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January in the Kitchen

It might be cold and frosty outside, but it’s not all bad news for the seasonal cook. While the best of the main crop potatoes have been dug out, leeks are still at their peak; you should be able to buy sweet young brussels sprouts on the stem; and purple sprouting broccoli is widely available. Oh, and turnips. I know they’re good in soups, but I have to admit they’re not one of my favourite vegetables. If you know, dear reader, of anything useful and tasty to do with a turnip that doesn’t involve soup, please do tell me.

This month, I thought we’d look at the humble cauliflower. Although they’re available most of the year, I find they taste their best when it’s cold outside. Cauliflower cheese or cauliflower mornay make a lovely side or supper on a cold winter’s night; and cauliflower and stilton soup is a pub favourite.

If you made a rash declaration at the stroke of midnight on New Year’s Eve regarding weight loss and carbohydrates, and you’re serious about meeting your health goals without sacrificing taste, why not try roasting cauliflower with some vibrant spices? It’s the sort of dish that will warm you up from the inside without weighing you down, and makes a perfect side for roasted or grilled meats. I especially love it with fish. It can also be a nutritious vegetarian lunch or supper in its own right ‒ and it couldn’t be easier. Simply take a cauliflower and separate it into florets. Don’t be too precious about this. Now grab whatever spices you have in your pantry: ground coriander seeds, cumin seeds, curry, paprika or turmeric will all work. Perhaps a shake of cinnamon as well? Use them all, or just a couple – a teaspoon each will do. Stir the spices into a couple of tablespoons of vegetable oil in a bowl, and then drop in the cauliflower florets. Toss them all about until they’re coated with the spices, and spread them out on a baking tray. Scrape and drizzle whatever’s left of the spiced oil over the florets, and roast in a hot oven (pre-heated to around 450F or 230C) until the cauli’s a little brown around the edges and beautifully tender inside. It should take 10‒15 minutes. This works well in the deep fryer too ‒ you get a really satisfying crunch.

If by chance you have any of this nutty, spicy cauliflower left over, you can transform it easily into a spicy soup that also happens to be good for you. Simply chop an onion, a couple of cloves of garlic and another half a cauliflower and cook them all in a little vegetable oil until soft and tender. Add in a teaspoon each of whatever spices you used when you roasted the cauliflower, pour in some vegetable or chicken stock from the freezer or the pantry. If you don’t have any, water will also do the job. Let it all simmer for about 15‒20 minutes. Now you just need to whoosh it about with a stick blender. If you used paprika or curry powder in your mix it should now be a lovely warm colour. And the leftover roasted cauliflower? Serve it on top for some tasty texture.

If you’re not in a soupy mood, try dipping the roasted cauli into some garlicky hummus ‒ sort of a cross between aioli and hummus. Better yet, deep fry them before dunking. Seriously yummy, but perhaps not a good idea if you’re watching your calories.

Another way you can use spicy roasted cauliflower is in a salad. Salad in winter? Bear with me; this one is perfect with leftover roast lamb stirred through it. It’s one of those dishes you can eat from a bowl with a fork while you watch telly in front of the fire. Whip up a simple dressing of olive oil and lemon juice. Season it with salt and pepper and a few shakes of ground coriander if you have any. Toss the cauli, lamb and dressing together with some hazelnuts or almonds and some crumbled feta cheese.

We had this salad for lunch in the shop the other day with the last of the Christmas turkey mixed through it and some of Westfarm Dairy’s gorgeously creamy feta. Speaking of which ‒ have you tried the feta yet? It’s good, right? Just don’t tell the boss that I took some from the shop fridge. Who am I kidding? He probably knows already!

Until next month,

Max
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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‘I think we’ll have champagne,’ James declared. ‘Do you want champagne, Maxine?’ He didn’t wait for my answer, just turned the single page of The Lamb’s wine list over and back again, grimacing at the lack of choice. ‘Then again, maybe not. I don’t understand why you wanted to come to the village pub for your birthday dinner. We could have tried that new Michelin-starred place in Cheltenham. Or even that pub at Sapperton you like – at least the wine list there is a little longer.’

I reached my hand across the table to find his. ‘I like it here. Besides, I don’t see that there’s very much to celebrate about turning twenty-nine.’

‘You’d be surprised, my darling. Now,’ he said, turning back to the menu, ‘what shall we eat? Have you decided?’

I nodded. ‘I’ll have the pumpkin and feta risotto.’

He wrinkled his nose. ‘Really?’

While he was deliberating, another couple walked in. It was Richie Evans, my closest friend here in Brookford and the manager at Blossoms & Buds, the garden centre I worked at, with his arm around a pretty blonde woman about my age. She looked familiar. Ah yes, Angela from the hairdresser’s. I watched Richie cast his eyes around the room until they settled on me. It was a cold night in January so there weren’t many people out and about.

Grinning, he dragged Angela over to our table and bent to kiss me on the cheek. ‘Happy birthday, Maxi.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Hello, Angela ‒ it’s good to see you.’ My smile included both of them, but Angela didn’t return it.

James looked up from the menu and held his hand out to Richie. ‘Evans.’

‘Henderson,’ Richie said and shook James’s hand.

‘And who is this?’ James smiled widely at Angela, causing her to preen a little too obviously.

‘James, this is Angela,’ I said. ‘Angela, meet my husband, James. Angela works for Sharon at the hairdresser’s at the top of the high street. You know the one?’

I knew James didn’t ‒ he always had his hair cut in London ‒ but he nodded as if it meant something to him.

‘We were at school together,’ I added.

‘It’s lovely to meet you,’ James said, treating Angela to the full force of his charm.

I raised my eyebrows at Richie who grinned and shrugged.

‘We’ll leave you two to your birthday celebrations,’ he said. ‘Enjoy.’ He bent, kissed my cheek once more and led the giggling Angela to a booth at the back of the room.

‘How long has that been going on?’ James asked me.

‘No idea,’ I said as I watched Richie and Angela snuggle into the booth together. ‘It looks quite new. She used to be married to Paul ‒ he’s a butcher and was in our year at school too. I think they have a daughter together.’

‘Maybe Richie needs to watch out for carving knives. Or should that be “witch” out for them?’ James enjoyed making fun of Richie’s New Zealand accent.

When he noticed I wasn’t laughing with him, he went to the bar to order our wine and meals.

Back at our table he held his glass up. ‘Here’s to my beautiful wife, to us, and to new beginnings.’

‘New beginnings?’

‘I haven’t told you the good news yet, have I? You know that tender we’ve been working on in the States?’

Of course I did ‒ he’d been commuting between London and New York for much of the last few months.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘we won the business. And I’ve been asked to manage the US team. New York, here we come! Da da dadada ...’ He attempted a Frank Sinatra impression. ‘You could say I’ve given you New York for your birthday!’

I swallowed a large mouthful of the wine. New York? I supposed I should be pleased for him.

‘It’s everything I ever planned,’ he said. ‘A few years over there will set me up perfectly for a senior management role when I come back to London. Managing partner at forty was always the goal and now I can almost taste it.’ He finally noticed that I hadn’t said anything. ‘What do you think?’

‘It’s great, of course. Congratulations,’ I managed.

‘You don’t seem very excited.’ He sounded deflated. ‘This is the biggest thing that’s happened to me in years. You might be a bit more pleased for me.’

I nodded and forced a smile. ‘I am. You’ve worked so hard and you deserve it. I just don’t know what it means for us.’

He drained his glass and poured us each another. ‘It means we’ll be together again. There’ll be no more commuting back and forth, no more linking in with India for my schedule.’

India was his very glamorous assistant. James relied on her, but I couldn’t stand her.

He smiled across the table at me. ‘I know these last few months have been hard on you, darling. There’ve been too many weekends when I’ve been stuck over there, or unable to drive up from London, but all that sacrifice has been worth it now we have New York.’

I was saved from answering by the arrival of our food. The risotto was perfect: the feta salty, the pumpkin jewel-bright. I made a mental note to ask Duncan, the landlord, for the recipe. I could feature it in Harvest Happenings, the monthly newsletter I wrote for Blossoms & Buds, and perhaps plate it on the rustic blue pottery set I owned that James hated so much.

The newsletter had started soon after I came to work at the garden centre. Richie’s idea, it was intended to educate customers about what was happening in the garden that month: what they should be planting, pruning, weeding and harvesting. The plan was that customers would read the newsletter and realise that now was the time to buy their tomato seedlings, or a new pair of secateurs to prune their roses, or maybe that lovely bird bath we had on sale. I’d got into the habit of bringing in baked treats for Richie and whoever else was lucky enough to be working at the time, and we’d leave what we didn’t eat on the counter for customers to sample while they were paying for their goods. One of our regulars suggested I could include a recipe or two in the newsletter, so I did, featuring things like my chocolate and sour cherry cookies, orange and cardamon sour cream muffins, and the lemon drizzle cake that Richie had declared was his favourite.

Richie had taken the newsletter to the next level with his idea to feature ingredients from the garden. ‘It makes sense, Hendo,’ he’d said. ‘We’re telling them what they should be harvesting, so let’s also tell them what they can do with that produce.’

I enjoyed every bit of the process – experimenting at home, writing up the recipe, styling and photographing the end product – Richie enjoyed eating what I made, and our customers enjoyed reading about it. Harvest Happenings had become so popular that we’d had to add a separate page to the website to store the recipes.

Yes, I decided, savouring my risotto, I could publish this recipe in March, and maybe do a whole feature on squash in September.

‘Obviously it’ll take a few months for all the paperwork to be completed,’ James said as he poked and prodded at his steak to check it had been cooked the way he liked it. ‘I’ll continue flying in and out until then. You’ll need to give notice at your job ‒ you should probably do that as soon as possible.’

‘Oh,’ I said. That part of James’s news hadn’t occurred to me.

He laughed. ‘Really, darling, the garden centre isn’t exactly a career, is it?’

‘Perhaps not yet,’ I said, taking another mouthful of wine. ‘But I might have my own cafe one day.’

‘Serving other people cups of tea and bowls of soup? It’s not exactly what we planned.’ He emptied the last of the bottle into his glass.

‘Nor was New York,’ I said quietly. ‘Besides, I’d hoped we might try for a baby soon.’

He put his glass down without sipping at it. ‘Let’s just see how this role works out.’

‘You said that when we first moved back here.’ I still recalled his exact words: ‘A village is a much better environment to bring a child up in. We’ll get something close enough to London so I can commute each day. I want my wife at home, not running about trying to juggle daycare and a career.’

He sighed heavily, as if it was a subject he was tired of talking about. ‘Before we have a baby I’d like to make sure that I’m available if you need me.’

‘I’ve got Mum and Dad and Horrie. I’ve got friends ... I’ll be fine.’

‘Most of your friends in the village have families of their own,’ he pointed out. ‘Most of our joint friends are in London; and that other friend of yours ‒ the large, loud and inappropriate one ‒’

‘That would be Miranda.’

Miranda and I had been friends since art school. She had a huge personality with an appetite for everything life had to offer, and was perfectly comfortable in her size fourteen skin. To make matters worse in James’s eyes, she wore colours and accessories that meant you couldn’t help but notice her. Beige wasn’t a word in Mirry’s vocabulary, and neither was discretion. She always said that life was too short to miss out on anything, and that included saying what you thought. In her case, at the exact time she thought it. She and James barely tolerated each other.

He grimaced. ‘How could I forget? Anyway she’s moved to Sydney so she’d be no help to you either.’

‘I suppose,’ I conceded. I missed Miranda dreadfully. ‘But I don’t really see the difference. You said we’d be together in New York, so I’ll have you there to support me.’

He shook his head. ‘No, it’s not the right time.’ He held his hand up to signal to Duncan behind the bar that another bottle of wine was required, which was also a signal to me that the baby subject was closed.

‘I really thought you’d be happy about this.’ He reached over the table and covered my hand, stroking it in a way he knew relaxed me. ‘I know you’re disappointed about the baby, but you’ll see that I’m right. I just want what’s best for our future.’

‘I am happy for you ‒ you deserve it. I just need to get my head around what’s involved.’

Still looking deeply into my eyes, he turned my hand over and traced gentle circles into my palm. As he watched my breath come a little faster, he smiled slowly.

‘We’re both still young ‒ we have plenty of time to be thinking about babies,’ he said. ‘If we have two years in the States, I’ll still only be thirty-six when we get back. Besides, think of how much fun we’ll have practising.’ He looked towards the bar where Duncan was busy pouring pints. ‘Where’s that other bottle?’

His phone alerted him to a text message and he let go of my hand. ‘Excuse me, darling. I need to read this.’ Although he smiled apologetically at me, his attention was already elsewhere.

‘That’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll go and see what’s happened to the wine.’

‘Happy birthday, lass,’ Duncan greeted me. ‘How was your meal?’

‘Great, thanks. Oh, while I think of it, could you ask Seb for the recipe for that risotto? I’d like to include it in Harvest Happenings, maybe with a photo of him?’

‘I’m sure he’ll be happy to give it to you.’ He glanced across to where James was still busily texting. ‘You’ll be after another bottle?’ The look in his eyes told me he’d seen James’s signal and had chosen to ignore it.

‘Yes, please.’

While Duncan removed the cork, my eyes were drawn to Richie and Angela.

‘They look cosy, don’t they?’ Duncan said, reading my thoughts.

‘They do. How long has it been going on?’

In a village like Brookford, if you wanted to know anything, the pub landlord was the person to ask.

‘Since New Year I’d be guessing. They’ve been in here three times this week ‒ although they’re never in for long, if you know what I mean.’

He winked so I had absolutely no doubt what he meant. As if on cue, Richie stepped out of the booth and held out his hand to pull Angela, still giggling, towards him for a brief kiss. They stopped by the bar on their way out.

‘Enjoy the rest of your night, Hendo,’ Richie said.

‘You too.’

‘Bound to.’ His grin was cheeky and Angela giggled again.
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James reached for me as we walked home, pulling me into the shadows beside the sweet shop. ‘It’s been too long,’ he said. ‘I’ve missed you.’

With things so busy around the New York contract, James hadn’t been home all January.

‘I’ve missed you too,’ I said.

He pushed me against the cold stone wall, his erection insistent against my stomach, his hand reaching for my breast. Despite an answering rush of warmth between my thighs, I moved it away.

‘Not here,’ I said, my head swimming. I wasn’t used to drinking as much as I had tonight.

‘But I can’t wait,’ he murmured into my throat, reaching under my skirt, smiling when he felt my desire.

I held his hand in place for a few seconds before reluctantly pushing it away, missing his warmth already. He scowled in frustration, but let me go.

Once inside our front door, he pulled me to him and kissed me, more roughly this time, forcing his tongue into my mouth and grabbing at my breast through the thin material of my dress. Impatient to feel his skin against my own, I wrestled with the buttons on his shirt, pulling it out from the waistband of his trousers, moaning into his mouth as his hand found its way inside my bra and pinched at my nipple. His hips thrust into mine until he’d forced me back against the door. He groaned as I wound one leg around his to grind myself against him, needing to feel more of his heat.

He tore his mouth from mine, panting. ‘Why don’t you go and change into your birthday present,’ he urged. ‘I’ve been picturing you in it since I bought it. Now I want you to put it on so I can take it off you and celebrate properly.’

He looked deep into my eyes, his finger lightly tracing the lips he’d just ravaged, his desperation of a few minutes ago back under control. I captured one of his nipples in my mouth, nipping it lightly as I ran my tongue around its hardness.

When he released me I staggered a little ‒ a combination of alcohol and lust ‒ and made my way up the stairs, feeling his eyes on my bottom and the sway of my hips as he followed me.

In the cold of the bathroom, I managed to get myself out of my dress and wriggled into the red lacy thong and barely-there bra. The bra was a cup-size too small and the thong bit into me in places that needed to be treated with a little more respect, but when I stepped into the bedroom where James was waiting naked in our bed, he was very appreciative.

‘Now that’s more like it,’ he said. ‘Just stand there and let me look at you.’

The path his eyes took was a promise of where his hands would follow. I felt my breasts jut forward a little more, nipples standing to attention under his gaze, my breath coming faster.

‘Oh yes,’ he murmured, and beckoned me towards him.

He ripped aside the thong to slide a finger into my slickness, and then another, his thumb brushing across my clit in the same rhythm as his tongue played in my mouth. Just as I was about to arch into his hand, he pulled it away to remove the thong completely.

‘I can’t wait any longer,’ he groaned as he thrust into me.

Afterwards ‒ too soon ‒ he collapsed off me.

‘God, I’ve missed you,’ he said, pulling me into his chest and trailing his fingers lightly down my arm. ‘I can’t wait for us to be together all the time again.’

‘Me too,’ I murmured, but he’d already fallen sleep.

I lay in the dark for a while, listening to him snore. My head was spinning, my tummy was churning, the bra he hadn’t had time to take off was cutting into my skin. Then nausea hit and I made a dash for the bathroom.

When I was done, I collapsed back on the tiled floor, resting my head against the cool of the vanity, still naked except for the tight red bra. James had always been ambitious, and a job like this would put him where he wanted to be. I was happy for him, truly I was, but as much as I yearned for us to want each other as we had tonight, there on the cold floor it seemed that what we each wanted was already miles apart. It worried me that even though we were going to be together physically, the distance between us was widening.

He’d given me New York, but right now I wanted to return it for a refund.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Despite our late night, I was up and walking as usual just before sunrise. Climbing to the top of the hill that ran behind the village I watched the sun come up, turning the sky lilac and then pink. There’d been a frost last night and the grass cracked beneath my feet as I walked. I sat down on the cold hillside and waited for the light to sweep ever so gradually across the fields. I loved this time of the day ‒ the way the sun blessed every leaf on every branch of every tree as it passed, painting everything gold and reminding us that no matter what had happened yesterday, today was a new day.

From here I could see over the whole of Brookford, and watched as it came to life: wisps of smoke from wood heaters and cookers hanging in the still, cold air; the wintery landscape looking like a scene off a postcard. I wished I could keep it in the pocket of my jeans for another morning when we were far away. My morning walks wouldn’t be the same in New York. I couldn’t imagine replacing the green of the fields and the sound of the birds with traffic and sirens.

Almost directly below where I sat, a curving street ran all the way through the village. At one end I could see our cottage: a classic Cotswold two-storey house, set amongst a row of others almost the same, only distinguishable by their gardens, the number of windows, perhaps an extra gable. I knew that when the sun passed by each, it would warm the stone to a burnished yellow.

On the other side of the village was another row of two-storey houses built from the same local stone. I grew up in one of those houses, and my parents still lived there. My father had retired at Christmas ‒ he’d been senior partner in one of the accounting firms in Cheltenham – and he and Mum had left last week for a long holiday in Australia with a cruise to New Zealand and stopovers in South-East Asia. They hadn’t taken a proper holiday in ... well, forever. I didn’t think I’d ever seen my mother more excited.

My grandfather, Horrie, lived across the road from my parents. You wouldn’t know it now, but in spring and summer his garden was one of the best in the village. Everything I knew about gardens I’d learnt from Horrie. If I ever needed him, I’d usually find him either working at his allotment, or checking out the form guide at a table beside the fire in The Lamb with a pint of ale in front of him and his retriever, Lucy, by his feet. He called in at Blossoms a few days a week, bringing flasks of homemade vegetable soup to share with Richie and me. My grandfather’s vegetable soup was legendary.

Also legendary was his success with the ladies ‒ although he could never remember which one he was supposed to be entertaining.

Last week Duncan had warned him: ‘You need a better system to keep track of them, Horrie. You’ll get yourself in trouble one of these days.’

Horrie had laughed and drained his beer. ‘There’s more chance of me picking the trifecta in each of the main races at Doncaster, Newbury and Carlisle than that happening. The girls keep track of my comings and goings better than I do. I wouldn’t be surprised if they have their own roster for me. I might have invited Beryl, but it could be Norma’s turn ... or Kathleen’s. I never really know who’ll turn up.’ He’d turned to me as he stood and folded his paper. ‘Don’t look at me like that, lass. I know what your mother says: “Horrie’s floozies” she calls my girls. I don’t see what the problem is ‒ we keep each other company and no one gets hurt.’

I had to agree with him. There was no competition amongst the women for Horrie’s attentions, and everyone seemed happy with the arrangement. Mum pretended to be stern and disapproving, but I knew she was grateful that she and Dad could go away and be comfortable that between me and his ‘girls’, Horrie would be well looked after.

On a small rise at the edge of the village was the old Norman church ‒ one of the first places to catch the golden light each morning. I remembered hearing something about how churches had been deliberately positioned for this reason, and why burials were to the south side where it was warmer ‒ or something like that. The more important you were, the better your position in the graveyard.

James and I were married in that church. Next month it would be six years. Even though the day had been cold ‒ as usual in February ‒ the sky was blue, and there’d been enough snow overnight for a soft dusting to remain. James had asked me to wear something expensive and sleek, but I’d wanted vintage. I wore my mother’s simple slip-style wedding dress, a faux-fur stole, and a wreath of vines in my short brown hair. Mum said I looked like a woodland nymph, and I did feel as though someone had waved a wand and cast a spell over me. The whole day was like a fairy tale ‒ and I’d thought our marriage would be the same. Back then James and I seemed to be so well suited ‒ almost made for each other. In London we used to lie in bed and talk about our plans for the future: the children we’d have, where we’d live. ‘As soon as we can afford it, we’ll move to Brookford,’ James used to say. ‘I’ve always thought the country is the best place to bring up children.’ He’d grown up in London, with his father working two jobs and his mother working in a department store to send him to the best school they could afford.

Just lately, though, I wasn’t so sure. I didn’t think it was just because James had been away more than he usually was. I was used to him not being here. He’d only managed the daily commute into London for one of the three years we’d lived here. After too many late nights, delayed trains and missed opportunities to entertain clients, he’d talked me into agreeing to a mortgage on a one-bedroom flat in London. ‘If we factor in how many nights I’ve had to stay in hotels, darling,’ he’d said, ‘the flat will pay for itself.’

By then he was earning enough in bonuses to well and truly cover the expense. A management consultant, he worked for one of those corporate banks that sniff out investment opportunities and make deals to buy out other companies before selling them on for a lot more. The bigger the profit, the larger the bonus ‒ and some of the bonuses James had earned over the years were obscene.

No, it wasn’t that he was away more often. Until recently, the absences had made our being together all the sweeter. Because we were together so rarely, I always made an effort to make our weekends together special: I’d plan the menu meticulously and even apply makeup and change for dinner. Even if I didn’t agree with James about something, I’d grit my teeth and say nothing rather than spoil our limited time with a fight over something that probably wasn’t worth arguing about. His absences had made our sex life sweeter too. At times it had felt as though we were stealing time together ‒ almost as if we were having an affair with each other. But even that had changed over the last few months, and I wasn’t sure whether it was because I’d stopped making the effort or because James was too tired from all the commuting.

In London we’d seemed to need each other more; but since we’d moved here we’d built lives that only required us to come together occasionally. When James wasn’t home, I spent hours in the kitchen, or working with Horrie in the allotment, or walking through the country with my camera. James hated walking and wasn’t particularly keen on mud, so even if he was home he wouldn’t come with me on those excursions. Instead, Richie would come, and I’d pack sandwiches and we’d walk for miles. Afterwards, I’d use the photos I took to illustrate the newsletter.

Although I would have preferred it if James was here with me, I realised that I’d built myself a life in Brookford that didn’t rely on him; and he’d done the same in London, without me. I missed the way we used to be and wished we could go back there.

The sun hadn’t yet reached my spot on the hill and my bottom was getting cold. I grimaced at the dirt on my hands and wiped them against the now wet bum of my jeans. James would probably have something to say about that ‒ I giggled at the thought. Poor James; he was always so immaculately put together and I so often forgot to be.
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An hour or so later I let myself back into the cottage and set about preparing breakfast. I’d made up a batch of potato scones before James arrived home yesterday afternoon, and planned to serve them with the smoked salmon I’d picked from the fridge at Blossoms. It was from a new supplier so I’d told Richie that I needed to test it out, just in case. I topped the scones with slices of salmon, a dollop of crème fraîche (also from the garden centre) and a sprig of dill snipped from my garden. Finally, I made tea in James’s favourite pot and took it upstairs to him on a breakfast tray. James hated eating anywhere other than at the table, but made an exception for special breakfasts.

After placing the tray carefully on the bedside table, I took my wet jeans off and replaced them with some loose pyjama pants. James stirred, but didn’t wake. I straddled him and moved up his body until my lips could reach his.

‘Mmm,’ he said softly, ‘that’s a lovely way to wake up.’ He registered my sweater and socks. ‘Have you been out already?’

‘Uh-huh,’ I murmured, kissing my way down his throat and across his chest. ‘Just for a walk.’

‘Not in those I hope.’ He held me back to indicate the pyjama bottoms.

‘Absolutely not.’ I lowered myself down on him. ‘Would you like me to get rid of them now?’

‘I think that would be an excellent idea,’ he said, his hands working their way under my jumper to pull it over my head.

Unlike the haste of last night, our lovemaking was slow and satisfying ‒ the way it should be on a lazy Sunday morning. Afterwards, while I snuggled under the duvet, James went downstairs to make a fresh pot of tea. We sat up in bed and nibbled at the scones and sipped at the tea, chatting lightly about New York: the places we’d go, the sights James wanted to show me. It felt so much like we used to be that I wanted the morning to last forever. Perhaps James was right: we needed New York to bring us together again.

Too soon the mood was interrupted by a text.

James picked his phone up from the bedside table and read it with a frown. ‘I’m sorry, darling, I’m going to need to leave for London a few hours earlier than I planned.’

‘Was that India?’ I tried to keep the irritation from my voice.

‘Yes.’ He sounded distracted. ‘Jeremy’s asked to see me before I fly out tomorrow morning.’

Jeremy was James’s general manager.

‘On a Sunday night?’

‘We’ll go to his club. You understand, don’t you, darling?’

His look was pleading and I melted immediately.

‘Of course I do.’

He leaned across and kissed me, but I could see his mind was already on leaving.
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CHAPTER THREE
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‘When that kettle comes to the boil, can you move it to the window for me, please?’ I asked, fiddling with the arrangement in front of me.

Outside the rain was pelting down. It was cold enough that on higher ground it was probably falling as snow.

‘Won’t it make the glass fog?’ Richie asked.

‘Uh-huh.’ I checked the arrangement through the viewfinder on my camera, and moved the jam jar I’d filled with woody herbs to the opposite side of the plate. ‘That’s the whole idea: I want the condensation on the window in the background. It says that it’s still cold outside without me having to spell it out.’

Richie nodded his understanding and obligingly moved the kettle away when the required level of fogginess had been achieved.

My subject was a plate of the peanut butter and chocolate chip cookies I’d made yesterday afternoon after James had left for London. I’d decided to shoot what was left of them before Richie demolished the lot. They were much more photogenic than the bowl of parsnip risotto I was intending to feature in the February newsletter. Even though I’d styled the soup with a drizzle of chilli oil, I was running out of creative ways to make beige food look appealing.

Richie smiled at me. ‘Are you right now? Can I go back to what I was doing before you decided you needed a photographic assistant?’

‘Yes, you’re released from your duties. And when these little babies are released from theirs, it’s your turn to make the tea.’

‘You’re on,’ he said, returning to the papers on his desk.

The centre was empty of customers and I cursed everything about January that made work so quiet and gave me more time to think about the New York bombshell. I looked out the window. Yep, still raining. I sighed.

Richie looked up. ‘That was a heavy sigh.’

‘I hate January.’

‘I thought you hated February more. Next you’ll be telling me that you’re bored.’ He grinned.

‘Well, I am bored and I hate them both equally: January and February.’

‘Okay, I’ll ask the question. Why do you hate January so much?’

‘That’s easy. Because I love December, and you’re as far away from December as it’s possible to be in January.’

He laughed. ‘You just like being able to drink mulled wine at 10 am while wearing a Christmas sweater.’

In the lead-up to Christmas I wore a different Christmas-themed sweater each day.

‘What’s not to like about that? And don’t forget the Christmas markets ‒ even you like those.’

‘True, but January means a new year and you like new starts. Your birthday’s in January ‒ surely you like that?’

‘The problem with new starts is that something else has to end ‒ and I don’t like that. Plus, my birthday is just for one day, and it’s not something that anyone other than me looks forward to. Not like Christmas. That’s so everywhere that the day itself is an anti-climax.’ I paused to nibble the edge of a cookie. ‘And the problem with February is that it’s so in-between. You know that spring’s coming and you have lots to do to be ready for it, but you can’t do any of those tasks because the weather’s terrible. It wouldn’t be like that on your side of the world. I bet it’s sunny and gorgeous.’

‘It is down south. Up north, though, and across the ditch to Sydney, it’s hot and uncomfortably humid.’

‘It would still be better than this.’ I sighed again. ‘You stay there ‒ I’ll make the tea.’

I reboiled the kettle and popped teabags into mugs, then rubbed at the window to look out. Yuck.

‘What are you working on?’ I asked as I placed Richie’s tea on the coaster on his desk and looked over his shoulder at the drawings he’d been concentrating on. 

He spread the sketches across the workbench. ‘My garden.’

‘The one you’ll do for Chelsea?’ Although his plan was to eventually go home to Queenstown and work in the family business designing gardens, his dream was to one day have one of his designs exhibited at the Chelsea Flower Show. ‘The way you’ve drawn it, the garden looks almost like a lake ‒ or a flowing river. What are you using? Flax?’

He looked impressed. ‘Nice. New Zealand flax. The way it flows in the breeze sometimes looks like wind moving across water. I want the whole thing to look like Lake Wakatipu makes me feel.’ He paused, embarrassed, and focused his attention on the pages in front of him.

‘Don’t stop. I love listening to you talk about it. It sounds wonderful.’

‘It is. It’s home. I’d like you to see it one day. There’s an area outside of town, on the way out to Glenorchy, where the lake and the mountains seem to go forever. When you’re there and seeing it, you wonder how you can ever want to be anywhere else. It’s magnificent on a blue day, and intense as all hell on a grey one. It’s almost as if the mountains have their own story to tell. In a way, I guess they do.’ He gazed out the foggy window into the soft drizzle, but I knew that wasn’t what he was seeing. ‘The lake breathes, you know ‒ in and out. The Maori say it’s the beating heart of the giant who created the lake when he was killed. They say the heart of a giant can never be stopped.’ He turned to look into my eyes and said softly, ‘You’d love it ‒ I know you would.’

I felt something shift in my tummy and hung my head to hide my confusion.

Then I blurted it out: ‘We’re moving to New York. James told me on Saturday night.’

Richie turned away and gathered his drawings, sliding them back into the pages of his sketchbook. I watched his back, waiting for a reaction.

Finally he said, ‘What about you? What do you think about it?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s a great opportunity for James ‒ he’s really excited. On the bright side, it means I’ll see more of him. That has to be a good thing, right?’ I forced a wide smile. Richie didn’t smile back. ‘Besides, what am I doing here? Sitting around in a potting shed playing at being a gardener, writing a silly little newsletter and taking photos of plates of food and vegetables while I wait for my husband to come home? I’m not like you ‒ I don’t have an ambition or a plan. I just have James.’

‘What about your dream to have a cafe selling food sourced from your garden? Soups, salads, muffins, all-day breakfast, mac cheese of the month ... what about that? And the cookbook and recipe cards?’

I shook my head. ‘That’s just a fantasy.’

‘It’s more than that. You’ve planned the fit-out in almost as much detail as I’ve planned my Chelsea garden. Light and airy with polished concrete floors, you said. Local art on the walls, plants hanging from the ceiling, and the whole space opening up to a sun-filled pergola with wisteria providing colour and shelter in the spring and summer, and letting light through in the winter. A herb garden out the front so you can wander out and snip from it as you need to, and raised vegetable beds. Like a potting shed, but with food, and stock from local producers ‒ like we do here. Nothing matching, you said. I’ve been listening.’

He certainly had been.

‘I know, but it’s all a bit silly when you think about it. James is a management consultant ‒ he belongs in cities. I’m his wife, and I belong wherever he is. Anything else is unrealistic.’

He nodded slowly. ‘You’re right, of course.’ He looked at me closely and I felt my tummy flip again. ‘I’ll miss you. It won’t be the same without you here, Hendo.’

I felt him watching me when I turned away to look out the window.

He paused, then asked, ‘When will you go?’

‘Not for a few months. It’ll take that long for all the visa and transfer paperwork to be done, so James will continue to commute until then. I’ll need to find a tenant for the cottage. James is sorting out an apartment over there for us, and we’re leaving the London flat as it is for when he needs to come back.’ I didn’t look at him as I spoke. ‘James wants me there for summer, so I guess I’ll go sometime in May or June.’

‘What will you do there?’

‘What does any woman do in New York?’ I plastered a bright smile onto my face. ‘Shop, sightsee and lunch. It’s most women’s dream come true ‒ to be a lady of leisure in the best city in the world.’

‘But not yours,’ he said quietly. ‘That’s not you, Maxi. That’s not who you are.’

‘Maybe not,’ I conceded. ‘But James is my husband and I love him. My place is wherever he is.’

‘Sounds like it’s already decided.’ There was no expression in his voice.

I turned to meet his eyes. ‘I guess it is.’

‘He’s a lucky man, your James. I hope he knows that.’ 

I felt my cheeks grow warm under his gaze. He swallowed and dropped his eyes from mine.

‘The rain’s stopped. If you can make a start on the seedlings in the polytunnel, I’ll get the furniture moved back outside. What time did you say Tom will be here to help me load the truck for the Swinbournes’ delivery?’

I glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘He should be here soon. I’ll see you at one for lunch?’

‘Thanks, but you eat when you’re ready ‒ don’t wait for me today. I’ll just heat some soup when I’m done.’

He pulled his boots on and went outside.
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Horrie’s reaction to my impending move was just as enthusiastic as Richie’s had been. Monday’s bad weather continued throughout the week and it was Friday before he and Lucy dropped in at Blossoms with a flask of spiced cauliflower soup. Horrie made at least one pot of soup each week from whatever vegetables were in the allotment, freezing the excess for lunches during times of the year when the garden wasn’t quite so generous. 

Horrie shrugged off his rain jacket and hung it with ours. As always at this time of year, he was dressed in his work pants, a checked flannel shirt under a grey chunky-knit jumper, and his well-worn black boots. He brushed a few stray raindrops from the wool before pulling a chair out from the round table where Richie and I usually ate our lunch. Lucy flopped in her usual position: on the rug near the heater.

Horrie rubbed at his left knee and grimaced when he sat down.

‘Knee still playing up?’ I asked.

He scratched at his thick white hair. ‘It’ll be right tomorrow,’ he said, grinning ruefully, his still blue eyes twinkling in his lined face.

‘Hmmm.’

‘Don’t you be worrying about it, lass. It’s just a touch of arthritis. This heater and a mug of soup will help warm it through.’

He was probably right. Although lanky, Horrie was still deceptively strong ‒ something he put down to his daily walks, the work in the garden, good food, good women, and his daily pints. It was easy to forget he was in his late seventies.

That day we’d been offering tastings of a new cheese from Westfarm Dairy, so I dropped nuggets of it into the piping hot soup. Richie cut slices of baguette that we spread with Westfarm’s wonderful butter and the three of us sat around the heater nursing our mugs.

‘Bit quiet today,’ remarked Horrie.

‘It’s been quiet all week,’ said Richie. ‘Aside from people coming in for supplies from the fridge, it’s been dead. Half the time I think they only drop in to see what Maxi’s left on the counter.’ He grinned at me. ‘Maybe we should post to our Instagram account on the days she brings in baking ‒ we’d be bound to get extra traffic.’

I shrugged, an innocent look on my face. 

‘All I’ve sold today is firewood and feta,’ he continued. ‘I had to call Westfarm this morning to order more. Can you let me know in advance what you’ll be featuring in February’s newsletter so I can stock up? I think half of the Cotswolds have been making cauliflower salads this month.’

‘You know I don’t plan these things in advance,’ I told him.

‘Don’t I just. I’m impressed you’ve already started on February’s column – makes a nice change. What’s going to happen next? You’ll clean your desk?’

‘When I’m this bored, anything is possible.’

‘Young Jim home this weekend?’ Horrie asked, ignoring our banter. His grin told me that he didn’t need reminding how much my husband hated being called Jim.

‘No.’ I looked away, unable to meet Horrie’s eyes. ‘The thing is ... well ...’

‘You getting a divorce, lass?’ Horrie didn’t appear upset about that possibility.

‘No! Of course not.’ I looked at Richie for support. He raised his eyebrows to indicate I was on my own in this one. ‘Why would you think that?’

Horrie shrugged. ‘No reason. But it’s not much of a marriage when you never see each other.’

I thought about making an appropriate retort, but caught Richie’s warning glance just in time. ‘The thing is, James has been offered a role in New York and ... well, we’re moving over there. It won’t be forever ‒ just a couple of years ‒ but it’ll set James up to come back to something really senior.’

I held my breath and looked into my soup mug while I waited for Horrie’s reaction. I didn’t need to wait long.

‘Yeah, I heard something like that. I was wondering when you were going to tell me.’

I wasn’t expecting that. ‘Where did you hear about it?’

I sent an accusing glance to Richie who shook his head.

‘Duncan might have mentioned something.’

‘But how did he ... Never mind.’

If you wanted to know anything in a village, ask the publican.

‘I told him the same I’ll tell you ‒ I think it’s a bloody stupid idea,’ Horrie said, his whiskery chin firming. ‘What do you think you’ll do over there?’

‘It’s not about me, Horrie, it’s where James will be working. It’s a good thing, really it is.’ I didn’t know who I was trying to convince: him or me. ‘Isn’t it, Richie?’ My eyes pleaded with him to support me.

‘Don’t involve me in this. Anyone need more bread?’

‘Did you have a say in the decision?’ Horrie’s gaze was sharp as he waited for my answer.

‘It means we’ll be together again ‒ James won’t be travelling as much.’

We both knew I’d avoided the question.

‘Hmmm.’ Horrie didn’t sound convinced. ‘You probably won’t see any more of him ‒ you’ll just be in the same country is all.’

I shrugged, unable to argue with that. James had always worked long hours, and entertaining clients and colleagues outside the office had always been part of the job.

‘Have you told your mother?’

I nodded. ‘I emailed her the other day. We haven’t talked about it, but I’m sure she’ll support the decision.’

‘I wouldn’t be too sure, lass. She could just be biting her tongue until she’s home.’

I felt my own chin beginning to jut out. ‘I’m twenty-nine years old, Horrie ‒ there’s not a lot she can do about it.’

‘Here we go,’ Richie muttered and he shifted in his chair.

‘You haven’t answered my question: what will you be doing over there?’ Horrie’s tone was even, but it felt like his eyes were piercing mine.

‘Oh, you know: what every woman dreams of doing in New York. I’ll shop and lunch and get my nails done.’ I glanced down at my stubby unpainted fingernails. ‘That’s probably not a bad thing.’

He grunted. ‘That’ll keep you occupied for the first couple of days. You’re not that kind of woman.’

‘Well, maybe it’s about time I grew up and became that kind of woman.’ I glared back at him.

Richie stood up and collected our mugs. ‘Okay, I’ve seen that look on both your faces before. Anyone else for a soup top-up?’

Horrie and I ignored him and he escaped into the shop.

We glared at each other for a few more seconds. I was the first to drop my eyes.

‘Perhaps you’re right,’ I said. ‘I’m doing it though. I have to ‒ he’s my husband and my place is with him.’

Horrie relaxed as well. ‘That’s as maybe, lass, but you also deserve to be happy and I can’t see you being satisfied with that sort of life.’

‘James makes me happy,’ I said quietly. ‘There’ll be time for me to follow my dreams when we come back. Please, Horrie ‒ I know this wasn’t my decision, but I’m going with him.’ My eyes were pleading with him to understand. ‘I’d prefer to do it with your blessing.’

He nodded thoughtfully. ‘I wish you luck then.’ He stood and whistled for Lucy, then kissed my cheek. ‘Just be sure that it’s Jim who makes you happy, not the thought of staying married. Remember, lass, you have choices too.’

I couldn’t think of an appropriate answer before he called goodbye to Richie and left.
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The shop remained annoyingly quiet for the rest of the afternoon, so in the absence of anything more meaningful to do I played around with some parsnip recipe ideas for next month’s newsletter. That kept me occupied for all of about ten minutes ‒ parsnip wasn’t the world’s most interesting vegetable. Try as I might, I couldn’t forget Horrie’s comments. Why had he jumped straight to divorce? Surely he knew I loved James? I’d always known that Horrie didn’t have a lot of respect for James ‒ at times it felt as though he was laughing at him ‒ but I still didn’t know where the divorce idea had come from.

‘Why do you think Horrie jumped to that conclusion?’ I asked Richie later that afternoon.

‘What conclusion would that be?’ I heard the patient smile in his voice as he looked up from the accounts.

‘When he asked if I was divorcing James, of course.’

‘Is that what you’ve been mulling over all afternoon?’ Richie pushed his paperwork aside. ‘I don’t think he meant anything by it, Maxi. You know how Horrie likes to light your spark every so often. I’d say he was just a bit pissed that he found out about the move from Duncan.’

My shoulders slumped. ‘I suppose so. How does Duncan know these things?’

Richie shrugged. ‘It’s a talent. Perhaps Horrie assumed you wouldn’t want to leave Brookford and that’s why you hadn’t said anything to him.’

‘He’s right on that count ‒ I don’t want to leave Brookford. I have everything I need here.’

‘Except James.’ Richie said it so quietly that I wasn’t sure at first that I’d heard him.

‘Do you think it’s a stupid idea – me going to New York?’

He groaned. ‘Oh, Maxi, don’t ask me that. This has nothing to do with me. Besides, you’ve made it clear that you are going.’

‘But what do you think?’ I knew the question I was asking was impossible for him to answer. ‘Please, Richie, I want to know.’

‘I think it’s a big decision to have made without consulting you.’ He paused. ‘I think that’s the point Horrie was trying to make too.’

I opened my mouth to argue, but he stopped me.

‘Don’t say it. I know my track record with long-term relationships isn’t great so I have no experience of these things, but I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t make a call like that without talking it through with my partner.’ At the look on my face he shrugged one shoulder. ‘You asked me the question, and I answered it. I’m sorry if you don’t like the answer.’ With that he piled up the papers he’d been working on and moved across to the filing cabinet to put them away.

I walked around to where he was and stood with my hands on my hips. ‘I’ll have you know that even though I didn’t get a say in it, I think this could be a good thing ‒ for both of us.’ 

‘That’s good then.’

‘I could have a rooftop garden like in Sex and the City ‒ you know the episode where they have a hotdog party on the roof?’

‘No, I’m not familiar with it ‒ I didn’t know you were either.’

I waved his comment away. ‘I’m not really, but Mirry was addicted so I had no choice. But my point is, I can have a rooftop garden, and shop at farmers’ markets. In the movies they always shop at farmers’ markets.’

I made a mental note to google farmers’ markets when I got home.

‘Yes, I’m sure they do.’ His sigh was audible.

‘So whatever you say, I think I can build a life for myself in New York. It won’t be the same as in Brookford, but that doesn’t mean I won’t enjoy it.’

Richie finally turned and looked at me. ‘I thought the whole point of this
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