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Life begins at forty…

Trish Ford always dreamed of living in a little chocolate box village like Cornfield – but she never expected to be starting over at forty! Joining the Cotswolds Cookery Club seems like the perfect recipe for finding happiness again, along with her new friends Connie, Melody and Kate.

From mouth-watering paella to sweet, honey-drenched pestinos, Trish finds a delicious distraction in the Spanish cuisine whilst doing her best to deal with her stroppy teenage daughter and her cheating ex-husband and his pregnant girlfriend.

But it will take all of Trish’s new-found confidence – and maybe a helping of her irresistible leche frita – to risk her heart on hunk single dad Steve…

Fans of Milly Johnson, Caroline Roberts and Jill Mansell will love this heartwarming read!

The Cotswolds Cookery Club is a story told in three parts. A Taste of Spain is part two.
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ALICE ROSS

escaped her dreary job in the financial services industry a few years ago and has never looked back. Dragging her personal chef (aka her husband) along with her, she headed to Spain, where she began writing witty, sexy romps destined to amuse readers slightly more than the pension brochures of her previous life. Now back in her home town of Durham, when not writing, she can be found scratching out a tune on her violin, walking her dog in wellies two sizes too big (don’t ask!) or standing on her head in a yoga pose. Alice loves to hear from readers, and you can follow her on Twitter at @AliceRoss22 or on facebook.com/alice.ross.108.




Chapter One

Trish Ford stared across the kitchen table at the slogan emblazoned on daughter Amber’s T-shirt.

The difference between your opinion and pizza is that I ask for pizza.

Amber’s plentiful range of T-shirts included other insightful maxims perfectly suited to her fifteen years – such as Whatever, Shh No One Cares and I’m Not Always Rude And Sarcastic – Sometimes I’m Asleep.

Trish had often considered printing a range for forty-two-year-old mothers like herself, featuring slogans such as It’s All Downhill From Here, Life Does NOT Begin At 40, or to sum up her feelings today – I Don’t Know Why I Bother.

A phrase she seemed to be employing with depressing regularity of late.

She didn’t, for example, have any idea why she bothered cleaning Amber’s room, given it reverted to its default state of carnage within two hours. Nor had she any idea why she bothered ironing piles of Amber’s newly laundered clothes each week, when the girl insisted on everything being reironed the day she decided to wear it. And why on earth she’d bothered spending two hours in the kitchen making a chicken and tarragon plate pie for dinner, just to watch her daughter pick at a few runner beans, then shuffle the rest about her plate with a look of disgust clouding her pretty features, completely passed Trish by.

Her doleful musings were cut short by an announcement from the fruit of her loins.

‘Actually,’ sniffed Amber, setting down her fork and shaking back her mass of honey-blonde corkscrew curls, ‘I’ve decided to become a vegetarian. Have you seen how they force-feed chicken and geese to produce foie gras?’

Trish hadn’t. Nor did she want to. And not because of a lack of interest in animal welfare: all their cast-offs went to the RSPCA charity shop, she made a monthly contribution to the World Wildlife Fund, and the only eggs that ever entered her kitchen were those produced by the happiest and most liberated of chickens. Today, though, she had other matters on her mind. Matters far closer to home, which were the reason she’d spent so long slaving over the proverbial hot stove: to try and take her mind off them.

Over the years, Trish had trialled a range of relaxation techniques, including running (which didn’t last long due to it involving far too much… well… running), yoga (she’d fallen asleep in the relaxation section at the end and woken up dribbling) and meditation (during which, despite several attempts, numerous scented candles and a CD of “singing” whales, she’d failed to prevent her mind straying to crucial matters like whether to put on a load of washing). Thankfully, during these trials, one activity had emerged which had completely hooked her. One which, following a course at the local technical college, had revealed a whole new world: cooking. Previously viewing the activity as an unavoidable everyday chore, Trish had discovered that by experimenting with recipes, being adventurous with flavours, attempting dishes from countries she’d never previously have dreamed of visiting, and expanding and perfecting a range of associated skills, cooking not only produced a tangible and – hopefully – delicious result that tickled all the senses, but fascinated, absorbed and – above all – relaxed her.

That fateful morning last October – exactly ten months ago now – when Ian had informed her – over his shoulder as he’d departed for the office – that they needed to have A Serious Chat later, Trish had been so anxious about what The Chat might entail and just how Serious it might be, that she’d rustled up a veritable feast in a bid to calm her nerves. Not that any of it had been eaten. Every morsel had ended up in the bin because The Chat, just as she’d suspected, had been very Serious indeed: Ian was leaving her for his twenty-five-year-old personal assistant, Chloe.

For all her mounting apprehension, Trish hadn’t been surprised. Desperately hoping she might be wrong, she’d spotted all the clichéd signs: the sudden requirement to work later than usual; the whiff of perfume on clothes; the teeth-whitening, intense fascination with hair gel, and the weekly purchasing of yet more designer boxers. Plus, she’d had the unfortunate privilege of being seated next to the rather-too-fragrant Chloe at Ian’s office Christmas party. Despite her own sartorial efforts that evening – a hairdresser’s appointment to pin up her shoulder-length bob – the same honey-blonde as her daughter’s; a new frock – which, although her usual size twelve, flattened and smoothed in all the right places; and outrageously expensive sequined silver sandals – adding four inches to her five-foot-three frame, Trish had found herself wondering – once again – why she’d bothered, as she’d languished in the shade of the radiant – and young – Chloe: a polished, shiny package of toned, tanned perfection, with a degree in business studies, a shimmering sheet of glossy black hair, and an impressive set of 36DDs.

‘So, what do you do?’ the younger woman had demanded, steely green, perfectly made-up eyes boring into Trish’s insipid blue ones.

Trish had been tempted to reply, ‘I’m a naked tightrope walker’. But instead she’d stuck to the truth: ‘I illustrate children’s books.’

One side of Chloe’s plump, glossy mouth had curled upwards. ‘Ducks and things?’

Trish had caught her decidedly less juicy lip between her teeth. That very day she’d been working on a Daisy Duck book. But, judging by the younger girl’s reaction, ducks evidently weren’t “cool” – as Amber would say. ‘Among other things’, she’d replied, as civilly as she could muster.

‘What? Like trains with faces and fat postmen?’

The blatant condescension had caused Trish’s polite smile to dim, anger to stir in her stomach, and her gaze to slide from the girl’s mocking one to the chocolate-orange trifle she’d hardly touched. The urge to tip it down Chloe’s ample cleavage had been overwhelming.

And she suspected, from the way Ian’s eyes had repeatedly migrated to his assistant’s chest, that he’d been experiencing a similar desire – albeit for different reasons.

For a woman who’d not long since “celebrated” her fortieth birthday, the experience hadn’t done much for Trish’s self-esteem, which, for months, had been slowly edging southwards, along with her average 32Bs, her less than pert derrière, and the majority of her flesh.

And now Ian and Chloe were not only shacked up together in the girl’s “luxury apartment”, but another “development” had arisen in their relationship. One Ian – with his well-honed delegation skills – had requested Trish inform their daughter of.

‘You don’t mind telling her, do you?’ he’d bleated on the phone earlier. ‘I think she’d take it better coming from you.’

Trish, though, knew her estranged husband better than that. It wasn’t Amber’s mental wellbeing that concerned him, but his own physical one. What he’d actually meant was, ‘I daren’t tell her because she’ll blow a gasket and very possibly throw things around.’

Given the enormity of the “development”, Trish would have put money on her daughter blowing several gaskets, if not an entire engine. And an extra fiver on her throwing things around. The complete opposite to her behaviour in her more formative years. As a child, Amber’s gaskets had remained polished and intact. And she’d never hurled so much as a proverbial toy out of her proverbial pram. She’d been as close to perfection as Trish could imagine any child being: sleeping through the night from two months old; embracing potty training like it was the latest craze; skipping off to nursery without a backward glance; and eating anything placed in front of her without the slightest demurring.

‘God, she’s perfect,’ her friends would sigh when grumbling about their own offsprings’ failings. ‘You don’t know how lucky you are.’

Trish, though, had been very conscious of her luck. And had always harboured a suspicion it wouldn’t last. That, upon entering teenagerdom, Amber would rebel – coming home with unmentionable parts of her body pierced, and boyfriends who didn’t wash and spoke only in words of one syllable. But she hadn’t. Despite Trish waking up with palpitations on her daughter’s thirteenth birthday, convinced this would be the year it would all go horribly wrong, the child had remained loving, studious and considerate. Which, having heard of some of the mood swings and tantrums other teenagers indulged in, Trish had been relieved and secretly a little smug about. She may have made only minor inroads into the dazzling fine artist’s career she’d planned for herself when she’d sailed out of university with a first-class degree and an esteemed portfolio, but she didn’t mind. Becoming unexpectedly pregnant at twenty-six had been the best thing that had happened to her. And she’d willingly forfeited her design agency job to be a full-time mum – something, although she said so herself, she’d proved rather good at so far, priding herself on the close relationship she and Amber shared, confident they could talk about anything.

Anything, Trish had discovered ten months ago, except the news that Ian was leaving her, or – more specifically – leaving them.

‘I think it would be best if you told her,’ he had – once again – proposed.

‘Actually, I think it would be best if it came from both of us,’ Trish had replied – amazed at her own lucidity, given the bomb which, only seconds before, had obliterated her world.

Ian had cast a meaningful look at his watch. ‘Can’t stay. Chloe’s waiting outside in the car,’ he’d announced, before scuttling to the hall cupboard, yanking out a suitcase he’d prepared earlier, and legging it down the front path at a speed Trish hadn’t witnessed since the day Mott the Hoople concert tickets had gone on sale.

Leaving her to do his dirty work.

Despite the rampant despair and confusion surging through her – plus the overwhelming urge to burrow under the duvet and remain there for the next two decades – Trish had made a valiant attempt to rally, cobbling together some words she hoped made sense, and attempting to break the news to Amber as calmly and rationally as possible: ‘These things happen’; ‘It isn’t the end of the world’; ‘You’ll probably see more of your dad now than you have in the past’; and ‘He’s been working so hard lately, you might not even notice he’s gone’.

She’d been prepared for tears – holding back her own so they could indulge in a synchronised session. She’d been ready to hold her daughter until she sobbed herself dry. And she’d braced herself for some severe name-calling of Ian, the perpetrator. The one eventuality she hadn’t expected had been Amber’s burning fury and the crushing accusation: ‘This is all your fault.’

And that had been that.

The end of life as Trish had known it.

Not only had her husband deserted her, but her once-perfect child, the apple of her eye, the one thing in life of which she’d been proud, had sprouted horns, an attitude, and a chest encased in world-denouncing T-shirts.

And while Amber’s relationship with her father, although frosty at the start, hadn’t taken long to thaw – due to Ian’s polished patter, bags of charm and bulging wallet – relations with Trish had shifted dramatically. The two of them no longer enjoyed heart-to-hearts, fun baking sessions and girly shopping trips. Now, Amber barked orders and Trish obeyed. An unpleasant state of affairs that, Trish knew, stemmed from her guilt. Her daughter’s mortifying indictment that she was responsible for the break-up had scorched her like a branding iron.

Having mentally dissected her relationship with her husband manifold times over the last ten months, and with surgeon-like precision, Trish, however, had failed to reach the same conclusion. In her opinion, her and Ian’s sixteen-year conjugal bond had been a happy one. They’d met on a train – her travelling north to visit her parents, him en route to a boozy weekend in Newcastle with the lads. On her return from the buffet car, the conveyance had jolted to a halt, causing her and her cheese toastie to topple sideways – onto Ian. She’d been embarrassed, oozing apologies. He’d been unfazed, ready with humour. They’d laughed. Chatted. Exchanged numbers. And met up again in London. Eighteen months later, the relationship going from strength to strength, Trish had discovered she was pregnant and Ian had asked her to marry him. Events thereafter included her becoming a mother, and him – in an impressively short time span – becoming a company director, clearing the rungs of the computer software company where he’d worked since graduating at breakneck speed and with several hefty pay rises. With money no issue, and preferring a safer, cleaner, more rural environment to bring up their child, they’d moved from the capital to the adorable village of Cornfield in the Cotswolds – much to Trish’s delight. She’d always dreamed of living in a chocolate-box village, one with a hotchpotch of individual properties, steeped in history and packed with quintessential Englishness. And in a house with windows either side of the door and a cherry tree in the garden. With Ian, that dream had become reality, bringing with it not one, but three, cherry trees, a pear tree, and half a dozen of the apple-bearing variety.

‘This is perfect,’ their friends had cooed. ‘You don’t know how lucky you are.’

But, once again, Trish had. And, once again, she’d harboured the worrying presentiment that her luck wouldn’t last; that something would transpire to burst her perfect bubble.

As, indeed, it had.

In the perfumed – and now-pregnant – form of Chloe.

News of whose impending motherhood Ian – in his usual cowardly way – had requested Trish break to Amber.

Depressingly aware the announcement would go down like a ton of mouldy King Edwards, Trish wondered if, this time, she really might just not bother.


Chapter Two

Following Amber’s “vegetarian” announcement, Trish spent the following morning at the kitchen table scouring the internet for new meat-free recipes. Not that she minded. Since discovering the joys of cooking, she adored trying new recipes and had trialled many during her marriage. Had she not enjoyed the activity so much, she might have found herself looking back after the split and wondering, yet again, why she’d bothered. At the time, she’d naively believed that conjuring up fresh, healthy and occasionally spicy food would result in the satisfying ability to apply the same adjectives to her marriage. She’d stupidly adhered to the age-old adage that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach, when it had since become obvious that the route to more prominent parts of his anatomy included a sharp right along cleavage bypass, stopping off at bikini wax along the way. Still, none of that was Amber’s fault. And while Trish – again rather guilelessly – attempted to inject a little sunshine into her daughter’s world with her culinary offerings – usually received with no more than a begrudging ‘Thanks’ and only then after prompting – she hadn’t thrown in the tea towel and resorted to dishing up beans on toast every night just yet. She hoped this latest vegetarian whim might reignite Amber’s interest in food, because, although Trish loved rustling up the meals, her daughter’s lack of enthusiasm, plus the regular consignment of her efforts to the bin – along with the invested time and money – was becoming ever so slightly irksome.

‘Muuuuum…’ Amber sashayed barefoot into the room – sporting black skinny jeans, a My food is grown not born T-shirt, a side plait and a huge grin.

Jerking up her head from her laptop, Trish’s suspicions vaulted to attention. Her daughter smiling could only mean one thing: she wanted something. And if that something didn’t similarly enthuse Trish, a battle might ensue – or, at the very least, a minor skirmish.

Grasping for stalling techniques, Trish blurted, ‘I thought I’d make vegetarian fajitas for tea.’

‘Sounds yum. Want me to help?’

Oh God. Trish’s heart rate gathered pace. Whatever her daughter wanted, she evidently wanted it a lot.

‘Er, no. It’s okay.’ Then, bracing herself, ‘So, what have you been up to?’ she all but squeaked, dread crashing over her as her vocal cords chimed out the words. She’d bet it involved an all-night rave. Or a booze cruise to Amsterdam. Or piercings.

Amber began fiddling with the sleeve of her T-shirt, which did nothing to ease Trish’s mounting nerves. ‘Welllll… I wondered if you’d mind if I got a paper round.’

A paper round? Trish’s immediate emotion was one of relief. At least a paper round didn’t involve sex, drugs, rock ‘n’ roll or piercings. At least with a paper round there’d be no chance of the police knocking on the door at all hours
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