
[image: Cover: Good Taste, by Caroline Scott]


A delicious treat of novel

Good Taste

is not to be trifled with!

Caroline Scott






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Good Taste, by Caroline Scott, UK Adult]






This one is for you, Mum.

With respectful apologies to Florence White and Elizabeth Raffald.






‘Of course it was French. What passes for cookery in England is an abomination (they agreed). It is putting cabbages in water. It is roasting meat till it is like leather. It is cutting off the delicious skins of vegetables.’

VIRGINIA WOOLF, To the Lighthouse (1927)

‘We had the finest cookery in the world, but it had been nearly lost by neglect; a whole lifetime would not be sufficient for one person to rediscover it.’

FLORENCE WHITE, A Fire in the Kitchen (1938)







(Letter to the Editor, published in a number of newspapers, 1932)

TRADITIONAL ENGLISH RECIPES


Sir, Would any housewife in your region be kind enough to share a traditional recipe with which she may be acquainted? Many lines of verse have been devoted to the roast beef and plum pudding of olde England, but are you aware of other foods that are in peril of being forgotten? Is there a favourite pie made by your grandmother? A cake that you fondly recall from childhood? A dish that’s particular to your village? Perhaps a great-aunt left you a handwritten book of her recipes? This knowledge and these flavours have been passed down to us through the generations. They are our inheritance, but in recent decades our food has been ravaged by war, the factory production line and the can opener. Our ancient know-how is in danger of being crushed out of existence by the steamroller of modern uniformity. Are we to let our old recipes die of neglect? Are we to turn our backs on our inheritance? Surely not! But an urgent effort is required to collect and catalogue these dishes. If you are able to assist with this task, you would be doing a great service.

Please correspond with the address below. I will gratefully acknowledge all contributions.

STELLA DOUGLAS

(Author of The Marvellous Mrs Raffald)

Celandine Cottage,

Bethesda Row, Hatherstall, Yorkshire








Chapter One

Hatherstall, West Riding of Yorkshire

November 1931

Josephine Baker had made him cry. Only, it wasn’t really Josephine’s fault. It was Stella who had made her father cry.

She had looked through the box of records and deliberately picked out a song that might lift the mood. As Josephine rhymed blue skies and bluebirds and the band played with brassy exuberance, Stella had found herself smiling. It brought back a memory of Paris, of dancing barefoot on a warm pavement, colliding with laughing strangers, and of the amusement in Michael’s eyes. But when Stella turned away from the gramophone, she saw her father with his head in his hands.

‘Daddy? What is it?’

She went to him and put her arms around him. Oh Lord, what had she done? This music made Stella think of stage lights in crowded cellar clubs and Rhum Saint-James cocktails in Montparnasse, but she was suddenly conscious of the minor key, and the lyrics were about being in love, weren’t they? The song’s sunny optimism now seemed garish – and interminable – as she felt her father’s shoulders shake. It was too much, too soon, wasn’t it? Should she be standing here, saying soothing words, or leaping to still the gramophone needle?

‘I should stop it, shouldn’t I?’

But then the trumpets had their last flare, the drummer hit his final beat, and the song was abruptly over. A door closed on Stella’s memory of Paris, an over-bright light blinked out, and she felt both regret and relief at that. The record crackled as the turntable continued to rotate, a noise which seemed to emphasize the improbability of blue skies and underline the stillness of this room.

Stella squeezed her father’s shoulder, walked to the gramophone and lifted the needle from the record. She looked out of the kitchen window at grey skies, at clouds heavy with rain slanting down on the horizon now (she imagined making the mark with a wet brush in watercolour), and the winter colours of the fields. She would paint this day in umber, sap green and Payne’s grey. Hatherstall was blackthorn and hawthorn, bramble and bog-cotton, sooted brick and millstone grit. It was the Liberal Club and the Mechanics’ Institute, chapel voices singing ‘Jerusalem’, and the wrong kind of brass bands. At this moment, Paris felt so distant that it might just have been an image projected onto a wall by a magic lantern.

When she turned back to him, her father had sat himself up and taken out his handkerchief. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘What a bloody fool. What must you think of me?’

Stella returned to her chair at his side. There were tears on his cheeks as his eyes met hers and she wanted to stretch her fingertips out and gently wipe them away. There were new lines and shadows on his face too, she saw now, as she looked at him closely.

‘No, it’s my fault. I should have thought. Was it that you remembered her playing that record?’

Her mother would often have her father carry the gramophone into the kitchen and she’d put on Al Bowlly or Paul Whiteman as she worked here at this table. She liked the big sound of the American bands and knew the lyrics to Cole Porter and Irving Berlin songs. Stella couldn’t recall that she’d ever heard her mother playing Josephine Baker, but did that record have a particular significance for her father?

He seemed to be making an effort to compose himself now. She heard him take a deep breath. He straightened his knife and fork, reminding Stella that their dinner would probably be burning in the oven, but it didn’t matter. She put a hand over his.

‘It just reminded me of what she was like,’ he said, looking down at the table. His fingers traced the grain of the wood and he shrugged his shoulders before he looked up. ‘Of how we were, of how it used to be.’

Stella laced her fingers through her father’s. She knew what he meant. They used to be a family who had music in the background, who practised their Charleston steps in the kitchen, checking their reflections in the window, and who laughed a lot. In her mother’s day, this room had always been full of music and laughter. Now, in the spaces between their words, it was silent and the atmosphere was heavy with her mother’s absence.

‘I understand. I’m sorry,’ Stella said.

Would they ever be a family who danced around the kitchen table again? At this moment, it seemed unlikely.



‘I made my father cry today,’ Stella said. She was glad that she’d caught Michael before he left for the restaurant, but his voice on the telephone seemed dreadfully far away. ‘I thought it might be cheerful to have some music in the background, but it reminded him of my mother.’

‘Your poor father,’ his said. ‘He must miss her terribly still. And poor you too! How upsetting for you.’

‘I’m trying so hard – honestly, I am, Michael – but some days I can’t seem to get anything right.’

Stella wished that she could put her head on Michael’s shoulder and tell him how the slightest thing upset her father now, how fragile he seemed to have become, and how sometimes they sat in long silences because she was frightened of saying the wrong words. There were days when they were irritable with each other and she felt tension knotting in her stomach. She longed to have a conversation that wasn’t threaded with tripwires and, just briefly, to be able to tell someone how she was feeling. She wished she could have a face-to-face conversation with Michael, like they used to, both of them pulling their feet up onto his sofa, a direct, candid conversation that didn’t have to be curtailed by him running off to his next shift at the restaurant.

‘It’s still early days, I suppose, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘How long has it been now – nearly twelve months? Is he looking after himself?’

‘He puts a clean shirt on every day and he’s keeping the house tidy, but he seems to be shrinking.’ Stella tried to juggle the telephone receiver as she poured herself a brandy. ‘When I walked in today it struck me that he looks like he’s wearing someone else’s clothes now. It’s not just that he’s lost weight, I’m sure that a couple of inches have disappeared from his height, and there’s a gloss that’s gone off him too.’

Her mother had given him that, Stella realized, with her top-of-the-head kisses, her rich fruit cakes and her special smiles. Stella supposed that gloss was love. She wished that she could find a way to restore it, but all her well-intentioned gestures had seemed to misfire recently.

‘Are you regretting moving out?’ Michael asked. ‘Are you having second thoughts about taking on the cottage?’

Stella could hear the concern in his voice and was grateful for his understanding. Michael always understood. But with the crackle on the telephone line, her image of him seemed to slip out of focus.

‘I had to get back to work and I thought it might do him good to try to establish a new routine. I don’t know if it was the right thing to do, though. Every time I walk out of the door I ask myself that and I’m not sure of the answer. I’m only five minutes away, but perhaps it’s five minutes too far?’

Did her father sit crying at the kitchen table when he was on his own? Did he often feel hollowed-out, as he’d told her he did today? Left on his own, might he do something foolish?

‘I wish I was closer,’ said Michael. ‘I wish I could come up. I would, if I could.’

‘I know how busy you are.’

‘If I can get away before Christmas, I will.’

‘You’ll be working around the clock. I remember what December is like.’

She wasn’t looking forward to Christmas, in truth, and wasn’t sure that she ever would again. It would be the first Christmas without her mother. She’d been so frail on the last Christmas Day they’d had together. She’d hardly eaten anything, but had sat there in her new blouse with a brave smile on her face. Like a ghost at the table, that memory would always be there at Christmas now, wouldn’t it? Stella did understand why her father had cried. On days like today, she found it difficult to come up with words that might make it better. But she had to keep on trying, didn’t she?

‘If I can, I’ll come down to London for a few days in the new year. I’ll have to see how my father is doing, but I’d so love to see you.’

‘Do. Please. I miss you, darling,’ Michael said.

‘Let’s speak again soon. I miss you too.’

Stella caught her own reflection in the kitchen window as she put the telephone back on its cradle. She saw herself mirrored against the November colours of the garden. Lucien’s voice had been there in the background as Michael had rung off and she thought of them stepping out into the early-evening London streets now. She could picture the glimmer of the lights in the shop windows and the bustle of the crowds in their winter coats, all winding their way to theatre seats and cinema screens and restaurant reservations. Stella missed all of that too. But when her father had dried his eyes, he’d kissed her hand and thanked her for being there. As she’d finally seen the corners of his mouth lift, she’d been glad she was there.

She was grateful that she could talk to Michael – she couldn’t confide these feelings to anyone else – but she missed seeing the signs of understanding on his face as they sat together on his sofa, and having him put his arm around her. He often said that he missed her when they spoke on the telephone, but did he miss her in quite the same way that she missed him? His life was so busy, so full, so high-speed, and then there was Lucien. Stella had begun to suspect that there might be some variance in their interpretation of the words ‘I miss you’.






Chapter Two

When Stella had told Michael and Lucien that she’d moved into a property called Celandine Cottage, they had laughed at how twee it sounded and a particularly hideous garden gnome had arrived in the post the following week. Stella supposed they imagined inglenooks and mullioned windows, crooked quaintness and hollyhocks, but Bethesda Row was a terrace of old weavers’ cottages, with smoke-blackened stonework and cellars that regularly flooded. What a fright they’d have if they saw her cracked kitchen sink, the rotting window frames and the bloom of mould on the pantry walls. When Stella thought of the bright, modern flat that she’d left behind in Pimlico – everything so comfortable and efficient – the contrast couldn’t be greater. She wished that Michael could find the time to come up for a visit, but she imagined herself feeling some embarrassment as his eyes took in the corners where the drawing pins were holding up the wallpaper.

She leaned against the range and warmed her hands now. She’d been writing about modern gas ovens this week, with thermostatic controls and easy-to-clean enamel surfaces, but meanwhile she was cooking on a museum piece. If she had a reliable oven, she’d make génoise sponges and soufflés, Stella told herself, splendid things en croute and en papillote, raised pies and marvellous puddings. If her oven behaved itself, if everything didn’t emerge from it covered in black smuts, she’d actually test the recipes she wrote. She pictured a sun-lit tabletop jostling with this impressive fare; instead, her kitchen table was presently the home of her typewriter. There were little balls of dust shifting underneath the keys, she’d noticed yesterday, and she couldn’t remember when she’d last rolled pastry there. It wasn’t good to be a cookery writer who didn’t cook, Stella realized. She was well aware of that. Come to think of it, she hadn’t done too much writing recently either. It was just so difficult to find the motivation at the moment.

Stella filled the teapot and stood with her hands around it. Celandine Cottage was altogether a mean little house, she considered, definitely not worth two pounds a week, and very possibly haunted. Mr Outhwaite, her landlord, had openly told her that his father had passed away here and the property was still furnished with the old man’s rugs and armchairs, all suspiciously stained and dinted and marked with tobacco burns. When Stella sat down, she settled into old Mr Outhwaite’s hollows, she ate off his plates, saw her reflection in his mirrors, and her clothes emerged from his drawers with a faintly sour smell. She was fortunate to have a bathroom – several of her neighbours still had outside privies – but there were handles on the walls and, for all of her efforts with white vinegar, she couldn’t get rid of the grey limescale ring in the bathtub. She’d once woken in the night and thought that she’d seen old Mr O standing at the end of her bed, a wheezing shape in a rumpled nightshirt. In the morning she’d told herself that it had been just a dream, merely her overactive imagination, but had it been? Did old Mr Outhwaite resent her being here? Stella did want to believe in an afterlife – she clung to the idea of being able to see her mother’s face again – but Outhwaite Senior wouldn’t have been her first choice of ambassador from the other side.

She could smell old Mr O as she stepped into the front room now, a faint but distinct whiff of pipe tobacco, wintergreen and long-unlaundered underclothes. Stella had taken to exorcizing him with lavender pomanders, pots of hyacinths, sprays of Mitsouko and gardenia-scented candles. She lit one now and a cigarette for good measure. Didn’t they puff smoke at bees to keep them in abeyance? Might it work on the ghosts of unwashed old men too?

It was perishingly cold in here. She tried to stir the fire back into life with the poker, but smoke billowed into the room and she had to open a window. Stella hugged her hot-water bottle on her knee and cradled her teacup in her hands. What would people think of her, sitting here huddled in one of her mother’s old jumpers? In London, Stella had been known for her bold prints, her daring taste in hats and her joie de vivre, friends told her that, but had she even remembered to put lipstick on this morning?

If this property was her own, she’d throw out all the shabby, sticky furniture she contemplated now. It would give her pleasure to make a bonfire of it in the garden, to pull up the carpets, whitewash the walls and scrub the floorboards. She often liked to think what she might do to the cottage if it were actually hers and she had the money to remodel it. She spent evenings hanging hypothetical curtains, choosing paint colours and Hepplewhite chairs. It was pleasurable to ponder how one might spend imaginary money. But if she had the option, would she really stay here? Wouldn’t she go back to London?

Calderdale was the wet watercolours of her girlhood, all ink and earth colours. This village was old stones stained green, crow caw and lapwing cry, the smell of coal fires and leaf mould, sodden moors on the skyline, and factory chimneys in the valley below. It was a place where the past always seemed to be looming darkly over the present, a landscape of ghost stories and standing stones, massive with forgotten meaning, a difficult silence hanging around the cenotaph, and the Roman roads over the moors shining like lead in the rain. It wasn’t that Stella disliked Hatherstall – it was a fundamental part of who she was and always would be, she knew that – but she longed for lighter skies, brighter conversations and bed sheets that didn’t always feel slightly damp.

She sat up in her chair now and pulled the handbrake on this chain of thought. Such thoughts did no good, she told herself in her most sensible magazine columnist’s voice. Instead, she deliberately refocused her attention on the patterns of the Chinese shawls that she’d picked up in an antiques shop yesterday, their peonies, pagodas and birds with fantastical tail feathers. (The blue-green silk was the precise colour of Michael’s eyes, but she shouldn’t linger on that observation.) They were just the thing to hide Mr Outhwaite’s upholstery, bringing a quirky, artistic touch to the room, and hadn’t the man in the shop mentioned that he might be able to source some Kashmiri embroidered cushions too? Stella reminded herself that sometimes in life one just has to throw an interesting textile over inconvenient realities, put on a red lipstick, take a deep breath and look forwards.






Chapter Three

Stella looked at the newspaper spread on the table, the pressed-glass sugar bowl, the sauce bottles and her father’s reading glasses, and thought it might make an eloquent little composition in pastel crayons. She remembered how he used to like to set the table for breakfast before he went to bed at night, smoothing a clean tablecloth and putting the cutlery out. It had been a point of pride to him to lay an orderly table for the morning. What would her mother think of him setting his knife and fork out on a sheet of newspaper now? Was the world full of widowed men eating on their own over yesterday’s headlines?

‘Would you like me to mix up some mustard?’ she asked, as she placed the pie down. She’d gone to the trouble of decorating the crust with a glazed pattern of pastry leaves (and pick off the smuts), and there wasn’t anything here that might move him to tears, was there? Stella couldn’t recall that her mother had been especially noted for her pork pies.

‘That was a kind thought. And I promise not to cry over it. I owe you an apology for Saturday.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ Stella put her arms around him. ‘Apologizing is the last thing you need to do.’

‘No, I upset you. What must you have thought of me? I felt ashamed of myself after you’d left.’

‘You loved Mummy. You miss her. I do too. You shouldn’t feel ashamed of that.’

‘I am a daft old fool.’

Stella placed a kiss on his cheek before she sat down. He smelled of shaving soap and peppermints. ‘You’re a lovely old fool, my old fool, and I wouldn’t have you any other way.’

She nodded her head as her father raised the teapot. The winter sun dappled the leaves of the geraniums on the window ledge behind him and she couldn’t help but think of her mother taking cuttings with her mother-of-pearl handled penknife. This room was all as it had been – the potted ferns and dangling spider plants, the enamel tea caddies and brass toasting forks, and the mantle clock chiming on the quarter hour – only her mother’s absence now seemed to shadow everything. If she were here today, she’d be bustling around the table, buttering bread and complaining that her father had been mean with the tea leaves. It was too quiet in here now, too still. The silence seemed to be turned up to full volume and filled with static, like the crackling space between programmes on the wireless. Stella found herself waiting for the clock to chime.

‘I worry that you’re lonely, Daddy.’ There, she’d said it. ‘You wouldn’t like me to move back in with you, would you?’

‘What, and have you under my feet all the time again? How can I be lonely when you’re always here cadging a bacon sandwich?’

When he rolled his eyes she could tell that he was in better spirits today. He shook his head and spooned sugar into his tea. It would get easier with time, wouldn’t it?

‘I spoke to Michael on the telephone at the weekend. He asked to be remembered to you.’

‘That was kind of him.’ He passed her the milk jug. ‘He’s a good lad, Michael. You could do far worse for yourself, you know.’

‘Daddy!’ Where had that come from? ‘He’s a friend. Platonic. Like brother and sister,’ she added for emphasis. ‘As you well know.’

‘Aye, your mother was my friend. It’s best if you are friends. I don’t say it applies in every marriage, but I reckon it helps.’

‘I don’t think of Michael like that.’ Stella knew, as she said the words, that it wasn’t entirely true. Occasionally, inadvertently, accidentally, she did succumb to a momentary lapse, but she’d learned to shake herself out of such thoughts. ‘Besides, he’s far too busy to be interested in that sort of thing. He’s working all hours at the restaurant.’ She decided not to attempt to explain the complication of Lucien to her father. She couldn’t quite explain that one to herself.

‘Are all young people obsessed with working these days? I can’t remember that we were like that.’ He lifted his eyes to the window and looked like he might be searching back through memories. ‘We used to make the time to go for walks and go to dances. We did courting, went on day trips and had conversations. There should be more to life than work.’

‘And when did you last take a day away from the farm? You’ve got no room to lecture anyone on working too hard.’

‘That’s different.’

‘Is it?’

After the funeral, friends had asked her father if he might consider selling the farm. He’d given these suggestions short shrift, and had been determined not to let things slide, but was his heart still in it? He moved like his back hurt these days, and he’d needed help when it had snowed last month. Stella had driven over, but it had taken them hours to get the sheep in and they’d both been soaked through. There were times when their conversations seemed to be nothing but foot rot, intestinal parasites and declining prices, and she knew that he’d been struggling to balance the books for the past year. Stella remembered newborn lambs placed in front of the fire here, the smell of them, the wobbling bleat of their voices, and her mother smiling as she held a baby’s bottle to their eager mouths. Her mother had stayed up all hours when it was lambing time. She’d helped with the shearing, the trips to market, and her parents had shared the day-to-day cycle of feeding, mending fences and worrying over veterinarians’ bills. It wasn’t just grief that was deepening the lines around her father’s eyes, was it? Was he coping? Her conscience told her that she ought to be here helping him. But hadn’t her mother always said that she must hold fast to her own ambitions?

‘Talking of working too hard, are you still slogging at the coalface of literature?’ her father asked.

‘Not so much recently.’

Stella had launched into her new book with enthusiasm, but had somewhat lost her head of steam. It was difficult to sustain momentum when she had to worry about her father eating his greens and remembering to close the gates, and the sales figures of her last book didn’t exactly inspire confidence. Stella hadn’t told her father that The Marvellous Mrs Raffald had sold less than five hundred copies.

‘Who is this new one about again? I know you’ve told me more than once, but I keep forgetting the woman’s name.’

That wasn’t the best sign. ‘It’s a biography of Hannah Glasse. She wrote the best-selling cookery book of the eighteenth century.’

‘Have you ever thought of writing about a person who the general public have actually heard of?’

‘They ought to have heard of Hannah Glasse. She’s much admired by other cooks. She published the first recipe for Yorkshire pudding, you know, but she ended up in a prison for bankrupts. Her life story is like the plot of a Dickens novel.’

‘Perhaps it’s just me, then? You know your mother would be proud of you, don’t you?’

‘Do you think so?’ It mattered that he said that.

‘I do.’



Her father had pushed a pound note into her hand as they’d parted on the doorstep. Stella had stocked up on flour and butter at the Co-op, dried fruit, sugar, soap, matches and tea. It was a slight extravagance that she also bought a bottle of gin, and a piece of brisket from the butcher’s, she knew that, but it was good to frequent the local tradespeople, to be seen to be passing the time of day in one’s Astrakhan coat, and to have a little motivating luxury. The wheels must be greased, after all.

When she got home she decided to bake herself a curd tart. She took pleasure in making an enriched pastry and lining the tart case tidily. She turned on the wireless set while she waited for the pastry case to bake, sipped a gin-and-vermouth and the kitchen smelled of hot baking beans. Hannah Glasse had a recipe for a curd tart, didn’t she? Didn’t it include crushed macaroons and orange-flower water? And couldn’t she write an interesting piece about the evolution of cheesecakes?

Grating lemon peel and nutmeg into the curds, Stella sang along to a ludicrously jolly Noël Coward song that required a lot of farmyard animal noises. But then she saw her mother’s face smiling as she held the bottle for the lambs, and a shock of love and loss jolted a sudden pain in Stella’s chest. Like a physical blow, it took all the breath out of her lungs, and she had to sit down at the table. Would this get better too? With time, would these rushes of awful realization stop coming? She sat still, concentrating on the rhythm of her breath until the world stilled again, a world without her mother in it, and the audience applauded obliviously on the radiogram.






Chapter Four

There’s a particular effusive but slightly bossy voice that one must adopt when writing for a women’s magazine. Stella didn’t find it especially difficult to switch into the finger-wagging mode, but the breathless fulsomeness was harder to pull off these days. Living in London, where the shops were always full of new and exciting products, one could enthuse over vegetable-processing devices and the latest cheese being imported from Italy. She still had the requisite alliteration and the compound adjectives off pat, but some days, as she listened to the Hatherstall voices around her, Stella felt like an actress prattling out a script, and was no longer certain that she was convincing the audience.

Today she was writing an article about smoking kippers. In last week’s piece she’d constructed a smoke box, prepared oak chips and filleted herrings. Her magazine persona was now removing lines of bronzed kippers from the box and making plans to eat them with the wholemeal bread that was presently proving in her kitchen. Stella had consulted books on kipper mechanics, so she knew that her advice was correct, even if she hadn’t actually tried it out herself.

Beyond her reviews of labour-saving devices and musings on modern culinary trends, Stella was also required to come up with five new recipes for Today’s Woman Magazine every week. She was always on the lookout for ideas for fork luncheons and after-the-theatre suppers, for sherry-party nibbles and picnic portables. Today, extending from the smoked-fish theme, she typed out recipes for a kipper quiche, a potted sprat, a smoked haddock soufflé omelette, a soused-herring salad and a cleansing lemon mousse. The mere thought of it gave her a hiccup of indigestion. Stella concluded her article with tips for keeping table salt running smoothly, removing stains from sinks, and reviving parsley. She made up the word count with some home-made heartburn remedies, and there, the thing was done.

She sat back and lit a cigarette. Developing the recipes had once been her favourite part of writing the column. She used to go around the London markets and then cook up dishes with Michael. It had been great fun, working recipes out together and trying to give them suitably glamorous-sounding names. (It was a running in-joke that at least one of her weekly recipes had to sound slightly risqué.) But the market up here in Hatherstall was all sprouts, swedes and boiled beetroot in vinegar, and it was very difficult to be glamorous or remotely risqué about that. Hatherstall market had never seen an artichoke or an aubergine. She knew people here who still regarded tomatoes with suspicion.

Stella daydreamed about Continental delicatessen stores and the scent of ripe tomatoes. She and Michael had liked to go to Covent Garden and Billingsgate together, to Fortnum & Mason, and to the little foreign grocer’s shops around Golders Green, Soho and Camden Town. She’d loved to see the sacks of pistachio nuts and the jars of crystallized ginger, the bottles of orange-flower water and distillations of rose petals, suggestive of the flavours of dishes from The Arabian Nights, the barrels of pickled herrings and the sides of salt beef. Together they enjoyed talking about what they might do with the star anise and the brined green peppercorns, the tarragon vinegar and the bottled bilberries. People had sometimes given Stella questioning looks when she took her sketchpad to the markets, but there was a pleasure in trying to capture the textures of the piled oranges and peaches and the glimmer of mackerel scales. Some of the stallholders told her that she ought to buy the produce if she wanted to draw it, as if her sketching devalued it in some way, as if she had bruised the fruit just by looking, but others would occasionally throw an apple and a smile in her direction. Sometimes, when they did so, she would give them her sketch. That life, those images, those flavours, seemed like a foreign country to her now.

There was a certain glamour in being a food writer in London, she used to like telling people that was her trade, but it had all seemed to become rather mundane over the past year, and Stella couldn’t help wishing for something more. Potted sprats and simulated kipper smoking was as stimulating as it got these days. It wasn’t that she wanted to be a hair-shirt intellectual, or a writer who doggedly pursued injustice, but was expertise in vol-au-vents as much journalistic acclaim as she would ever attain? Hearing the postman at the door, she was glad to break away from dwindling ambitions and the dubious allure of a kipper quiche.

Looking down at the envelopes on her doormat, Stella instantly recognized Fleet, Everard & Frobisher’s embossed Basildon Bond. She had been expecting a royalty cheque, but just how bad would this one be? Stella had been passionate about her biography of Elizabeth Raffald and, in truth, couldn’t understand why the book-buying public weren’t similarly enthused. She’d given Mrs Raffald the spirit of a bold female lead in a picaresque novel, overcoming an unpromising start and the restrictions of her sex and of eighteenth-century society to become a celebrated business woman and cookery writer. There ought to be statues of Elizabeth Raffald, Stella felt, a Hollywood film of her life (could Joan Crawford pull it off in a powdered wig?), and young girls should be taught about this indefatigable woman in schools. But, seemingly, the reading public were underwhelmed by Mrs Raffald’s marvellousness. How could that be?

Stella added a slug of rum to her tea before she opened the envelope. It wasn’t yet ten o’clock, but didn’t soldiers have a stiffener before they went over the top? More than anything, she didn’t want to disappoint her editor, Mr Williamson. When Mrs Raffald had first been published, he’d said he had confidence in it, and had advised Stella that she must push on with her next project. Did he now feel that his confidence had been misplaced? She supposed that the figure on this cheque would tell her.

The envelope did indeed contain a cheque, but the amount was even more embarrassing than she’d feared. As she blinked at the figure, she imagined Mr Williamson’s confidence wilting. This cheque wouldn’t cover a week’s rent, but, more than that, she worried about what Mr Williamson had to say. Stella took a mouthful of her tea. She’d put rather a lot of rum in it. Thus fortified, she unfolded the enclosed letter.

Could we arrange a meeting? Mr Williamson wrote. Would you be free to come down to London before Christmas? I think it’s perhaps time that we had a little chat.

Stella couldn’t help feeling that the phrase ‘little chat’ was like gift-wrapping a scythe. Would Mrs Raffald be remaindered? Might she be pulped? It seemed like an awful indignity. Stella could sense that Mrs Raffald was frowning at her, perhaps even shaking her head. She had let this excellent woman down. Stella knew that if she were a character in a modern novel this moment would count as A Crisis. If this was a scene in a radio play the orchestra’s string section would now be swelling in a minor key.

But in modern novels, the heroine isn’t obliged to have a conversation with her Weekly Help in the middle of her moment of crisis. Stella could hear Mrs Pendlebury putting the vacuum cleaner away and so tried to look busy with her papers. The narrative arcs of real life are so much bumpier than they are in fiction, she mused.

‘All done, Miss Douglas.’ Mrs P put her head around the kitchen door. She was a formidable woman of indeterminable age, with steel-grey hair and a fondness for bouclé tweed. Stella had a vague recollection that Mr Pendlebury (now deceased) had had something to do with cattle feeds.

‘Thank you.’ Stella rose from the table. ‘I do appreciate it. I’ve got such an awful lot of work on at the moment and I am glad of your help.’

‘Not at all. I see the way you hammer out those pages. I said to Mrs Hughes, the noise of the typewriter never stops! Poor Miss Douglas, she’s wearing her fingers out!’

Of course, Mrs Pendlebury would have discussed Stella’s typing with Mrs Hughes. She’d probably discussed the contents of her kitchen cupboards and her bathroom cabinet too. Stella was well aware that she was being inspected by Mrs Pendlebury on Friday mornings and that her findings would be broadcast across Hatherstall. But, on occasion, Mrs P’s transmitters could be favourably manipulated.

‘Same time next week, then?’

‘Actually, I’ll probably have to go down to London for a meeting with my publisher next week, so perhaps we might skip until the Friday after? If that’s not inconvenient?’

‘Of course, dear.’

Stella waved Mrs Pendlebury off at the door. Sometimes she pretended to work while Mrs P was cleaning. She’d just clatter out shopping lists, letters to Michael, and whatever came into her head. Stella was conscious of wanting Mrs Pendlebury to see her as diligent. She knew, given her present accommodation, that she couldn’t pull off Successful Writer, but at least she might look like she was trying hard.

Moving back up to Hatherstall had made Stella conscious of how impressions mattered. She wouldn’t have dreamed of stepping out of her door without lipstick and an appropriate hat. The good folk of Hatherstall might be aware that she was still sitting on old Mrs Outhwaite’s upholstery, but no one must know how she worried about her sales figures and the price of Tio Pepe. Just occasionally, as now, Stella longed to be able to whisper her worries to someone, to let her guard down and to hear words of sympathy and advice. She’d be able to talk to Michael when she went down to London, though, wouldn’t she? She must telephone him tonight and ask if she might stay in the flat.

Stella turned and looked at her typewriter. The figure on the cheque and the summons to London meant that there wouldn’t be a second book, didn’t it? It was time to put those aspirations aside. She was a woman who wrote a popular magazine column, who was financially independent (just about) and understood the use of the subjunctive, and that was reason enough to hold her chin up, wasn’t it? Hannah Glasse wouldn’t happen now, Stella realized that, and she must let those ambitions go. She would adjust herself to that, but at this moment it smarted.

Stella composed a melancholy little lunch from a reheated dollop of leftover macaroni cheese and two wizened carrots grated into a vinaigrette. The lettuce was beyond reviving. She made a pot of tea afterwards, ate a handful of dried apricots, and reflected that no man would exist like this. Certainly no man who wrote about food would accept it. A man would have to have meat, a sauce, and to conclude with brandy. It’s rather depressing how women cheapskate themselves, Stella thought, how we make do with a wizened carrot. She could write an article about that, she contemplated – but maybe this window into her personal life ought to be kept discreetly curtained?






Chapter Five

‘Could I borrow a cigarette?’ Stella asked on Dilys’ doorstep.

Dilys McCready lived five doors down from Stella, and as Dilys had published two books on esoteric matters and wrote articles for a magazine called The Other Side, they had come to regard themselves as fellow jobbing penswomen. In some ways, Dilys was a model for the career that Stella didn’t want, but there was sufficient overlap in their worlds that she might be able to offer some advice. Besides, Dilys’ house was dependably full of alcohol and pleasingly soothing herbal cigarettes.

‘You look perturbed,’ said Dilys. She gave Stella an evaluating look as she beckoned her in. Dilys was wearing a paisley dressing gown, fingerless gloves, a string of Egyptian beads and hiking socks, and Stella would have liked to reply that this ensemble was rather perturbing, but she bit her tongue instead.

‘I’ve been summoned to London.’

‘Your publisher?’

She followed Dilys through the hallway, picking a passage between piles of newspaper, crates of bottles and the cats that circled around her ankles. ‘I have a feeling that I’m about to get my cards.’

‘Do you think? Seriously?’

‘I do.’

‘But would that be the end of the world? It might to do you good to break out of the mould.’

Dilys had a complicated relationship with the world of publishing, in the sense that she admired it when it was being earnest, but generally despised it when it was profitable. On occasion, the word prostitution had been voiced when she’d spoken of Stella’s magazine work, but for the sake of alcohol and cigarettes, Stella chose to let these comments pass. Dilys’ own books were published by an outfit in York, effectively a collective of friends who shared an interest in the folkloric, the supernatural and the vaguely occult. The Pentagon Press sounded a bit like a religious cult, Stella thought, and she sometimes feared that Dilys might be on a mission to recruit her.

‘Not the end of the world, perhaps, but if it happens – and I think it will – I’ll feel disappointed with myself.’

‘Disappointed? You must change your mindset, Stella. Think of it as a liberation, not a termination. Plus, I could always put a word in for you with the Pentagon.’

And there it was again. Dilys’ books never paid for themselves, she freely admitted as much, but she shrugged at this fact as if it wasn’t quite the point. The Ghosts and Folklore of West Riding had thus far sold thirty-seven copies, Dilys had told Stella recently. That hadn’t deterred her from pushing ahead with More Ghosts and Folklore of West Riding. Dilys had an educated accent and an oriental silver cigarette case, but never had any money in her purse. Stella hadn’t yet fathomed the mystery of Dilys’ finances. While she enjoyed holding forth on ley lines, sacred springs and the injustices inflicted on eighteenth-century agricultural labourers, she tended to be more reticent with personal history.

‘Come through,’ Dilys went on ahead. ‘I’ve had my head in boggarts all day, a most interesting manifestation, so you mustn’t mind the mess.’

Stella might worry about the smell of old Mr Outhwaite, but Dilys’ house had a distinct pungent fragrance of incontinent elderly cats and fermenting home-made wines. She could taste it at the back of her throat now. Crowds of demijohns burped gently in the corners of Dilys’ kitchen, bunches of herbs hung down from the ceiling and there were various pieces of ancient distilling apparatus that looked like they might once have been employed in the laboratory of an alchemist. Stella kept her eyes on these curiosities and averted her gaze from the unsavoury-looking cat beds by the back door.

‘You’ve cut your hair.’

‘I’ll admit that it’s shorter than I intended.’ Dilys tilted her chin from side to side as she examined her reflection in the window. Her long silver earrings glimmered. ‘Still, it will last.’

‘That shorter length is very much à la mode, I believe.’ But it wasn’t all the same length, was it? Was the asymmetry intentional? It was a good inch longer on one side than the other. Stella dithered as to whether she ought to point this out. Dilys’ dark hair fell into a natural shiny wave and it was a shame that she always insisted on cutting it herself with the kitchen scissors.

‘A medicinal one?’ She raised a glass that didn’t appear to be altogether clean.

‘Yes, please,’ said Stella, reminding herself of the antiseptic properties of alcohol. ‘What’s your latest vintage?’

‘I’m launching the dandelion, finally. It’s been a long fermentation.’

‘Isn’t the French for dandelion pis-en-lit? It doesn’t, does it?’

‘It is very cleansing for the system.’

Dilys had made excellent walnut, damson and cowslip wines last year, and they’d got gleefully tipsy on her elderflower champagne, but her experiments could be hit and miss. When she sold her wines in the weekly market, she decanted them into little bottles and applied inventive labels, promising cures for bronchitis, arthritis, insomnia and dyspepsia. Stella wasn’t sure about the dyspepsia, but could see how they might give some relief from pain and sleeplessness. How might she label the dandelion, though? A purgative? A diuretic?

‘Your good health,’ said Dilys, raising her glass.

‘And yours.’

Dandelion wine was surprisingly delicious, as it turned out. Stella had expected it to be bitter, like dandelion leaves in a salad, but it tasted of orange peel and raisins, a little like mead. It could be marketed as bottled early-summer sunshine, Stella thought. Perhaps she could make her own home-made wines next year? If she wasn’t working on another book, she’d have time to gather dandelions, wouldn’t she? But that thought soured the taste of the wine in her mouth.

They took their glasses through to the front room and Dilys shooed cats from the sofa. Stella had tried to furnish her own sitting room to maximize the limited light from the small front windows, but Dilys had painted her walls deep purple and hung emerald-green curtains. The arrangement of brass candlesticks and antlers on the mantelpiece was suggestive of an altar and the numbers of fringed cushions and potted ferns seemed to be multiplying. There was a hint of the oriental opium den about this room, only damper and with more cat hair. Stella knew that Dilys took the cats up to bed with her at night and couldn’t help wondering at the state of her sheets.

‘I’m giving up on Hannah Glasse,’ she said. ‘They won’t be interested in taking it and I’m not sure any other publisher would want it either.’

Dilys seemed to give this some consideration. Or maybe she was evaluating the flavour of the dandelion wine. ‘If you’re passionate about this project you shouldn’t give up on it.’

Stella supposed that passion must fuel Dilys’ ghosts and folklore, but how did she pay her bills? You couldn’t trade passion for water and rates, could you? Or, at least, not in any respectable sense.

‘I’m starting to lose the passion for writing,’ Stella admitted. ‘I’m realizing that I need to adjust my expectations, to accept that vol-au-vents and fashions in table napkins is as stimulating as my career is going to get.’

‘Don’t say that!’

Dilys took Stella’s wrist, cocked her head to one side and appeared to be measuring her pulse. She had terribly dirty fingernails again. Stella always tried not to notice Dilys’ hands, particularly when she insisted on gifting her a loaf of her home-made bread. She sometimes talked about how life had become unhealthily sterile these days, and said that it would do people good to see a bit of chicken shit on their eggs, but Stella wasn’t entirely certain she agreed. It was curious how Dilys could be resolutely rustic in some areas and particular in others; Stella couldn’t recall that she’d ever seen her without her pillar-box red lipstick.

‘Is my body as ailing as my career? Should I take to my bed?’

‘A purge might do you good. I’ll mix a tonic for you.’

‘If I sprinkle it on my books, will it revive them too?’

Dilys creased her brow, but Stella did sincerely wish that she might revitalize Mrs Raffald. Was there more that she might do to make the book sell? When it had first come out, Stella had put on a couple of dinners in London. She’d invited the old crowd from college and, assisted by Michael and Lucien, had cooked Mrs Raffald’s recipes for transmogrified pigeon and calves’ head surprise. With everyone well lubricated with sherry, they’d all agreed that Mrs Raffald was a hoot, and Stella had easily sold her stack of copies. Stella knew that the book might have done better had she still been living in London. There were journalists and influential hostesses who she could have invited for luncheons, and she might have taken baskets of Mrs Raffald’s fruitcake into bookshops. There was frustratingly little that she could do from up here in Hatherstall, but she had to be here still, didn’t she? She needed to make sure that her father was eating three meals a day and that he had seven ironed shirts for the week. That was the reality of it. Anyway, it was probably too late to think about reviving Mrs Raffald now.

‘Do you want a Culpeper?’ Dilys asked.

‘I worried I might have to beg.’

Dilys made her own cigarettes from a combination of mysterious greenery which she called Dr Culpeper’s Fancy Mix. She liked to maintain a mystery around her herbal blend, but there was something remarkably soothing about her cigarettes. They made one feel pleasantly woozy, and all worries seemed to waft away with their smoke. Stella thought that Dilys ought to market them, rather than writing books about holy wells, stone circles and ectoplasmic manifestations, but had never liked to say so lest she take offence.

‘You’re only supposing that you’re going to get terminated, though, aren’t you?’ Dilys passed the cigarette lighter. She pursed her red lips and let out a long ribbon of smoke.

‘I can’t think why else my editor would want a meeting.’

‘I feel they might offer you a new contract.’ Dilys narrowed her eyes. ‘That’s what I sense.’

Dilys liked to tell people that she was psychic and was given to such pronouncements. She was also inclined to wear a quantity of amulets about her person, though, and Stella saw a contradiction here. As she watched the cigarette going to Dilys’ mouth now, she noted the various crescent moons, scarabs and all-seeing-eyes that hung from chains around her neck. If one is psychic, if one knows what’s coming, why the need for luck and protection? And why were people who claimed to be psychic not always betting on horses and selecting the winning tombola ticket?

‘You do? Seriously? I can’t see it myself.’

‘Would you be glad if they did?’

‘Of course I would!’

‘Well, perhaps you can convince them. Play the part. Sell your next book to them. Show them your passion.’

Stella breathed in the Culpeper. She pulled the sweet smoke deep into her lungs. Whatever was in them, it was marvellous stuff. They really were better than Gold Flake. She pictured herself being assertive in Mr Williamson’s office. She would talk passionately about Hannah Glasse, about her trifle and piccalilli, her time in debtors’ prison and her turn of phrase. Stella saw herself in a Worth plaid skirt-suit and a matching hat, wagging a manicured fingernail. Could she do that? Could she have that confidence? Her younger self could have done it. She must have her hair set this week, and press her best silk crêpe blouse. If she was to make an impassioned case, would Mr Williamson listen? Could it yet be possible? Would Dilys let her have some Culpepers for the journey?






Chapter Six

Stella was thinking about hats as the train pulled out of Halifax. She’d seen a very nice velour hat trimmed in petersham, with an asymmetric brim, in a colour that the shop called Lido Blue. Stella could imagine herself being assertive in Lido Blue, but she’d struggled to justify the expense; her felt cloche with the ostrich feather would have to do. She’d decided to wear her Liberty & Co coat today, with the chinchilla collar and the fringe trim. It always made her feel rather rive gauche and there was something jaunty in the way that the fringed hems swished. Did erudite authors wear velvet lamé, though? Her black woollen overcoat would have suggested more gravitas, wouldn’t it? But the train platform slipped away and she would just have to work the bohemian aesthetic.

Goods yards and factories blurred past and clouds reflected in canals. There were allotments, hen runs and corrugated-iron shacks, muddy cart tracks and sodden fields, and rain splattered against the glass. Stella watched the droplets stream and stretch, bending the colours of the clouds. It was a Turner sky, all elemental movement and washed with rain. It made her long for a box of watercolours – and wish that she’d remembered her umbrella.

The train went into a cutting and, refocusing, Stella glimpsed her own reflection in the glass. She saw a well-maintained woman of twenty-eight, with tidily waved light brown hair and carefully applied maquillage. She was good with lipstick and rouge, and really quite expert with an eyebrow pencil. She arched a brow experimentally at her own reflection now, but the attitude the look suggested didn’t match how she was feeling inside. She had to maintain this mask today, though, must remember to refresh her lipstick and her smile, and not let her self-doubts show.

Stella shut her eyes, listened to the rhythm of the train over the tracks, and remembered the trepidation she’d felt when she’d first set out on this journey a decade ago. Her mother had talked to her about confidence as they’d waited on the platform, had told her that she’d earned her place at art college, and then had given her the fiercest embrace as they’d parted. Was her mother watching over her now, willing her on once again? Was she responsible for the rain clouds parting and the train running on time, and would she be there with Stella in Mr Williamson’s office? Remembering how passionately her mother had believed in her made Stella’s eyes prick, but it also strengthened her resolve to be courageous today.

The train was busy this morning and she had found herself sharing a compartment with three commercial travellers in mackintoshes, an apologetic woman with a constantly fidgeting child, and an elderly nun. Stella had smiled as the nun had taken her seat (there is always reassurance in finding oneself sharing a railway carriage with a nun), but it was regrettable that the man who had then sat down opposite had decided to be chatty. Stella suspected that her fellow passengers would gladly have occupied themselves behind their newspapers, periodicals and books of prayer for the duration of the journey, but the man in herringbone tweed and brown shoes was determinedly and unrelentingly chatty. Stella hid behind her papers as the plays of George Bernard Shaw, various methods to alleviate symptoms of the common cold, and the extra-marital dealings of David Lloyd George were debated around her. But it was difficult to concentrate on Hannah Glasse when there must be talk of Sybil Thorndike, nasal douches, and improperness with a private secretary. (Surely not an appropriate topic for the ears of an elderly nun?)

‘And you, shy young lady? Are you going down to town for a nice day around the shops?’ Stella lowered her book and saw that Mr Herringbone Tweed was addressing the question to her. The eyes of her fellow passengers now triangulated upon her too.

She hesitated. ‘No, I have a meeting with my publisher.’

‘You write? Oh, how delightful! Stories for ladies? Charming happily-ever-afters? Let me see – yes, I imagine you might write about beauties in crinolines and dashing but dastardly cavalry officers. I’m right, aren’t I?’

He smiled at her as he said it. His eyes glittered with enthusiasm for this version of Stella. He clearly didn’t mean it as an insult, but…

‘No, you’ve got it quite wrong. I write novels set in Russian prisons,’ she lied. ‘Lots of Bolshevism, syphilis and rats. I’d give you the titles, but they’re really not everyone’s cup of tea.’

It briefly silenced Mr Herringbone Tweed and for a moment the carriage seemed to be full of blinking eyes. Had she gone too far? (Should she have said syphilis in front of a nun?) It was her nerves that had made her say that, wasn’t it? But she couldn’t begin to explain that to a train compartment full of strangers. Stella buried her head in Hannah Glasse and felt her cheeks burning. Struggling to recover her focus, she seemed to spend much of the next hour repeatedly reading the same paragraph on syllabubs.

As the train approached London, Stella looked out at suburban gasworks, chimneypots and grimed attic windows, at limp lines of washing across cindered yards – slowing now – and slogans about soapflakes, Horlicks and Guinness on billboards. Opaline with white mist and yellow fog, London was an enchanted city, a place of infinite possibilities, endless rooflines and the gravestones of poets. The city ahead of her was a quicksilver curve of river, bristling with barges, and a ceaseless tide of passing faces – faces straight out of Hogarth engravings and Cecil Beaton’s studio – each of them with their own secret stories. London was thousands of stories told in thousands of accents; it was the smell of slow-moving water, fried-fish shops and cosmetics counters; it was the crescents of dirt under fingernails, neon lights and ancient darkness, fear and hope, and a future that she’d once hungered for. Stella saw domes and cranes on the skyline now; there were warehouses and tenements, signal gantries and church spires, so many criss-crossing railway tracks, and then it was all lost in steam.

For eight years London had been her home – her shared student bedsit, the boarding house in Bloomsbury and then her flat in Pimlico. There had been pennies in the gas meter, milk bottles on window ledges and stockings dripping over sinks; it wasn’t all gallery openings and canapés, but there had always been new conversations and invitation cards on the mantelpiece. Looking back at that made the past eighteen months in Hatherstall seem very quiet, narrow and rather colourless. But stepping down from the train onto the platform, Stella was jostled by the push and shove, the speed and the noise of London, and suddenly felt that she was far from home.



She sat on the top deck of the omnibus and smoked a cigarette to calm her nerves. There’d been much talk of ‘belt tightening’ on the wireless recently, about the looming shadow of income tax payments, and the need for prudence this Christmas, but none of that seemed to be going on in London. Stella looked down at the wet, shining streets and watched people hurrying with parcels and pausing to frown at lists. There were displays of hampers, tea caddies and fancy tins of biscuits in the windows of a department store, and everything was decked out with coloured paper and baubles. Stella decided that London at Christmas was like a woman in a Norman Hartnell party dress; as some women become more intensely and confidently themselves in strong colours and prints, so London suits Christmas. The only odd note was the ‘Buy British’ banner in every shop window. Walking from the omnibus stop, Stella passed a butcher’s where little Union Jacks on cocktail sticks had been pushed into the balls of lard, and the mutton chops looked curiously demure tied with red, white and blue bows.

As Stella rounded the corner, the shiny brass doorplate of her publisher flashed like a warning light. She vaguely wished that she had a hipflask in her pocket, but she pulled up her chinchilla collar and took a deep breath instead. The frontage of the building was darkly gothic with lots of lacy tracery and sooted trefoils. Grotesque gargoyles glowered down at Stella as she approached the door, and she wondered how many other slightly unsuccessful authors had looked up in trepidation. It was the architecture of a publisher which ought to publish Edgar Alan Poe or Sheridan le Fanu. Was this where Stella Douglas, famed for her vol-au-vents, belonged? Did she imagine the gargoyles shaking their heads?

‘Good afternoon,’ she tried to sound more confident than she felt as she approached the girl on the reception desk. ‘I’ve got an appointment with Mr Williamson.’

The girl nodded at her name in the diary and asked her to take a seat. ‘Miss Salter will be here to meet you in just a minute.’

The offices of Fleet, Everard & Frobisher smelled of leather and wax polish. The company seemed to be staffed by tremendously elderly men looking sleepy in wood-panelled offices, and by extremely young women very busy at typewriters, Stella observed, as she followed Miss Salter’s well-tailored shoulders along a corridor. A tea trolley was going around and the young women were all talkative and bright. They looked impressively happy in their work, and Stella rather envied them for that. It would have been nice to linger and talk with the bright young women, but she was being led into the region of the mahogany-panelled men.

‘How busy you all look to be.’

‘Oh, horrifically! It’s bedlam in Biographies at the moment. I don’t know how we’re ever going to finish for Christmas.’

Fleet, Everard & Frobisher published fiction of a self-consciously modern variety, poems written by librarians, illustrated books about moths and orchids, and the memoirs of recently retired generals. Mr Williamson looked after the biographers and historians, and was disquietingly knowledgeable about all centuries and all regions. Stella’s biography of Mrs Raffald had been a bit of a departure for F, E & F; the only women who’d previously been deemed worthy of their own volume were Eleanor of Aquitaine, Queen Elizabeth and Catherine the Great, but this seemed to place Mrs R in staunch and glittering company. When Stella had first met Mr Williamson, he’d asked intelligent questions and had seemed passionate about her project. He’d been pleased with her proofs too. The edits had been minor and fairly painless, and he’d complimented Stella on the thoroughness of her research. He’d told her that he expected the book to do well and had been delighted by the reviews. Did he now feel disappointed too?

Miss Salter knocked on the door of the office and Stella saw Mr Williamson looking up from the papers on his desk. She made an effort to put on her best smile, but felt it to be faltering at the corners.

‘Would you bring us some tea, Miss Salter?’ he asked. ‘And perhaps you might purloin some of those special ginger biscuits too?’

Heck, Stella thought, his expression was inscrutable. And why was she being given special ginger biscuits? Was this compensation for the difficult news that she was about to receive? A sweetening of the bitter pill? She breathed deeply and pushed her fingernails into her palms. She could do this, Stella told herself.

‘Mr Williamson,’ she said, and stretched out her hand. ‘How delightful to see you again.’

He stood and smiled. ‘Miss Douglas. Always a pleasure.’

As he took her hat and coat, Stella noticed that he had a copy of Mrs Raffald on his desk, the pages multiply bookmarked. What did that mean? Had she made mistakes? Were there things that he must now query? She hadn’t expected that. Hell, should she have done homework for this meeting? She was relieved when he put the book aside now and said, ‘Quite charming.’

‘Oh, thank you.’ Stella took a seat, as instructed. Her emotions were up and down like a rollercoaster.

She saw that the sheet of paper on top of his pile was headed with her name. There were bullet points below, many of them terminating with a question mark, but his handwriting required studied decryption at the best of times and was entirely unintelligible upside down. Evidently, she was to be interrogated, though. Stella sat up in her seat, pulled her skirt down, and tried to look professional.

‘I hope your journey wasn’t too arduous?’ He offered her a cigarette from the case on his desk and leaned towards her with the lighter. He lingered slightly longer than was necessary and she thought how his teeth were the colour of old ivory piano keys. She’d forgotten that he always smelled faintly of mothballs.

‘Pleasantly uneventful. I’m always glad to have an excuse to come down to London. It’s a treat to see the shops before Christmas.’

‘I’m glad we haven’t dragged you down against your will, only I thought it might be a good time to have a discussion about your next project.’

Her next project? Did that mean there was to be one? She’d heard that right, hadn’t she? ‘Excellent. Yes. I’d be most happy to discuss it.’

Miss Salter knocked and came in with the tea tray. She took an awfully long time to pour the tea, lifting the spout of the teapot high and then lowering it, as if she was keen to demonstrate her waitressing proficiency. This was clearly a skill she had practised, and her expression suggested she was confident it would impress, but couldn’t she hurry up about it? Stella suddenly found herself keen to push on with the proposed discussion. Instead, they made small talk until the tea-pouring ceremony was concluded, and Stella noticed how Miss Salter smiled at Mr Williamson. There was something most unexpected in that smile and it struck Stella. She had to look away for a moment. He was surely old enough to be her grandfather, but if Stella had been writing a romance she’d have made notes on the blush on Miss Salter’s cheeks and the angle of her eyelashes.

‘You must try these biscuits, Miss Douglas. Miss Salter gets them for me from a baker’s in Golders Green. You see, I’m rather spoiled.’ Miss Salter was reversing out of the door with the tea tray, but not before they’d exchanged another of those looks. ‘They’re the closest thing to Grasmere gingerbread that I’ve had in years. Are you familiar with it? Tasting these made me think of you and your projects.’

He had used the plural, hadn’t he? Stella smiled too now. This was safer territory. ‘I know it well. We used to have family trips to the Lakes when I was a child and my mother and I spent much time trying to analyse the particular flavour and texture of Grasmere gingerbread. It’s frustratingly enigmatic, isn’t it?’

‘Another spice in there other than ginger, don’t you think?’
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