been earning good money—’


‘That’s the whole point, though. I can’t do any more.’ The familiar rush of being overwhelmed washed through her. She felt the prick of tears, but quickly held them in check for her eldest son.


A light tap came from the back door.


‘Is that you, Nell? Come in, come in.’ Audrey shrugged away her thoughts and opened the door to a mouse-like girl of nineteen, skinny in a kitchen maid’s uniform. ‘I’m afraid the pies aren’t quite ready. Can you wait for ten minutes?’


Every morning Nell would come to pick up special vegetables and herbs, such as salsify, endives, and garlic, as well as the pies that Audrey made for the kitchen at Fenley Hall.


‘I c-can’t wait for long, though.’ Nell was a bag of nerves, sometimes stumbling over her words with shyness. She’d come to work at the hall when she was only fourteen, straight from the orphanage where she’d grown up. ‘Mrs Quince is in an awful flap with Sir Reginald’s dinner party tonight. He’s so exacting.’ Then she added, ‘Oh sorry! I always forget you’re . . . related.’


‘Well, I wouldn’t worry about that!’ Audrey grimaced. ‘Just because that pompous toad married my ridiculous sister, it doesn’t mean that I have much to do with them. She hardly deigns to speak to me now she’s Lady Gwendoline.’


Nell grinned, and her face lit fleetingly, making her look more forthright – rare for someone who’d spent her whole life being put in her place. ‘Lady Gwendoline has one of her wartime cooking demonstrations in the village hall tomorrow evening, if you want to go and watch. She’s doing Lord Woolton Pie.’


Alexander laughed. ‘What’s the world coming to! Aunt Gwendoline teaching housewives how to make wartime food! Everyone’s suddenly an expert, even the well-to-do. I can remember a time when she wouldn’t stoop to pick up a serving spoon.’ A mischievous glint sparkled in his eyes. ‘If you ask me, she’s more interested in the attention and praise than she is in helping the war effort.’


Audrey snuffled a laugh. Her unruly children had grown up hardly seeing her younger sister Gwendoline, and when they did, she was lofty and disapproving – a quick recipe for becoming an object of ridicule in Willow Lodge.


‘She looks like a horse,’ Alexander said bluntly, ‘with that long face and big nose.’


Audrey cut in sharply. ‘She attracted a great deal of admiration when she was young.’


‘Too good for them, I bet.’


Audrey tutted, but she privately agreed. Her sister was not only prim, but she was also smug. Ever since she’d married money and moved into the magnificent Fenley Hall, she’d become the most self-important woman in the district. Her husband, Sir Reginald Strickland, had made a fortune manufacturing canned meat at precisely a point in history when it couldn’t have been in higher demand – the ‘bully beef’ cans appeared in every soldier’s lunch and dinner rations. Sir Reginald’s business had been blessed by the occurrence of not just one world war – which was when he was awarded his knighthood – but two, the second one conveniently presenting itself just as his fortune might have begun to slip.


One man’s luck was another man’s slaughter.


The sisters hardly spoke. The years and their marriages had pulled them apart. It was only when Audrey knew she had no other option that she asked her sister for a large loan to pay off the mortgage and bank debts. Lady Gwendoline had replied, ‘Of course we’ll help, but remember that you made your bed, Audrey. You didn’t have to marry an artist and have an array of wayward boys, did you?’


A deep frown creased Audrey’s forehead as she thought about the crippling weekly repayments the Stricklands now demanded. They were slowly killing her.


Alexander’s voice snapped her out of it. ‘What’s Sir Reginald having for the dinner party tonight, Nell? How many courses this time?’


‘There’s five courses: crab bisque, a smoked pheasant appetizer, then seabass roulade, followed by beef medallions, and finally your mother’s berry pies with sweetened vanilla cream.’


Alexander scoffed. ‘We’re all half starved on rations, becoming vegetarians against our will, while Sir Reginald eats pheasant? Probably plying politicians into giving him more contracts.’


Audrey slapped Alexander’s shoulder playfully. ‘At least they give us good money for our pies. Without his big dinner parties, we’d be out on the streets.’


She helped Nell to the door with the crate, and with a ‘cheerio,’ Nell began her walk back up the path to Fenley Hall.


Audrey could see the side of the grand edifice from the back door, not half a mile away. She couldn’t help thinking that, in spite of its inhabitants, it was the most beautiful eighteenth-century hall. Four stories high with squared turrets, the pale-brown heft was perched high on the hill, a manor house to rule the surrounding domain.


They had stood in that doorway as girls – Audrey and Gwendoline – making up stories about becoming grand ladies living in the great house.


To Audrey, it was a fairy tale.


To Gwendoline, it was a plan.


The Kitchen Front on the wireless droned on. ‘As you all know, sugar is perhaps our biggest challenge. Because it is entirely imported, sugar, more than other foodstuff, has been affected by the U-boat blockades. We have to find alternatives. Honey, treacle, syrup are on the Points Plan – you get twenty-four points a month to spend as you like. Sweet vegetables can also be used. Cooked carrots have a lovely natural sugariness. For example, you can make goat’s milk palatable for children by mixing it with pureed carrots.’


‘Pureed carrots?’ Audrey grimaced, going back to her berries. ‘You can bet Ambrose Hart has never tried goat’s milk, let alone mixed it with carrots.’


Alexander came over. ‘Funny how dear Ambrose lives so close by in the village and yet we’ve barely seen him since Dad left for war. You’d have thought he’d be a bit of help to us, being a good friend of Dad’s. You could give him some proper cooking tips, Mum.’


‘He’s a busy man, Alexander,’ Audrey said.


‘Why don’t you ask him for a job on his radio programme?’


She laughed. ‘They don’t let women do jobs like that.’


‘But Ambrose doesn’t know a thing about cooking. Didn’t he used to do a travel programme? One minute an expert on the French Riviera, the next on pureed carrots.’


Audrey glanced at the wireless. ‘That’s how the world works. Men who’ve never been in a kitchen in their lives tell us women what to do. The Ministry of Food thinks we women are mindless worker bees in need of a queen. Or a king, in this case.’


‘You’d be much better on The Kitchen Front than him, or any other BBC presenter. Listen to him! He’s just regurgitating government propaganda. Next he’ll be telling us how food rationing is making us all terribly healthy.’


‘Wise housewives know that the Ministry of Food has your health in mind . . .’


They both began laughing as Ambrose Hart expounded eloquently on a subject about which he knew absolutely nothing.




Audrey’s Homity Pie


Serves 4


For the pastry


3 ounces margarine, butter, or lard


4½ ounces flour


For the filling


4 large potatoes


2 large leeks, chopped


A little butter or margarine


2 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley and thyme, or 2 teaspoons if dried


Any other leftover cooked vegetables or scraps of meat


1 egg, whisked


1½ ounces shredded cheddar (more or less according to how much you have left from your rations)


1 teaspoon English mustard


Salt and pepper


Preheat oven to 400°F/200°C. Make the pastry by rubbing the fat into the flour, then binding it together with a little water. Roll it out and fit it into a greased 8-inch pie dish. Half bake it for 10 minutes, then remove it from the oven.


Turn up the oven to 425°F/220°C. Peel and chop the potatoes. Boil until cooked through, then drain, retaining their shape. Meanwhile, chop and fry the leeks in butter or margarine, adding the chopped parsley and thyme.


Add the cooked potatoes, any leftover vegetables or meat, the egg, half the shredded cheese, the mustard, and salt and pepper to the cooked leeks. Mix briefly over the heat, then pour the mixture into the pie dish. Top with the other half of the cheese and a sprinkle more thyme and pepper. Bake for 25 to 30 minutes, until the top is browned.


Allow to cool, then cut into thick slices to go into a packed lunch. The egg holds the filling together, making it perfect as a lunch or nourishing snack.













Lady Gwendoline Strickland
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A Wartime Cooking Demonstration, Fenley Village Hall


As she stood on the stage in the wood-panelled hall, Lady Gwendoline Strickland looked precisely as she should: her coiffured brown hair neatly rolled at the back of her neck and her dress conservative – nothing too extravagant or youthful. She was a thirty-eight-year-old lady, with a capital L, speaking to mere housewives. All in all, her air was one of high efficiency.


‘Today I am going to demonstrate how you can make an elegant dinner party a glorious success well within your usual weekly rations.’


At a glance, nothing in Lady Gwendoline’s looks or manner resembled her older sister, Audrey. Her hair was a rich brown, her mouth thin, straight, and uncompromising. But beneath the mascara and makeup, the sisters shared the same eyes: blue and wide. Lady Gwendoline’s flickered impatiently around the room, as if inspecting it and finding it wanting.


If not precisely packed, no one could dispute that the event was popular. Both well-to-do matrons and working-class mothers sat in tight rows, their dresses beginning to show wear now that clothes rationing was entering its second year.


The public’s acceptance of food rationing was reasonable, the Ministry of Food told its demonstrators. After an initial spurt of confusion at the ration book system and the ensuing annoyance that they couldn’t make their usual meals, women seemed ready to adapt and experiment.


Fear was goading them. The Nazis were at their door. Every food sacrifice was deemed crucial. Vegetable patches were patriotic. Gardening groups ploughed up cricket grounds and parks. Posters told housewives that food waste was illegal and cost the lives of seamen shipping food over the Atlantic – now the deadliest waterway in the world.


Food had never been more crucial.


Ambrose Hart sat in the front row, smiling. Just in case the public failed to recognize him, he wore his trademark polka-dot bow tie, and he looked around sporadically catching people’s eyes and nodding, as if he were minor royalty. His hair was long on the top, carefully swept over a balding crown with the liberal use of hair oil, and his eyes seemed to pop out, as if he were overly keen. Although he was an acquaintance of her husband’s, Lady Gwendoline tolerated Ambrose Hart, and vice versa.


Also in the front row was Mr Alloway, her dreary yet painstaking Ministry of Food supervisor, and beside him were a few of Lady Gwendoline’s fellow Ministry of Food demonstrators, or home economists, as they’d been ceremoniously dubbed. Instructing ordinary women about food and rationing had become a good way for upper-class women to ‘do their bit for the war.’ Lady Gwendoline was still yearning to be adopted into the higher circles, her husband’s knighthood merely scratching the underside of the aristocratic heights. Thus, she had joined the ranks of posh home economists to boost her status, feigning a deep-seated longing to help the war effort, which she promptly adopted as a long-held truth.


‘On tonight’s menu we have Lord Woolton Pie, named after our very own Minister of Food. It was created by the chef at the Savoy Hotel, no less, to aid the war on food. Lord Woolton is a great fan of carrots, but if they are not popular in your household, you can use any vegetables available. Onions are scarce since ours usually come from France, so why not use leeks or chives instead? Remember, you can use every part of a vegetable, from the tough outer leaves of cabbages to the peelings from potatoes and carrots. Any inedible remains can be put in the pigfeed collection box at your local town hall.’


Lady Gwendoline began by parboiling the vegetables – today she had carrots, leeks, cauliflower, and the inevitable potatoes.


Next, she began spooning flour into a mixing bowl. Pastry was one of her specialties. Her mother had taught her the basics as a child, but she’d never had any interest in it, thinking it was rather beneath her. Besides, her mother would never think her as good as Audrey. When she took the course to become a home economist, she was surprised how easily it came back to her.


Chemistry is at the basis of all cookery, she thought. It was all about precise measuring and following recipes. She had it mastered.


‘I’m replacing some of the flour and fat with cooked, mashed potatoes in order to use less precious fat. The mashed potato gives the flavour a lovely wholesomeness, but you have to cook it quickly as it can turn the pastry a grey colour. Some people say that it makes their pastry hard, but that’s only if you don’t eat it immediately.’


As she blended the pastry, she remembered to smile at her audience and fill the silence with a spirited speech.


‘Winning the war isn’t only about young men fighting on the front line. It’s about the home front, too, and how we can stay strong for them through all the shortages and rationing. We need to show Hitler that the British will never give in.’


Tucking the pastry neatly over the vegetables, she put the pie into the portable electric oven with a flourish. ‘It’s as simple as that!’


Lady Gwendoline was a perfectionist. Every one of her pies was flawless, every part of her life well thought out. Indeed, she couldn’t quite work out why some people found life so difficult, like her sister Audrey, always filled with anxiety, making sure not to tread on other people’s toes, always trying to be nice, for heaven’s sake. Audrey didn’t understand that that wasn’t how the world worked. One needed to be single-minded, focused.


She alone had achieved the thing they had both coveted. Hadn’t she got the highest prize: a wealthy husband? Hadn’t she been able to persuade him that Fenley Hall was the one and only house that would do for them? Their mother would be turning in her grave.


The dizzying wealth fuelled by the food-importing industry had led to an exquisite, if not especially cheerful, life. Gwendoline’s marriage had been forged by her dogged ambition. On meeting, the pair shared a passion for success. They both had strict ideas about perfection, although sometimes his ideals seemed even more exacting than hers. His business often made him bad tempered and particular about the way things were done. It was only to be expected. You have to be ruthless to be a good businessman, after all.


Looking into the audience, her eyes scanned the seats for Audrey. A sharp twist of annoyance took hold as she realized that she wasn’t there. Her only sister hadn’t even bothered to come to see her exemplary cooking showcase. Audrey had always been heralded by their mother as the better cook, the only good cook. Gwendoline, meanwhile, had been brandished a selfish schemer, hardly a family member at all. That time when she was caught with Audrey’s cakes, their mother hadn’t given Gwendoline a chance to explain that she’d only wanted to help with the icing.


Mama couldn’t bear to witness me outshining her favourite, she thought indignantly.


With that she slipped on the oven glove, opened the portable oven, and pulled out a perfectly risen pie, the crust golden and glistening.


Rich aromas of casseroled vegetables stole around the hall as she sliced the pie open and pulled out a piece onto a waiting plate: chunks of vegetables coated in a tasty sauce, contained within a crisp, light pastry.


‘And, ladies and gentlemen, here we have,’ Lady Gwendoline announced, pausing for effect, ‘Lord Woolton Pie.’ Showing it around, she added, ‘The only ration it uses is a little cooking fat. It’s the home-grown vegetables that make this into such a terrifically economical wartime favourite.’


A round of applause went up, housewives craning their necks to get a better view, the gentlemen’s nostrils opening to accommodate the warm, homey smells.


‘Now, do we have any questions?’ she said graciously.


‘How do you make the pastry if you’ve run out of butter and fat? I never have any left by the end of the week.’ It was one of the lower-class women, and Lady Gwendoline smiled benevolently as other women in the audience agreed: getting butter was a dreadful problem.


‘There are no easy answers, I’m afraid. The key is to use it very sparingly, just a fraction of what you would normally use. Remember that your butcher might be able to give you some extra pork lard, lamb suet, or tallow from beef cuts. Lard especially makes a good pastry. There’s fat in bone marrow, too, which is off rations.’


Suddenly, a forthright female voice rang out from the end of the second row. ‘Tell me, what gives you the authority to speak about cooking?’


Lady Gwendoline looked over to see an attractive woman of around thirty. Her curled long hair was dyed blonde, clashing somewhat with a maroon hat that Lady Gwendoline recalled despising when she saw it at the Selfridges sale last season. Slim, striking, and well made up, the woman had the shrewd, stubborn expression of someone with a point to prove.


Standing firm, Lady Gwendoline placed a condescending smile on her face.


‘The Ministry of Food sent me.’ You couldn’t get more authority than that. ‘The Ministry was set up to make sure that we all get our fair share of food. Otherwise scarcity would push prices up, and all the poor would find themselves without a bean.’ She paused, pleased with her little play on words.


A muffle of polite laughter quickly seeped away.


‘The Ministry of Food thinks it owns us,’ the blonde woman called out. It was hard to tell where she came from by her accent. It was an odd combination of upper-class English with an undertone of French and traces of cockney that she’d probably been trying to iron out.


Lady Gwendoline smiled imperiously and said, as if reading from a government leaflet, ‘The Ministry of Food is here to make everything even. They employ dieticians to make sure each citizen gets what he or she needs, from pregnant women to workmen, from protein to vitamins. Farm experts have worked out that the most productive way to use the land is to keep dairy cows not beef cattle, and cereals go a lot further than meat from a few cows, sheep, or pigs. Rationing keeps prices low and makes sure that everyone gets what they need.’


The blonde-haired woman tried to retaliate, but Lady Gwendoline spoke over her, loudly thanking everyone for their time and attention, drawing the show to an efficient end. Two helper girls popped out from the wings to clear away the cooking materials, while a crowd trickled up to the stage to speak to her and collect Food Facts leaflets.


‘Jolly good show!’ a robust woman said, slapping Lady Gwendoline heartily on the back. ‘I say, could we have a taste of that pie?’


More congratulations enveloped her as she began handing around plates of pie to the delighted crowd, and it was only after the women began to disperse that she spotted Ambrose Hart approaching her.


‘Ambrose!’ she called, as if delighted to see him. She often met BBC personalities through her husband, and they were among her people to collect; who knew when they might come in useful? ‘How wonderful of you to come and see me doing my bit for the war.’


‘Yes, a wonderful demonstration.’ He seemed distracted. ‘You know a lot about this rationing business, don’t you?’


She preened. ‘I am an expert, Ambrose. You know that.’


He should by now. She had been hinting at helping behind the scenes of The Kitchen Front since the war began.


‘Actually, that is precisely why I wanted to speak to you.’ He glanced around, making sure they weren’t overheard. ‘You see, the chaps in charge at the BBC think The Kitchen Front needs a woman’s voice, a co-presenter of sorts, someone to share recipes and advice to women at home, to strike a conversation with the listeners. They think that—’


‘I’d be delighted, Ambrose,’ Lady Gwendoline cut in. ‘I had been thinking precisely the same—’


‘Well, in actual fact, they have something else in mind.’


‘What?’


‘They want me to hold a local contest to find the right woman.’ He shrugged, clearly disliking the BBC’s implication that his own broadcasting style had been found wanting. ‘You know how much these ministries like their competitions. They raise morale and give the papers something good to write about instead of all the battles we’re losing.’


‘What kind of contest?’ Lady Gwendoline also enjoyed competitions, especially those that she was certain to win.


‘A wartime cooking challenge. They want a range of women who work with food to enter: a manor house cook, a restaurant chef, a cooking demonstrator – you know the kind of thing. Would you like to join?’


Lady Gwendoline tried to stop herself from looking too eager. It was her chance for true fame as a radio presenter. After The Kitchen Front, who could tell where her career could take her? That would show everyone – especially Audrey – where the family talent really lay. ‘Who else are you going to ask?’


‘I wanted to talk to you about that. You see, we want to invite your head cook up at Fenley Hall to join. It isn’t usual to have both master and servant enter the same competition, but under the circumstances . . .’


After only a moment’s consideration, Lady Gwendoline nodded. ‘I’m sure that Mrs Quince would be delighted to enter.’ Having a fellow competitor under her servitude was bound to be valuable – especially one as proficient as Mrs Quince. The cheery old cook was the embodiment of good old-fashioned servant loyalty.


How useful that could be!


Ambrose was droning on. ‘People are getting disgruntled because there isn’t enough meat and too many potatoes. Housewives have to become more innovative.’


‘And that is precisely what I’m good at. Tell me, how do you plan to judge the contestants?’


He waved her away, heading for the door with a slightly wary look on his face. ‘I’m holding a meeting at my house next Tuesday evening at eight o’clock. I’ll have worked out the details by then.’


Lady Gwendoline was left standing, thinking it all through. She could see it now, her voice on the radio programme catapulting her into the spotlight of society. Sir Reginald would be pleased, wouldn’t he? Think of all the extra publicity and connections he’d get. And as for her, well, the world would see that she was more than just the pampered wife of a rich man. She knew what they said, how they spoke about her marrying for money. This would prove that she had the right kind of wartime spirit, as well as being a truly skilled and dexterous cook generously sharing her knowledge with the nation.


But more than that: She would be famous.


‘What a frightfully good plan,’ she murmured under her breath, hugging herself with a sensation of victory.


Sir Reginald’s chauffeur had been sent to drive her back to the hall, and as she climbed into the black Bentley, a woman’s voice called from behind her, ‘Wasting fuel on unnecessary journeys, are we, Lady Gwendoline?’


She recognized the blonde-haired woman from the audience and chose to ignore the remark. Government propaganda slogans about fuel rations were directed at other people.


The chauffeur closed her door, and the car began its short journey home. As it turned into the grand hall drive, she felt the familiar sense of pride, although it had been dampened over the years by the nagging need for ever-greater triumphs.


The car door was opened by the chauffeur, and then the massive, oak front door of the hall was opened by the old butler, Brackett. Her high heels clipped the marble floor as she walked briskly through the galleried hall to her private reception room overlooking the gardens at the back of the house. As it was late, she had instructed Mrs Quince that she would partake of a late supper there, and it was a relief to be able to retreat to her own comfortable space. She’d had it painted a light ivory, and the sofas were softer than those in the formal drawing rooms, the silver velvet drapes luxurious and warm compared to the starchy formality of the rest of the hall.


Yet it was more than that.


She couldn’t bear another of those chilly dinners with her husband. From the other end of the long table, he would tell her sparse details about the coming business dinners and events she was to attend – what she was and was not allowed to do and say while the men sat discussing the war.


‘All husbands and wives need time apart,’ she said to herself as she sank into her favourite floral green armchair. Being alone meant time to focus on her plans, arrange her Ministry of Food demonstrations, or organize her next move in village politics. Her husband’s influence as the village’s largest employer had landed her the position of Fenley’s billeting officer, enabling her to boss her way into every house and lodging in Fenley to claim suitable spare rooms for evacuees and war workers. Billeting officers had significant power these days, and Gwendoline intended to use hers smartly. All in all, there was a lot to busy her mind.


Loneliness was something she ignored, although sometimes she could feel it tugging at her insides, like a forgotten stitch.


Ten years her senior, and already well established, Sir Reginald was an important man by the time she met him. That was part of the attraction. Although he hid his menial background, she knew he’d started his business selling pies off a barrow in the poor East End of London, slowly scaling into canned and preserved meats.


Most of his bully beef factories were in Uruguay, millions of cans shipped over the treacherous Atlantic to feed the troops in Europe. But he kept his hand in home-produced pies, and one of his smaller factories was the Fenley Pie Factory, which employed 250 workers to make cost- and ration-efficient pies. Lady Gwendoline had never asked precisely how they made meat products so economically. After all, one needed to make money, not understand how it was made.


Recently, new canning companies had begun to erode Sir Reginald’s domination. Although she wasn’t privy to business details, Lady Gwendoline was all too aware of the slip in sales – the rush to please ministers, the lavish dinner parties to secure wavering contracts, her husband’s increasingly taut temper.


What she did know was that Sir Reginald also had a hand in domestic food production, owing to the Fenley estate’s substantial farm, which conveniently provided the hall with plenty of food, on- or off-ration. She knew that food-rationing rules were likely being bent, but didn’t everyone do that, where they could? After all, Sir Reginald had been given the post of regional officer at the Ministry of Agriculture, which put him in charge of checking that rationing rules weren’t being broken. Overseeing one’s own farm was simply a perk of the job, Gwendoline reasoned.


A little chuckle escaped her when she thought of her sister working her fingers to the bone for the love of a poor artist while she, the younger sister and black sheep of the family, had married into luxury. It was sad that Matthew had died, of course, even though she’d never liked the man. Why on earth had he become an impoverished artist when he might have gone into business or industry, what with his family and education? Audrey had made her own bed, but still, there had been moments when Gwendoline had almost felt sorry for her.


The silvered ting of the carriage clock on the mantel announced nine o’clock, time moving swiftly for once. The evening’s work had made her feel busy and worthwhile, different from other evenings, when time could plod inexorably on.


She rang the little bell for her supper. Annoyingly, the parlourmaid had got a job in a munitions factory, and they were having to make do with the scrappy kitchen maid serving at table. Finding a replacement didn’t look hopeful now that all young women had to do war work.


Within minutes, the nervous kitchen maid appeared, her eyes down at the floor as she walked quickly over with a tray bearing tonight’s dinner. Whisking off the silver dome, Lady Gwendoline saw that it was fillets of lemon sole Véronique, her favourite.


As the maid set the plate on the table, a knife dropped to the floor.


Lady Gwendoline winced. ‘Just give it to me.’


The girl picked up the knife for her and darted out without a word, and Lady Gwendoline sat down at the small dining table.


‘Sole Véronique,’ she murmured as she gently pulled apart the soft, white flesh. ‘Now this would make a winning dish for the contest.’ It was a shame that cream was hard to come by for most ordinary homes, though.


‘I’ll make the best dish in the county, with a few wartime changes for good measure,’ she murmured.




The Ministry of Food’s Lord Woolton Pie


Serves 4


For the filling


4 pounds chopped vegetables (such as carrots, turnip, cauliflower, potatoes)


1 onion or leek, chopped


1 teaspoon vegetable extract, or ¼ pint stock


1 tablespoon oatmeal


Parsley, chopped


Salt and pepper


For the potato pastry crust


4½ ounces wholemeal flour


2 teaspoons baking powder


Pinch of salt


2 tablespoons butter or cooking fat


4½ ounces mashed cooked potatoes


Milk for glaze


First cook the filling. Place the vegetables, onion or leek, vegetable extract, oatmeal, parsley, and salt and pepper into a pot, and just cover with water. Bring to a boil and cook until tender, stirring occasionally to prevent sticking.


Preheat oven to 350°F/180°C. Make the pastry by mixing the flour, baking powder, and salt, and then rub in the butter or fat. Mix in the mashed potato, working it into a ball that can be rolled out. Put the vegetables into a deep pie dish and cover with the pastry. Use a little milk to brush the surface, then bake for 25 to 30 minutes, until the crust is golden brown.













Miss Nell Brown
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Fenley Hall Kitchen


The kitchen at Fenley Hall was a heaving vaulted stone expanse. Half underground, a row of broad, arched windows spread light over the warm, cavernous space. It was the impressive old meal factory of a great house of the highest standing, and as Nell scuttled around she felt a kinship with maids from the past – although there would have been far more of them even twenty years ago, with a hierarchy of kitchen and scullery staff, and a grand cook presiding over them.


Now there was only Nell to help the cook, old Mrs Quince, and she had to do the work of three maids. Feeling like a young rabbit, she sped through the maze of tunnels – the main kitchen, the pantry, the scullery, the wine cellar, the ice cellar, the buttery – the authoritarian tock of the grandfather clock always hard on her heels, Go, go, go!


‘Why is it always down to me to do all the work?’ Nell huffed as she dashed back in from the pantry. The lively parlourmaid had been gone for three long months. ‘Everything feels so flat now that she’s gone – and I have to clean this big place, too!’


‘Oh, Nell dear, no one has a full downstairs staff anymore.’ Mrs Quince was at the kitchen table, her old cooking book open as she planned the week’s meals. ‘I remember when the place was packed with maids. We were like a big family – not always happy, but a family no less.’ Her smile faded. Nell knew she was recalling the servants who’d been let go when the distinguished earl had been forced to sell Fenley Hall to Sir Reginald to pay off debts. Now, with the new war, anyone remaining had left to join up or to earn more doing war work.


The smell of frying mushrooms, blended with rosemary and thyme, warmed the vaulted rooms as Nell went back to her stock, adding a dribble of wine – there might be a war on, but Sir Reginald’s wine cellars were always full.


‘You can make twice as much money in the Fenley Pie Factory,’ Nell mused. ‘And you don’t have to get up at five every morning.’


‘But it’s not a nice place to work. Sir Reginald owns that factory, and I wouldn’t trust him to stick to the health and safety rules.’


The maid stirred the stock absently. ‘Once I’m twenty next year, I’ll have to find war work anyway because of women’s conscription – unless I’m m-married by then.’ The thought of marriage fluttered chaotically through her head, like a moth around a hot lightbulb.


‘War’s too dangerous for women, if you ask me,’ Mrs Quince said protectively. She dreaded losing her dear friend and only help.


‘They’re not sending us to the front line.’ Nell laughed gently. ‘Even if you’re put in the military, all you do is mend trucks, do paperwork, or ferry officers around. Otherwise, it’s munitions factories or farms. I’ve always fancied becoming a Land Girl. There are some at Howard’s Farm. I see them in the village in their brown uniforms, always laughing and linking arms. I know it’s hard work, farming, but it would be nice to be outside, back with nature.’


‘You’re better off sticking with your cooking, Nell,’ Mrs Quince said. ‘You have a great talent, and you shouldn’t waste it.’ When Nell had first arrived at the hall, the old cook had seen something in her, picked her out, and trained her up as her assistant. ‘You’ve got a keen perception for taste, and your quick thinking is superb. I’ve never known anyone to adapt recipes and understand techniques so thoroughly.’ She looked tenderly at the girl. ‘You reminded me of my little sister when you first arrived – how I missed her when I left home! Such a pure and eager spirit. I always said, Nell, that I would help and guide you along your way. And look at you now! A highly skilled cook in your own right.’


The girl gave the old cook a smile. ‘I-I could never stand on my own, not without you here.’


‘You’ll see. You just need more confidence in yourself.’ Mrs Quince went back to her recipe book, following a handwritten recipe with a plump finger. ‘Be a duck and see how many eggs we have?’


Wiping her hands on her apron, Nell bustled over to the pantry, kept cool on the very corner of the building. ‘There’s six here from Fenley Farm.’ She poked her head back out. ‘Seems a bit unfair that we get best pickings from the estate farm.’


‘I have a feeling that Sir Reginald is stretching some rules there.’ Mrs Quince sighed. ‘But we should count ourselves fortunate that we can get what we need. Get the ration books for me, would you?’


There were five ration books in all. Two for upstairs: Sir Reginald and Lady Gwendoline, and now only three for downstairs: Mrs Quince, Nell, and old Brackett the butler.


‘The Stricklands need to try harder to get a new parlourmaid. I think they’ve forgotten they asked me to help out. It’s too much for one person.’ Nell hadn’t minded doing the parlourmaid’s work at first, but it was only supposed to be a stopgap.


Mrs Quince chortled, ‘Provided someone does it, they don’t care.’


‘They don’t even know I exist, do they?’ Nell wandered back to her stock. ‘It’s not that I think I’m special, but they could at least remember that I’m doing it on top of my own work.’


‘Why don’t you remind them yourself? Go upstairs and have a word with her ladyship?’


Hastily, Nell began chopping some garlic and celery and throwing it into another pot, adding a little butter to soften them before putting them into the stock. ‘They’ll never listen,’ she murmured, knowing that she’d clam up as soon as she set foot upstairs, her words jumbling or stalling completely.


Nell loathed the Stricklands, and especially so since the Blitz began. Only fifteen miles south of London, the village of Fenley was on the path of the Luftwaffe’s nightly air raids, and Lady Gwendoline had drawn up a strict routine that was to be followed every night the bombers came over. As the air-raid siren sounded, Nell was to assist the Stricklands down to the cellar with torches. The cellar beds were to be freshly made in readiness. Mrs Quince and Nell were given a small corner with a few blankets to spread across the stone floor while Brackett, the aging butler, had a curtained-off cubicle to himself. Nell was expected to stay awake, popping upstairs to listen for the siren played once as an ‘all clear.’


During the last air raid, Nell had sat awake on the uncomfortable floor imagining herself on one of the Stricklands’ soft new beds that had been carried down at the beginning of the war. Apparently, they deemed it ‘too uncivilized, like dogs’ to sleep on the floor.


Yet it’s all right for us servants!


As she fiercely shoved the vegetables around the pan, the bitterness of the burning garlic filled the kitchen in a harsh, hot swirl.


‘It’s all pointless.’ She flustered, suddenly exasperated. ‘They think we’re nothing more than animals.’


Mrs Quince trotted over briskly, hands waving in the air. ‘Nell! You’re ruining it!’ She took the spoon away from her, patting her aside. ‘Go and sit down. Did you sleep the wrong-way-round last night?’


Plonking herself down on the window seat, Nell gazed out at the fresh green valley. Beyond, in the morning mist, lay London. ‘There has to be more to life than this.’ She sighed. ‘Everyone’s talking about the new opportunities for us women with the war. No one cares where you came from anymore, or even if you were born on the wrong side of the blanket, like me. Women are getting real jobs, living free, meeting young men, marrying . . .’ Her voice was becoming softer, more forlorn.


Mrs Quince looked over to her. ‘Don’t listen to all those stories, dear. I’m sure they don’t all have happy endings. In any case, you’re far too shy to put yourself forward like that. It’s best that you stick to cooking. You know what I always say, there’s nothing like a good day’s work to get over the glums. Now, you’re a first-class cook, and in another year or two you’ll have half the county aristocrats at your feet.’


Nell made a small laugh. ‘Wanting to employ me, not marry me.’


But how could she explain? Mrs Quince had never been married herself, her title simply following the convention for senior staff to be known as ‘Mrs’ regardless that most of them remained single, wedded to their work whether they liked it or not. Nell sometimes wondered if Mrs Quince had ever had that yearning for another person’s arms around her, a home of her own. A little hand in hers.


Mrs Quince was sipping the stock. ‘Taste this, Nell.’ She beckoned her over. ‘Your sadness, my dear child – you’ve let it affect your cooking. All that upset inside you, it can’t be good. You have to try to be content, not to let those thoughts in.’


Blood rushed to her face. ‘I’m s-sorry,’ she stammered, tears in her eyes. ‘I-I can do it again.’


Mrs Quince smiled and shook her head. ‘You don’t need to do that, dear. We’ll add a few things to balance it out. But how are we going to sort you out, eh? I won’t be here forever, you know. We need to train you up so that you can stand on your own two feet.’


Nell eyed her anxiously. She wanted things to change, but not like this – not without Mrs Quince. Her gnawing fear of the outside world, the way she stumbled over her words every time she was scared. How would she ever get over it?


With a troubled brow, she glanced wistfully back out of the window. Tomorrow was going to be just like today: more meals, more cleaning, more obedience.


She swallowed hard.


There has to be more to life than this.










Miss Zelda Dupont
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The Kitchen at the Fenley Pie Factory


‘The Cordon Bleu school teaches a refined form of French cooking, Doris. Not a good stir of everything in sight.’ Zelda Dupont pulled the edges of her lips down with revulsion as she handed the oversized wooden spoon to her young assistant.


‘But that’s what we’ve always done, Miss Dupont.’ The girl took the spoon and churned the soup vigorously. ‘I don’t know nothing about this cordon-blueuch stuff you’re talking about. The women in the factory, well, they don’t want none of that foreign nonsense. They like their pies and stews, like we’ve always done here.’


Zelda Dupont, head chef of the staff canteen at the Fenley Pie Factory, raised one pencilled eyebrow into a dramatic point. She watched the assistant evenly with narrowing green eyes, which were surrounded by mascaraed eyelashes and green eyeshadow. Her rich blonde curls – dyed by the best hairdresser in Middleton – lay flattened under a regulation headscarf. Her full lips, painted a shade of red just a touch too bright for a woman of thirty-two, drew together into a reproving pout.


How she loathed being here.


She didn’t belong in the country with these simpletons. She had been the deputy head chef of London’s prestigious Dartington Hotel, no less. It was a position she’d only just attained after years of struggling against the hoteliers’ bias toward male chefs. The job had come to an abrupt end when four hundred pounds of Nazi cordite smashed through the Dartington’s lobby, rendering the hotel a demolition site. Chefs were on the list of reserved occupations, exempt from having to do war work, but without a job, she was forced to go to the local conscription office. The woman there had chivvied Zelda into taking the job at the army pie factory, and she, reluctantly, had taken it.


But now she was stuck in a khaki-camouflaged factory, cooking for workers who were only interested in sausages so full of bread that they’d been renamed ‘bangers,’ spitting and even exploding when cooked. They caused wind problems, too, giving ‘banger’ an extra meaning. If those weren’t bad enough, the government was insisting canteens take on board other cheap forms of protein, like salt cod, which was salted on board the large fishing ships to preserve it. To Zelda, it was just plain disgusting, the texture tough and the flavour hidden by the saltiness, even after prolific soaking. Today she was trying to mask it with a curry sauce – another Ministry of Food favourite.


She couldn’t wait to be away from here, back to a real chef’s job. Every day felt as if a small, sharp paring knife were being inched into her stomach, silently and slowly killing her from the inside.


But that, unfortunately, wasn’t the only thing inside her.


She was pregnant.


Ridiculous as it was for a woman of her age and ambition to allow such a mishap, that was the truth of the matter.


In some respects, the hotel’s bombing and her new location in the countryside had made her situation easier. As she became larger, her pregnancy would be more difficult to hide – but at least her London reputation would be spared. Her new shape was currently being held in check by a corset, although she had begun to wear it loosely. No, no one need know about the baby. She’d quietly let nature take its course, have it adopted, and then move back to London, ready to take a London restaurant by storm.


The only thing she needed now was new lodging. Her godly grey-haired landlady in Middleton had noticed the pregnancy and was being increasingly uncivil about it. Names for her and the unborn child seemed to pour irrepressibly from the old woman’s lips, as well as mounting demands for cleaning, scrubbing, and Bible reading to make up for her fall from grace.


Zelda had begun pestering the Middleton billeting officer daily to find a new place – now utilizing her pregnancy to get an urgent evacuee spot. They’d have to find a bed for her somewhere, and the sooner the better.


Far from having the professional air of a proper restaurant, the factory kitchen was chaos, the untrained staff chattering and dallying. One of the worst culprits, Doris, could be seen randomly throwing in herbs, not realizing the bottom of the pan was burning. Zelda grabbed the spoon from her and began to stir vigorously.


‘Cooking is like life,’ she said, trying to recall the spirit of her top London restaurant. ‘You need to feel your way through, on guard at any moment to heighten the pleasure – make its memory last.’


‘On guard for what?’ Doris pulled one side of her lip up uncouthly.


‘Your tongue must be forever imagining a wealth of flavours, as if they’re passing through your mouth for you to select. Ingredients must be at the top of your head, a memory bank of mixtures, blended spices, and flavours exploding with power.’


The girl let out a callous giggle. ‘Well, this salt cod curry is certainly exploding today! And not in a good way!’


Zelda grimaced. She couldn’t believe what her life had become, cooking for the likes of these women, with their vulgar ways and distinctly lower-class accents.


Unlike hers. She’d trained every day to remove the South London cockney from her voice, to pronounce the Ts, as in ‘little’ and ‘misfit,’ and to shorten her vowels, say ‘ectually’ instead of ‘actually.’ She even added a hint of a French accent – it went along nicely with a story she put around that her mother was French.


‘From Dieppe, you understand,’ she’d add with a little smile. ‘She taught me everything I know about French cuisine.’


And her real mother? Well, the only thing she had taught Zelda was how to get on with life by herself, by hook or by crook.


And that’s precisely what she’d done.


No one needed to know she was really Mary Doon from Deptford.


Doris yelped. ‘I’ll redo it right now, Miss Dupont! Hold yer horses!’


‘It had better be good,’ Zelda snarled.


The kitchen, which was not unlike a factory itself, was to feed 250 workers for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, seven days a week. Most of the unskilled women worked ten or twelve hours, some overnight, the silent, round-faced clock on the wall marching the minutes till the end of each shift.


The machinery never stopped.


The kitchen never stopped.


The war never stopped.


As she stalked around the staff, debating who to deride next, Doris came up beside her. ‘The manager wants to see you in his office. Important.’


By the manager, she meant Mr Forbes, and by his office, she meant a sparse room on the second floor of an administration building alongside the factory.


Zelda took off her apron and reached for her jacket and hat. She always felt herself straighten up with confidence when she had a good hat on her head, especially an expensive one like the maroon felt one she had bought at a sale in Selfridges. Positioned correctly, the wide rim just above the eye, it could add a real sense of class to a woman.


It showed that Zelda was a force to be reckoned with.


She walked smartly up the stairs and into the corridor outside the manager’s office. Voices were coming from inside, and she paused, listening.


‘It’s not for you to decide, Forbes.’ A man’s deep baritone boomed at the manager. She recognized it instantly as belonging to Sir Reginald, the factory owner. His weekly visits were renowned for the levels of shouting involved.


‘But, Sir—’ Mr Forbes could be heard begging. ‘It was simply a short-term measure. The women like the music while they work.’


‘This is a factory, man, not a village dance! Sort it out before next week, or you’ll have to find a new job yourself.’


With that, the door was flung open, and Sir Reginald came stalking out, glancing up and down at Zelda, focusing on her hat.


‘Do you call that a work uniform?’ he raged at her; then, drawing a deep, angry snarl, he strode to the stairs.


Mr Forbes scurried out after him and then, spotting Zelda, put on a wavering smile, smoothing down his hair. Since Zelda joined the factory last month, it had been obvious to all that the manager had succumbed to her obvious female charms.


‘Miss Dupont!’ he said, sounding more like a needy child than the upper-class twit that he was. Forbes wasn’t a natural worker, but he had to do something for the war effort, unwilling as he was to involve himself with any of that dangerous business on the front line. His wealthy father had got in touch with an old chum, Sir Reginald, to place him somewhere suitable. That’s how it worked in these circles. You scratch my back (employ my otherwise unemployable son, thus keeping him off the front line), and I’ll scratch yours (ensure that the military takes your food contracts).


Zelda strode past him into his office. Forbes may be a toff, but he was also a wimp, and she was far too clever to let perceived advantage dictate the course of any meeting.


‘How can I help you?’ he began nervously.


‘I believe it was you who wanted to see me,’ she replied with a careful pause for him to contemplate his oversight.


‘Oh, yes, of course.’ He blanched, putting his spectacles back on and returning to his place behind the great desk. ‘Do take a seat.’


Zelda went to sit down opposite him, scooping up a local newspaper that had been left on the chair by Sir Reginald. Forbes was looking through the scattering of papers on his desk, trying to remember why she was there, so she glanced down at the newspaper.


Since the war began, the press had been obsessed with frippery – today it was all about a choir competition in Middleton. They were trying to make up for the dismal progress of the war, a lot of which couldn’t be printed because it was simply too depressing, and the Ministry of Information had banned it anyway.


The Middleton Echo was folded over to one of the inside pages, a small cross in pen beside a lower column.




Fenley dignitary, Lady Gwendoline Strickland, talks about her duty as a home economist, helping housewives across the nation.





There was a photograph of Lady Gwendoline, Sir Reginald’s wife, looking especially haughty. It was no use, the woman looked like a horse. She was smiling politely, as if meeting the king, her fingers lightly touching the pearls at her smooth, pale throat.




‘I hope to help housewives everywhere tackle the difficult problem of putting healthy, appetizing food on the table in these times of rationing,’ she said.





Healthy food, how dull! If it were me, I’d be conjuring up tricks that would make every dinner an experience.


Everyone at the factory knew about the boss’s wife. Only a few days ago, Zelda had been to watch Lady Gwendoline in a wartime cooking demonstration in Fenley Village Hall, where her Woolton pie had been spectacularly bland, wanting of colour, texture, and taste. She could tell in an instant that Lady Gwendoline embodied everything that Zelda loathed: a distaste for indulgence, a disastrously dull personal style, and a mistaken sense of self-importance. That kind of woman was always stealing the show in the press.




Lady Gwendoline’s new goal is to win the BBC’s The Kitchen Front Cooking Contest, which is to be held in the coming months, open only to trained and professional cooks. The winner will be named Ambrose Hart’s co-presenter on The Kitchen Front.





Zelda’s eyes opened wide. Could this be true? Had Lady Gwendoline unintentionally provided her, Zelda Dupont, with a gateway to better things?


Her thoughts were interrupted by Mr Forbes, who was passing a sheet of typed paper over the desk to her. ‘Oh, yes, Miss Dupont. I have this for you.’ He uttered a small cough to cover his embarrassment. ‘I’m afraid we have refused your request for a higher salary.’


Zelda remained calm, her hands firmly on her lap, leaving him holding the paper in mid-air. His long-fingered hand began to shake, so he decided to put the letter down in front of her.


‘What on earth can you mean?’ she asked.


‘We don’t think your, er, style of food merits a raise.’ He smiled weakly.


‘What are you saying about my food, Mr Forbes?’


‘Well, I’ve been told that the workers aren’t used to such dishes as’ – he looked down at the sheet of paper – ‘boeuf bourguignon and penne al dente. And what in heaven’s name is “quitch”?’


She leaned forward across the desk, daintily snapped the paper up, and read it. ‘Quiche,’ she uttered elegantly. ‘It’s an everyday French dish perfect for today’s rations, although we did have to use dried egg powder and more vegetables than I would have liked.’


‘Well, it appears that our staff prefer the usual British food. You know, pies and rissoles, that kind of thing.’


Zelda handed back the paper, as if it were totally unacceptable. From skimming the contents, it appeared that the entire kitchen staff had complained about her bossiness and the fact that she blamed everyone else for her own mistakes. Fuming, she silently vowed to get even, but said calmly, ‘I’ll agree to provide British food, if you raise my pay.’


The man dithered. ‘I’m afraid you misunderstand—’


‘And I’m afraid that if you don’t agree to my very reasonable offer, then I could make things terribly difficult for you.’


He fidgeted uncomfortably. ‘Oh, well, I’m not sure if—’


She got up, adjusting her hat as if it had already been agreed. ‘You wouldn’t want me to alert the newspapers to the fact that some of the women had to take time off after contracting food poisoning here last month?’


‘No, no, absolutely not,’ the man said, fluttering the papers on his desk with fear. ‘But a raise?’


‘Absolutely. I want an extra two shillings a week.’ She proffered a hand to shake his.


He frowned. ‘But?’


‘You wouldn’t want to lose your job, would you? They might have found a place for you in the army by now. I’ve heard they’re desperate for new cannon fodder in North Africa, and—’


‘All right,’ he said, nervously picking up a pen to make a note. ‘I’ll organize it.’


She folded the newspaper in her hand. ‘I’ll wait for the check in your secretary’s office.’


And with a sharp thwack of the folded newspaper into her open palm, she began to formulate her next plan: to find out more about this Kitchen Front Cooking Contest.




Fenley Factory’s Curried Salt Cod


Serves 6 to 8


1 pound salt cod, very well soaked


½ teaspoon sugar


1 tablespoon oil or cooking fat


1 onion or leek, chopped


1 tomato, chopped


1 apple, chopped


½ tablespoon curry powder


1 tablespoon flour


Pepper


16 fluid ounces fish stock or vegetable stock


1 pound root vegetables (potatoes, parsnips, turnips, carrots, beetroots), peeled and chopped into ½-inch chunks


Using a sharp knife, take the skin off the salt cod, then wash it. Place it in a pan, skin side down, and just cover with cold water, then sprinkle over with sugar. Bring to a boil and simmer for 3 minutes. Drain off the water, then slice the fish into ½-inch chunks.


Heat the oil or fat in a pan and add the onion or leek and fry until cooked. Add the tomato, apple, curry powder, and flour and stir. Bring to a boil and add pepper (but not salt). Add the stock gradually to make a thick sauce. Add the fish and vegetables and cover. Cook for 45 to 60 minutes. Serve with potatoes or rice, if available.
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