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Prologue


Anna Carleton knew the nickname they’d given her, though no one had ever called her it to her face – they’d only ever addressed her directly as ‘Chef’. But she’d heard it muttered in the hush after they’d hastily silenced the radio, when she appeared on shift unexpectedly even though the rota said she was off. She winced as she recalled it. Despite the furnace-like heat of that kitchen, she’d made the atmosphere feel chill.

It had burned like ice on her bare skin when she first heard it. But since the night when everything had changed, she’d become softer, like frost slowly melting in spring sunlight. She was a different person now. When she recalled the boss she’d once been, she shivered. She’d thought being severe, even scary, was the best way to earn her staff’s respect, but she’d been mistaken – nothing good grew in a climate of fear. She’d been so focused on getting to the top, she’d chosen the wrong route. After all, climbing to the summit of a mountain is much easier if you have a strong team around you.

She realised that now. But it had taken a life-shuddering shock. Pain twisted her lips as she remembered. She’d answered her buzzing phone – something she always scolded the other chefs for doing – when it rang for the third time in the same minute. She’d pulled it from her pocket and seen the name on the screen, tried to swallow back the terror that sliced through her in that split-second. Then, in the middle of a busy Friday dinner service on a warm summer evening in central London, her life had splintered like the ceramic plate she’d been holding. It had fallen from her hand as she’d taken the call, slipping out of her grasp like a lost last chance. And she’d stood there for god knows how long, surrounded by the people she spent every single day with, yet who suddenly felt like complete strangers, staring at the shattered moon of pale porcelain on the floor, trying to absorb the news.
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‘What do you think?’ asked Dani, the pastry chef, yanking her into the present.

Anna’s stainless-steel surroundings melted away momentarily as the honey hit her tongue. The taste took her back to that big basement kitchen where she’d barked commands at those below her … a real queen bee. She winced.

Dani bit her lip.

Anna blinked away the memory and broke into a smile. ‘That’s perfect.’

Dani grinned back at her. ‘Really?’

Anna nodded, reached for a morsel more of the just-baked sponge to prove it. ‘Well done,’ she added, sprinkling deserved praise like seasoning. It had taken her too many years to find the right ingredients for a happy team, but she hoped she’d finally worked out the recipe.

‘Cheers, Chef,’ said Dani. She was already cracking on with the next part of her prep, concentrating on the bee pollen ice cream now, but her eyes were crinkled with satisfaction.

Anna surveyed the rest of the worktops, watching the hive of activity before her. She took in the hunched shoulders and shining knives, the selection of pans on the stovetop. The chefs moved round each other with steps that could have been choreographed. She glanced at the clock on the wall. Felt a small sting of annoyance. Where was the order from the farm? It should have been here well before now. She swallowed down a sigh. The slightest inconvenience could upset the smooth running of service, no matter how well rehearsed the whole show. She’d go in search of the produce herself, speed up the process, she thought, as she left behind the orchestra of cooking noises and stepped out into the blue-skied June day beyond the back entrance of the restaurant.

Hesta was hers, and that was both a blessing and a curse. She glanced back at the old stone building, a habit but not one of the ones she needed to break. She felt first a burst of pride that this bustling place belonged to her, then the familiar afterburn of burden. It was the first property that she’d actually owned, a dream she’d worked towards for her whole career. Her own restaurant. But over the years, what had once been a personal goal had morphed into something more. Become meaningful in a way she could never have imagined at the start. Greater than the sum of its parts. It wasn’t about her anymore. That wasn’t why she showed up in chef whites every day, though at the age of fifty-three she finally felt in the prime of her life. Since Hesta’s doors had opened ten years ago, she’d felt the increase in responsibility weigh heavily like her cotton clothes were made of chainmail. The restaurant’s name meant ‘Have you?’ in Cumbrian dialect, and what had been a quirky nod to the past was now a constant reminder of things she had to do in the present.

Right now, that was to go to Fell View Farm and figure out why on earth they’d failed to deliver the dairy goods she needed for the rest of the day not to be a disaster.

‘Chef,’ said Sally, the kitchen porter, head bent as she scurried past to go in through the back door, as though she’d half wondered about staying silent to avoid highlighting the fact she was late.

But perhaps that was a shadow Anna herself was casting on the situation. ‘Morning, Sally,’ she replied with a nod and nothing more, and Sally smiled as she disappeared inside.

Anna had learned not to let the inconsequential things cloud those that were important, to focus on the wood, not just the trees. No one could cook anything in that kitchen without Sally constantly working away, a cornerstone in the entire operation.

Anna turned back towards the lane. The farm was on the other side of Buttermere village, but still nearby, barely a ten-minute walk between hedgerows bursting with birdsong. The early-summer colours appeared brighter in contrast to the man-made appliances and silvery surfaces of Hesta’s back-of-house industrial interior. The natural world enveloped her as she strode towards the farm, and she took a moment to focus on the sights surrounding her – without slowing down. Her tendency to rush about was too deeply ingrained. She looked at the vivid shades of brilliant green as the leaves danced on their branches like they were waving as she went past, and she breathed the scent of wild garlic, blown towards her in a blustery gust of breeze from the grass verges that brimmed with it either side of her. The last of the ramsons; a lush carpet of long flat leaves, studded with white star-like flowers, that was laid down by nature every spring. The unmistakeable aroma filled the shady banks and woodlands of her home at this time of year. She didn’t need to look down to recognise it, as familiar as her mother’s favourite perfume.

She twisted her head to gaze at the lake to her left, the landscape claiming her attention as though saving her from herself. The water glinted, celebrating the sunshine, always a gift in this part of the world, never a given. Anna felt the rays warm her face, reminding her how long it had been since she’d spent more than a few minutes outdoors. When was the last time she’d been down to the shore for a swim? She’d been too wrapped up in rotas and reservations and writing the new menu.

The farm came into view, but there was no sign of Rose or Will. She usually dealt with the daughter, had always found Will brusque, but perhaps he’d always thought the same about her. She’d already phoned twice to chase up the order – no answer – and had half expected to encounter one of them coming towards her on her way here. She’d been buying milk and butter from them right from the start, and had been loyal ever since. It shouldn’t be a surprise that she needed them just as urgently as ever.

‘Hello?’ she called out as she entered the yard. Mud sucked at the soles of her shoes, mocking her impractical indoor footwear. She let out a groan. This was not how she should be spending her day. She’d have to change into the spare pair she kept in the staffroom before—

She gasped as a cockerel crowed close by. She clasped a hand to her chest as a clawing sense of irritation spread through her. She struggled to suppress it. She rang the doorbell outside the farmhouse and stood, hands on hips, waiting for someone to answer. When no one did, she walked round the side of the building. The tractor was parked over by the barn, their battered delivery van beside it. So surely someone had to be here. She shielded her eyes from the stark sunlight as she looked about. Beyond the old stone walls the fields were empty of their flock, the lack of white sheep-shaped dots making the square cubes of land look strange, like the blank faces of a dice with no spots.

Anna reached the shed at the far side of the farmhouse, heard a metallic buzz vibrating off the walls. Shearing season. She went inside, tried to shout above the noise of the clippers.

The man wrangling a ewe didn’t look up.

‘Excuse me?’ Anna bellowed. Had he seen her come in? She saw the fleecy mass of sheep milling in the holding pen next to him and didn’t envy the task of tackling them one by one. Too capricious a production line. She peered around the outhouse. There was no sign of anyone else. She watched as the farmhand gently wrestled the animal, saw it relax as he worked, skilfully shedding the wool in one complete piece. She could have clapped if she was that way inclined.

Then the humming of his machinery ceased and he stood up.

‘Have you seen Rose or Will?’ asked Anna, seizing her opportunity, raising her voice so it could be heard above the bleating.

But he was too busy corralling the shorn sheep into a separate enclosure. It looked like a different beast altogether without its furry coat, unrecognisable from the pillow-soft being it had been before, all angular bones and exposed skin. The man wiped his forehead on his sleeve. Then he tilted his head to one side and smiled as he met her gaze. ‘You’re Anna Carleton. The famous chef.’

Anna felt a flash of heat flood her cheeks. He reminded her of Dominik in a way. Similar height, strong build, a complexion created by the Cumbrian countryside. The comparison caught her off guard.

‘Jackson,’ he said, jerking his thumb at his chest.

He looked to be about the same age as Dominik had been back when she’d known him all those decades ago. Late twenties. Handsome, but not in the same way. No one ever could be.

He was staring at her, something she still wasn’t used to no matter how many times she appeared in newspapers or magazines. She’d never think of herself as a local celebrity, but it didn’t stop others doing so.

Jackson spread his arms out. ‘I’ve been in here all morning. I haven’t seen them.’

‘Not to worry,’ said Anna, turning to leave. He was already reaching for another baaing bundle of fluff, head bowed, attention back on the job. Dominik had been like that too, dedicated to the livestock and to looking after the land.

She took a deep breath of fresh air after being in the close, hot atmosphere of the animal shed. Then there in front of her was Rose, walking out of the milking parlour. She slapped her palms to her cheeks. ‘Oh god – I forgot.’

Anna couldn’t quite bring herself to say ‘no problem’: as she aged she had less time for untruths. She dipped her head in acknowledgement. But as Rose got closer, she noticed the girl’s tired eyes and the pale palette with which exhaustion had painted her cheeks.

‘I’ll bring it over now,’ Rose said, already starting back in the direction from which she’d come, as though life didn’t allow her a second’s pause to explain.

Anna found herself following her; she’d seen that expression often enough before, staring out from her own bathroom mirror. That feeling, the suffocating boa-constrictor squeeze of stress, was hard to forget.

Rose was marching at a pace even faster than her own.

Anna hurried to catch up with her. ‘Is everything all right?’ The cockerel cried out, as though ridiculing her question.

‘Yeah, fine, sorry,’ Rose replied without meeting her eye, making her way to the converted barn. She shook her head. ‘This won’t happen again,’ she said sternly, more a reprimand for herself than a promise to anyone else. She stopped suddenly outside the big wooden double doors, turned to look at Anna. ‘Erm, I know this isn’t professional …’ She flapped her fingers like she was physically sifting through words floating in the air, trying to find the right ones faster. ‘I’m sorry to ask, but …’ She bit her lip, appeared to be struggling with something much more difficult to get a grip of than the unpredictable sheep being grappled in the shed. ‘Please could you give me a hand to load it all up?’ A hawthorn-berry blush flushed her face at having to ask for help. ‘Jackson’s busy.’ She jerked her chin at the outhouse. ‘And Dad’s on the quad …’ She grimaced, a prickle of swallowed pride. ‘Seeing as you’re here and …’ Her voice broke, her body betraying the boiling-point emotion bubbling beneath her skin.

‘Yes, of course.’ Anna stuck out her arms, struck by the urgency in Rose’s tone. ‘Two hands. I’m no stranger to hard work.’ She laughed; lifting a couple of crates was nothing.

A look of gratitude washed over Rose, but as Anna stepped forward to go through the doors, she noticed an undercurrent roiling in the young girl’s eyes. As Rose smiled her thanks, Anna could see the doubt there, as clearly as if her pupils were the black dots of two question marks. Do you really understand this pressure? With your smart restaurant and all those staff? And Anna could see something else visible in Rose’s watery gaze. Something more surprising. The image of her own face shining back in miniature. This was exactly how she’d once felt.

‘It’s all ready to go …’ said Rose, gesturing towards the belly of the barn as they walked inside, but Anna’s sight took a moment to adjust to the contrasting light.

Rose was heading for the back wall, where a bank of colossal commercial refrigerators whirred white noise as though whispering a rolling to-do list.

As Anna’s eyes adapted to the dimness, she noticed the newest member of the murmuring choir: a lead singer standing proudly at the front, shaped from aluminium and glass.

A gleaming ice-cream cabinet.

Rose was concentrating on counting quantities of milk and butter, fatigue causing her to lose faith in herself.

Anna frowned as she looked at the display case. No wonder the girl was feeling overwhelmed. Wasn’t this too much to take on in addition to all her usual jobs?

But Anna would have been the same herself if she rewound the clock, she was sure of it. Rose was a fourth-generation farmer, and she was attempting to propel Fell View forward into a new era. It was an impressive plan, Anna thought, as she peered round at the rest of the equipment that had been plugged in and positioned about the place, realising now what was causing Rose to be under so much pressure. The start of a new venture was fraught with possibilities, both good and bad. She watched as Rose gripped the sides of a crate, arms tense with the effort of lifting it. But uncertainty was the heaviest weight in the world.

A rush of admiration mixed with concern coursed through Anna. She knew what it was like when work and life blurred into one. Ingenuity and necessity combined to make a powerful cocktail, but there was a point when it became toxic.

She approached the freezer cabinet, instinctively drawn to see what was inside – always a chef, first and foremost. Flavour combinations whirled in her mind at night; dreams were dress rehearsals for service.

‘It’s empty,’ called Rose, coming back towards her carrying a crate. ‘Can you grab the other one of these?’ She motioned over her shoulder with her head.

Anna’s gaze left the row of silver trays beyond the shimmering sheet of glass beside her. ‘Yes, of course,’ she replied. ‘Have you started production yet?’ she asked as she retrieved the second half of her order – a culinary enquiry was really the only valid reason to chat—

But Rose had vanished.

Anna went outside after her.

Rose was resting the rectangular receptacle she was holding on her knee, one foot on the back bumper of the van, as she unlocked the rear doors. ‘Right, I’ll drive this over straight away,’ she said, taking the second container from Anna and sliding it onto the floor.

Anna craned her neck. The van was crammed full of all sorts of stuff. An open cardboard box was stacked with jars of what looked to be different kinds of toppings for the cones and tubs that would shortly be—

‘Want a lift?’ Rose slammed the back of the vehicle shut, curbing Anna’s curiosity.

‘Oh, that would be great – thanks,’ she said.

Rose was climbing into the driver’s seat, so Anna hurried round to the passenger side.

Anna opened her mouth to speak on several occasions, but silence seemed to have sneaked into the cab with them. She couldn’t quite think of the right thing to say. She had never excelled at small talk.

‘Are you sure you’re okay, Rose?’ she finally said, as Hesta came into sight.

They were business contacts, not friends. What was she doing? As soon as the sentence was out of her mouth, she wished it would blow away straight out of the wound-down window.

But there was something about sitting side by side on the same journey that had persuaded Anna to ask.

She saw Rose’s frame, rigid next to her, arms gripping the wheel as though she could steer the whole farm through anything if she held onto it tightly enough.

She gave a slight nod, not managing to mouth the word ‘yes.’

‘Just got a lot on at the moment.’ Rose swept a sleeve over her face. ‘It’s fine.’

Not ‘I’m fine’, noted Anna.

‘Well, if there’s anything I can do.’ She undid her seat belt.

Rose scrunched up her eyes, like that would force her tears back into her sockets, but one absconded down her left cheek, escaping the cuff of her jumper.

Anna’s fingers hovered on the door handle; should she just get out and leave the girl to it? Or was there something she could do to help?

‘The ice-cream project looks exciting,’ she said softly, hoping positivity would encourage her to be chirpier.

But instead Rose completely broke down, folding her elbows across the steering wheel and resting her forehead on her arms, her body heaving out long-suppressed sobs.

Anna bit her thumbnail. She couldn’t sit here all day, but equally how could she leave the girl in a state like this? She stared out at the blue sky scattered with sheep’s-fleece clouds; the windscreen was a frame capturing this glorious summertime image. But here they were behind the scenes, where the reality of life was the precise opposite of picture-perfect.

Rose shifted in her seat and the van horn blared, making them both jump.

Then laughter stole in through the open window, dissolving a little of the awkwardness.

‘Sorry,’ mumbled Rose, sitting upright.

Anna was unsure whether she was apologising for the shock or for showing such an outpouring of emotion. Maybe both?

‘Right,’ Rose said, though clearly something was seriously wrong.

Anna took a breath, but Rose flung open her door, physically escaping the necessity to talk about anything more.
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Anna shed the white chef’s coat she’d worn to the farm and was reminded of the shorn sheep she’d seen earlier that morning as she shoved it into a laundry bag in the staffroom at the back of the restaurant. The memory of Rose crying was more difficult to shrug off. The image of the girl’s shoulders wrought taut by overwork lingered as she swapped her mud-splattered shoes for a spare pair of kitchen clogs. In her clean outfit, she thought she’d feel refreshed and ready for the rest of the day, but she couldn’t shake the niggling sense that she ought to do something. But what? Surely Rose had the support of her dad, Will. And they employed that farmhand, Jackson, for a start. Perhaps there were others. It wasn’t her place to get involved. Fell View was a supplier, and one that kept itself to itself, slightly apart from the rest of Buttermere, tucked into a fold in the valley.

But even when she was back beside the pass in the midst of the hiss and sizzle of the lunchtime service, she was unable to shift the snapshot of Rose’s wrung-out body slumped over the dashboard—

‘Try this.’ Dani held out a teaspoon.

Anna wasn’t normally the one taking instructions, but she did as she was told. Her focus was usually Sabatier-sharp, but today she wanted someone else to take control. What if that was what Rose was wishing too? Everyone needed a little assistance at some point, after all.

She put the curl of butter Dani had handed her in her mouth, expecting to savour a swirl of soft summer sunshine but instead spluttering as a wave of salt hit her like she’d swallowed a gulp of sea water.

She spat it into the bin.

Dani raised her eyebrows. ‘Same reaction I had – except I swore.’

‘Thanks for sharing the experience with me,’ said Anna, shooting her a sideways glance. She took a swig of water, trying to wash the tingling sensation from her tongue.

‘We’re gonna have to pull it.’ Dani flicked a hand towards the door that divided the kitchen from the front of house.

Anna nodded, eyes watering as though she was still caught in the undertow. ‘It’s already on the tables?’ Her tone alone asked, ‘How many times have I told you to taste everything first?’

Dani slunk away to inform the Maître D, more sheepish than the ewe at Fell View.

Anna sighed. Great. Someone must have already complained. Asked one of the staff to send it back. She imagined a customer buttering a broken-off piece of freshly baked loaf before biting into it – and cringed.

Hesta was supposed to provide the very finest cuisine – Anna prided herself on using prime Cumbrian produce, locally sourced ingredients – but right now it wasn’t even offering the bare minimum required of an eatery. The food ought to at least be edible.

Whatever was going on with Rose and Will further up the road was in danger of impacting the restaurant’s reputation. Her name too; they were inextricably entwined, as synonymous as the Lake District was with water. If Hesta was affected then so was she, and vice versa. And she’d sacrificed so much to get here. She braced herself against the pass, as though she could extract some of the metal’s strength.

She was jolted back to the present by the muttering of the mini printer regurgitating diners’ orders.

She resolved to speak to Rose, as she plucked the scrap of paper from the mouth of the electronic device. She couldn’t afford for Fell View’s errors to affect her business but, beyond that, blunders as big as messing up the entire batch of butter could be dangerous. Farms weren’t the setting for fairy tales. If they were, she and Dominik would still be together.
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The four-hour break in between lunch finishing and dinner starting was when the other chefs left the premises – carried on with the rest of their lives, picked up their kids from school, perhaps crossed paths briefly with their partners as they came home from work, if they weren’t also operating on hospitality’s split-shift schedule – and Anna was alone with her thoughts.

It was close to four o’clock now. The countertops had been scoured and gone were the shouts and steam of mid-service. At this time, and late at night, when the last diner had long gone and the front-of-house staff had disappeared, the kitchen was a silent stainless-steel temple. Usually, she relished the opportunity for contemplation, appreciated the peace. But today she was craving fresh air.

She opened and closed chiller cabinets, checking stock, making sure everything was correctly labelled, and recalled the chorus of ice-cream-making apparatus up at the farm. The beginnings of a headache throbbed at the edge of her vision like a thunderstorm on the horizon. Just as she was about to slam the fridge door, she saw the rows of golden roundels that Dani had stayed late to create. Enough to see them through that evening and the following day. Anna made a mental note to add an extra hour to her timesheet. Her shoulders lowered as she closed the door, as though someone had literally lifted a load from her. She would be totally lost without her team.

She completed her post-service rituals, grabbed the well-worn wicker basket from the back room, and stepped into the surprisingly cold afternoon. Even the sun was on a break, barely visible behind a vapour-gauze curtain, suspended in the sky on a hammock of cloud. She took a deep breath of first-of-June-scented air. Notes of fresh green foliage and impending rain.

She tried calling Rose’s phone but reached voice mail. The drone of the new units arranged in the barn echoed in Anna’s mind. She walked briskly along the lane towards the farm; figuring out the best way to tell Rose about the unpalatable butter was more complex than putting together an entirely new menu. She’d have to carefully formulate exactly what she was going to say, but how? Her words only seemed to flow when good food was involved.

Soon the fields that fringed Fell View came into sight as she rounded the corner. But there was something she had to do first. She diverted down a wild and weedy bridle path, far enough away from the few cars that hardly amounted to traffic, till she was among the filigree fronds of the freely growing grass. It was in secret-seeming places like this, hidden in plain sight, where the best foraging was to be done. She began filling the wicker basket she’d brought with her, eager to finish the task ahead of the imminent downpour. Clouds collected above the mountains like they were having a meeting, deciding when to burst. She carefully cut the lace-like heads of the creamy-white elderflowers. It was important to pick them when the buds were newly opened on a fine, still day. Dominik had told her that. She lay them gently in the bottom of the basket one by one, and as the frothy-blossomed bouquet became bigger, ideas began to bloom in Anna’s brain. It was when she was surrounded by the dynamic magic of the countryside, watching the flora and fauna unfold as the four seasons unfurled one after the other, that she came up with her best recipes. Elderflower champagne sorbet. Crisp sweet-batter-dipped fritters. She bent closer to gulp a lungful of the refreshing elderflowers. Their citrusy smell was a tonic.

Then she leaped upright as the roar of a quad bike ripped through the calm air before coming to a stop at the entrance to the bridleway before her.

Will’s knuckles were white on the handlebars, his hair a mass of tousled strands resembling the knotted tangle of grass at Anna’s feet. His face was red with rage and a day of being out on the wind-whipped hills. ‘’Scuse me. What are you doing?’ The engine rumbled a low background growl.

Anna held up her basket like she was surrendering a weapon.

‘This is our land,’ stated Will with a tilt of his chin.

‘I know, I asked Rose if I could … I mean I’ve always …’

The fragrant hedges flanked her like a natural fortress, defending her.

‘We run the farm jointly. The decision is both of ours.’

His arms were stiff, unmoving, as though demonstrating his stance on the matter.

‘Right, well, I’ll go then.’

Suddenly the lane was like a runway, the luminous elderflowers lighting the way for her to leave.

‘Would you like these, seeing as they’re yours?’ She offered him the bunch of fresh florets, sending a waft of their summer-fruit scent into the deepening sky.

The aroma seemed to sweeten him slightly.

‘No. Keep ’em.’ His voice had softened.

‘I’ll find them elsewhere from now on.’ Anna stomped her way back onto the road.

Will sighed, loudly enough that Anna heard it over the reverberating sound of the motorbike. ‘Sorry, I’m …’

‘Being ridiculous?’ suggested Anna before she could prevent herself, the grumble of the vehicle seeming to lull, rendering her voice audible. Perhaps she’d said the words with the same force as she felt them.

Will’s face was moon-pale like a chastened child.

‘I’ve picked very little of what is growing, and have left plenty for the wildlife, and as far as I was aware, I had the permission of Fell View Farm.’

Will opened his mouth.

‘That bridlepath is a public right of way,’ Anna continued, flinging out the arm clutching the basket with a flourish.

Will gave a nod. ‘Right you are.’

‘If I’d done something wrong, I’d apologise,’ finished Anna, stepping into the halo-gold glow of the headlamps.

‘Look, I take it back.’ Will’s fingers let go of the handlebars, as if relinquishing control.

‘It’s fine. There are lots of other places I can go,’ said Anna from where she stood in the spotlight, staring back at him fiercely. ‘But, by your own logic, you’re equally responsible for the late – and faulty – food order we received at the restaurant this morning.’

‘What do you mean?’

Anna was satisfied by the confusion in his voice, the fact that his high horse had transformed back into a four-by-four.

‘You and your daughter are jointly accountable for that. You said so yourself.’

‘Eh?’

‘Both of you must have decided that butter delivery was fit for purpose – which it was not.’ Her lips were pinched like some of the salt taste was still in her mouth.

‘I don’t know about this.’ His palms were back on the bike’s handlebars, but he was struggling to grasp the situation.

‘If I can’t rely on the quality of the produce to be consistent, I’ll have to pull the contract.’ It wasn’t a threat; she spoke the truth. Hesta’s name was at risk.

Will’s brow crumpled. ‘Please don’t do that. We can refund you for—’

‘A restaurant is only as good as its worst meal.’ Anna’s mantra could have been inked on her skin.

Will dipped his head. ‘I don’t know how that happened.’ He might have apologised but the words were drowned by the grizzle of the quad’s engine. ‘We need your business …’ he said, his desperation loud and clear. ‘Supplying Anna Carleton is … well, if that stops, we’ll lose other accounts.’

Anna could sense him spiralling as keenly as if she was watching him ride a helter-skelter.

‘Rose has been distracted with one of her schemes.’ A flash of irritation crossed Will’s face, like lights flickering before a power cut. He lacked the energy to elaborate.

Anna raised her eyebrows. ‘I saw the ice-cream machine when I came round to chase up my order.’

‘I’ve told her to stop.’ Will shook his head.

‘I thought it was a partnership?’

‘We can’t afford to be messing around …’ He exhaled, scraped a hand through his hedge-straggle hair. ‘We have to focus on the farm, stop faffing about with pipe-dreams.’ A glimmer of fatherly pride replaced his frustration, like the rosy rays of dawn after the darkness of night. ‘She’s a clever girl but we can’t cope with any more on our plate.’

‘It’s a good idea though, diversifying, bringing the farm into the modern day …’

Will visibly bristled like his back was covered in hedgehog spines. ‘We’re going to sell it, all that equipment.’ The storm-cloud expression was back. ‘Shouldn’t have bought it in the first place. We don’t have the money and she doesn’t know what she’s doing when it comes to …’

‘If there’s anything I can—’

Will cocked his head, saying, without even speaking, ‘You’re a chef, not a farmer, for goodness’ sake.’

Usually people treated Anna with reverence, smiling when they encountered her, like she was a standing stone on a mountain summit. They would whisper, ‘Look, it’s Anna Carleton’ when they spotted her out and about in Buttermere; locals liked to think they were part of her inner circle purely because they lived in the same place. But not Will. Although Fell View and Hesta belonged to the same landscape, and each embodied the same principles, championed Cumbrian food, he always seemed to give the impression he disagreed with what she did. It was as though he believed her elevated dishes were a desecration of decent meat and veg. But he’d never even been through the restaurant’s doors.

‘I’d better get back.’ Anna glanced at her wrist, the universal mime for mentioning the time; she didn’t wear a watch. Her natural habitat was the kitchen, and it had a clock.

‘Aye, I’ve got milking to do.’ He gave a parting nod and the quad bike snarled before he disappeared out of sight.

The restaurant was packed, even though it was a Wednesday night, and when Anna sent the last main course over the pass, she and the other chefs gave a sigh of relief. She helped with the clean down, then left Dani in charge of any remaining desserts, and said goodbye to Sally, who was midway through a metallic mountain of pans, on her way out. Trusting her staff to do their jobs in her absence was something she’d realised was crucial; looming over them in her uniform like a snow-capped peak wasn’t helpful. And working every second of the day wasn’t good for anyone – she’d discovered that herself the hard way. An executive chef, worn-down and waxy-faced, could burn out as quickly as the waning flame of a tea light.

Anna checked her phone in the back room. There was a message from Rose saying she’d drop off a replacement order of butter when the evening service was over. Anna might be done for the night but did Rose ever get to stop? She pulled on her coat and walked out of the door, passing the pair of candle lanterns that stood either side of Hesta’s entrance as the final flicker of fire left one of the wicks.

Anna shoved her hands in her pockets. Should she wait and speak to Rose?

The van swung into sight before she had chance to decide.

Twilight was descending on Buttermere and Rose was a silhouette as she stepped down from the driver’s seat. But dusk wasn’t to blame for the fact she was a shadow.

Anna took the box Rose handed to her. ‘Thanks.’

Rose’s arms went limp as she let go of the crate, like a little more energy had left her body. ‘I hope it didn’t cause too much trouble.’

Anna let the sentence disappear into the dark. ‘I saw your dad.’

Rose’s forehead crumpled. ‘He didn’t come round?’

Anna shook her head. ‘I was picking elderflowers in the lane.’ She left out the confrontation, figured Rose had enough reasons of her own to disagree with him, without Anna adding to the inventory.

‘He said you’re stopping with the ice cream?’

Rose folded her arms. ‘No, because it never even got started in the first place.’ Her eyes shone in the amber light of Hesta’s window.

‘I thought it was a good idea.’

‘Well, Dad didn’t, so …’ Rose glanced at the scatter of stars that seemed to have come out to support her. ‘If we don’t do something, though, that’s it – we’ll have to leave the farm …’ She searched the canopy above, as though there was a constellation called courage. ‘We can’t make a living like this. The price of milk … the cost of—’

Sally slipped out of the back door and jumped, surprised to see her boss still standing there.

‘Night,’ she murmured as she shuffled in the opposite direction, pulling her jacket round her.

Anna raised a hand. ‘See you tomorrow, Sally.’

She turned back to Rose. ‘D’you want to come inside for a sec?’ She understood how Rose thought about Fell View; Anna felt the same about Hesta – as though the very stones of the building were as much a part of her as her own blood and bones. She knew how much the farm meant to Rose; that it was a physical connection to the time when there were three of them who lived there.

Rose sagged against the outside wall.

‘You run the farm between you, though, you and Will.’

Rose looked at her in the fast-fading light. ‘Dad says how can we set up a second business when we can’t manage one.’

‘If you’ve got a plan, I could look over it.’

Rose looked like she’d been about to say something but thought better of it. A retort about it being a completely different kind of venture from Hesta, perhaps.

‘It’s not on me at the moment,’ said Rose, standing upright again.

‘No. I know – can I just put this box down?’ Anna started to make her way towards the rear of the restaurant, glancing over her shoulder at Rose. ‘Come in for a minute. Try some of the syrup I made with your elderflowers. I want to know what you think.’

Rose frowned, confused. ‘You’re one of the best chefs in the country, why would you want my opinion?’

It was only once Anna had squeezed a small stripe of the delicate sauce onto a spoon for her and she’d tasted the perfectly balanced elderflower flavour that the first shoots of excitement began to grow within Rose. She realised Anna hadn’t wanted her advice at all. She was showing her that it was possible to create the incredible out of the ordinary.







4

‘What do you reckon?’ Anna’s expression remained neutral. She wasn’t one for excessive smiling, and the sound of her laugh was rare, reserved for when she really meant it. Her emotions matched her cookery in that respect: every element was on the plate for a reason, there was nothing extraneous or just for show.

‘It’s … delicious.’ A spark of life seemed to have returned to Rose, as though she’d taken a medicinal dose of delight. ‘Really delicious. I don’t know how else to describe it. Different. Like nothing I’ve had before.’

Anna dispensed a drizzle for herself, sampled the restorative shot of concentrated countryside. ‘And to think it comes from a humble hedgerow, hey?’

‘Well, I imagine you do a fair bit of wizardry to get it into that gel.’ Rose regarded the translucent tube as though trying to figure out the background workings of a magic trick.

‘The flavour itself is mainly nature’s doing, though.’ Modesty was the secret ingredient in Anna Carleton’s food; sustainability was her hallmark.

Dani wished them both goodnight, without giving any hint that Rose’s butter blunder had been the last thing she’d needed in an already busy day.

Anna waved ‘bye’ and gave a grateful bow of her head.

Rose was looking at the other containers on the work surface in front of them, reading the black-ink letters on each label.

‘Have a try of this one and see how it compares.’ Anna upturned another squeeze bottle and presented Rose with a glistening deep-red viscous disc this time.

Rose took the spoon; the ruby-jewel sphere sat in the centre of it like a precious stone. ‘Oh wow – that’s incredible,’ she said as the rich-fruit flavour rolled around her mouth. ‘Very … vibrant.’

‘Same plant,’ said Anna, gesturing at the first flask.

‘Really?’ Rose peered at the contrasting colours of the containers each condiment had come from.

‘The first one was made from the flowers, the second from the berries,’ said Anna.

‘That’s amazing.’ Rose angled her head as she listened.

‘A taste of summer, and a taste of autumn,’ continued Anna. Speaking the information out loud was like bringing a little bit of Dominik back. Her mum had sparked her love of cookery, but it had been him that had taught her everything she knew about foraging; he’d explained the contents of the wild larder that lay beyond the bricks and roads of Buttermere and stretched out towards the horizon as far as you could see. He’d shown her the treasures that were unburied, there for the taking, and shared with her those that were cleverly concealed and so even more rewarding. He’d understood that some things required a little more care and attention to blossom to their full potential – helped her see that plants were just like people, in that sense.

Rose was still rapt by the array of culinary creations on the worktop. ‘They’re both so …’ She bit her lip as she rummaged for the right word. ‘Fresh.’

‘Mother Earth’s menu is always changing. That’s what keeps it interesting: it shifts with the seasons.’

Rose’s eyes roved over the other receptacles like an avid beachcomber.

Anna was pleased to see energy fizzing from within her once again, wondered whether Rose’s plan to future-proof the farm was perhaps being reignited. She hoped so; she identified with the girl’s fighting spirit, admired her enterprising attitude. ‘What do you think so far?’ she asked, hesitant to ask about the paused project outright in case Rose wilted right there and then.

‘Phenomenal, to be honest,’ replied Rose. ‘Very inspiring. I love the way you take such simple stuff and –’ she splayed the fingers of both hands at the same time, as though she was releasing a giant dash of fairy dust – ‘transform it into things that are so surprising and wonderful …’ She trailed off and a cloud of confusion came to hover over her face. ‘I don’t really understand why you’re showing me all this, though – people book to come here months in advance, travel from the other end of the country to eat your food.’ She flung out an arm in the direction of the back door. ‘I’ve seen customers – and locals – clamouring to catch a glimpse of Anna Carleton at work.’

Anna felt her cheeks scorch like she was standing too close to a searing-hot stove. She’d never become acclimatised
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