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Chapter One

Dorset, Spring, 1966

Just for a moment, Meg was on her own on the station 
platform. She had travelled into deepest Dorset and 
it felt like another world. It was just after two o’clock 
in the afternoon and everything was very still. She 
had time to take in the hanging baskets, the tubs of 
scarlet tulips, narcissi and blue grape hyacinths, the 
sense of peace. It was an unseasonably hot day for 
April and waves of heat shimmered above the plat-
form.

Then her mother, Louise, hurried into view. ‘I’m so 
sorry I’m late, darling! And thank you so much for 
coming at such short notice. It was such a relief when 
you said yes!’ She took Meg into her arms and they 
hugged each other hard.

‘It’s OK,’ said Meg. ‘The moment I said, “My mother 
needs me,” the manager accepted my notice without 
question and allowed me to leave straight away.’

‘Let me look at you! It’s been far too long since 
we’ve seen each other. I love your hair like that.’

Meg ruffled her dark brown locks disparagingly. ‘It 
needs cutting again really, but keeping it stylish was 
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so time-consuming! Apart from having to keep going 
to get it trimmed, I was supposed to stick down my 
fringe and the bits at the side with Sellotape when it 
was wet and I couldn’t be bothered. Now it’s just 
curly and does what it likes.’

‘It’s very attractive and I like your dress too. The colour 
brings out the green of your eyes. Though it is quite short.’

‘Too short? It’s only just above my knee, not halfway 
up my thigh.’

In fact, Meg didn’t have many dresses: she spent most 
of her time in kitchens wearing chef’s whites and 
checked trousers or in black dresses with aprons for 
when she was working as a waitress. When she wasn’t 
working, she mostly wore slacks, but it was so hot she 
had felt a dress would be more comfortable to travel in.

‘It’s lovely,’ Louise said, not sounding quite 
convinced. ‘But we’re a bit behind the times in Dorset. 
Swinging London is a long way away. The only thing 
that swings here are the church bells.’

Meg laughed, glad to see her mother hadn’t lost her 
sense of humour in spite of her worrying new job. 
‘I’ve brought my working gear. I don’t want to frighten 
the horses with my modern ways.’

‘Cows mostly.’ Louise took hold of Meg’s case. 
‘Good journey? The last bit is so pretty, isn’t it? Are 
you hungry? I can make you something when we get 
back, but we should hurry.’

‘It’s OK. I ate on the train  – sandwiches and left-
overs from an event last night.’

Meg followed her mother, who had set off at quite a 
lick into the car park which only had two cars in it. Louise 
stopped by a pale blue Mini Traveller. ‘This is us.’
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‘Oh, Mum! A Mini,’ said Meg. ‘How dashing. This 
would be perfectly at home in the King’s Road.’

‘I know! Andrew  – he owns the hotel  – bought it 
for my use. Purely for practical reasons, of course.’ 
Louise laughed. ‘I can’t tell you how relieved I am to 
see you. I couldn’t decide if I was going to murder 
the chef or he was going to murder me. But whatever, 
it’s all going to hell in a handcart!’

‘I was delighted to have an excuse to leave my job,’ 
said Meg. ‘I’d got awfully bored with cooking nursery 
food for rich bankers. This will be the perfect job before 
I go and work with my French chef.’

‘It’s so exciting that you’ve managed to arrange that. 
In Provence? So you’ll be near Alexandra?’

‘That’s right. Antoine, her husband, who’s a count—’
‘I hadn’t forgotten!’
‘—helped me arrange it after their wedding. It’s 

going to be terribly hard work and I don’t think the 
restaurant will pay me, but I’ll learn such a lot it’ll be 
worth it.’

‘They won’t pay you?’ Louise was outraged.
‘No. I’ll be learning so that’s my payment. In the 

old days young chefs had to pay old chefs for the 
privilege, so things are a bit better now.’

Louise pursed her lips in disapproval. ‘Well, I do 
hope you won’t find working down here as boring as 
what you were doing in London. They’re not rich 
bankers, but most of our clientele like what they call 
“simple food”. In fact, everyone gets what the chef 
decides to give them.’

‘Please don’t worry, Mum. I’ll do anything you need 
me to do. My French slave-driver doesn’t want me 
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for a while, anyway. You can have me all summer, or 
however long you need me.’

Louise put Meg’s case in the back of the car and 
walked round to the front. ‘Get in, darling. It’s not 
locked.’

As the car pulled away, Meg said, ‘Now tell me 
everything! I’ve been dying of curiosity ever since you 
rang. I know it’s been awful for you, but I feel quite 
excited about it. You know I love a challenge.’

Louise swallowed. ‘We have a big function coming 
up, a lunch. The hotel does it every year and it’s quite 
a moneymaker for us. It’s been going on for years. It 
used to be for the birthday of the squire and all the 
tenants came and celebrated. There aren’t many 
tenants left now, so other people are invited too. Since 
the war, people have had to pay for the lunch them-
selves, but they still love to come. Some of them travel 
from quite long distances. Andrew made sure I knew 
all about it before he went away.’

‘Where has Andrew gone? It seems a strange thing 
to do just before this big event.’

‘Well, his father moved to France some time ago 
and he has just died. Andrew has had to go and sort 
out the estate. He rang me last night to say it’s all in 
a frightful muddle. We’re just hoping that as Andrew’s 
been running the hotel for a couple of years and really 
loves it, he’ll inherit it, but we don’t know.’ Louise 
paused. ‘He’s left me in charge, although I was only 
taken on as a receptionist and office manager.’

‘And it’s not easy?’
Louise shook her head. ‘I’m still new to the job and 

the moment Andrew was out of the way, the chef, 
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Geoff, who I’d never liked but didn’t have much to 
do with, turned into a tyrant.’

‘Well, I’m here now, so you can sack him.’
‘If only I could! But I have to run major decisions 

past Andrew’s son, who I’ve never met and has shown 
absolutely no interest in the hotel since I’ve been here.’

Meg laughed. ‘Don’t worry, Mum. Foul-mouthed, 
bullying chefs are the norm. I’ve worked with dozens 
of them. It’ll be fine. Now tell me about the hotel.’

‘Oh! Nightingale Woods is the most gorgeous old 
Georgian house with perfect architecture,’ said Louise, 
obviously glad to move on from the chef. ‘When I 
read the advert in The Lady, I looked it up in an old 
AA Guide that was in the staff room at school and 
fell in love!’

‘In love?’ Meg was startled. She’d never known her 
mother to be quite so enthusiastic about a house, 
however perfect the architecture.

‘Yes! In love with the house.’ Her mother smiled 
mischievously. ‘I hadn’t met Andrew then, of course.’

‘Mum?’
‘I’m joking, of course. I’m just so happy that you’re 

here, I’ve gone a little bit giddy.’
Her mother was indeed a bit giddy, Meg thought. 

It could have been the joy of driving a smart little car 
through country roads lined with wild flowers on a 
hot spring afternoon, or it could have been happiness 
because she was reunited with her daughter whom 
she hadn’t seen for a while, but somehow Meg thought 
there was more to it.

‘Why did you apply for a new job? I thought you 
were happy as an assistant matron. You liked looking 
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after the boys and the teachers were friendly, weren’t 
they?’ said Meg.

‘It was a combination of things. I’d got bored with 
the school routine, counting sheets and dealing with 
lost property and it got a bit awkward eventually. Too 
many single men getting competitive.’

At just over forty, Meg’s mother could be considered 
middle-aged but her lively, caring personality and her 
bright good looks meant that men were often attracted 
to her. She was medium height with a good figure, 
blonde hair, blue eyes and wonderful skin. This was 
one of the reasons that Meg was determined to earn 
enough money to buy a flat, so her mother didn’t 
always have to take live-in jobs which sometimes made 
her vulnerable to unwelcome advances. Meg already 
had almost enough for a deposit if only they didn’t 
need a man to support their application for a mortgage.

Her mother, on the other hand, felt that Meg should 
keep her savings for herself. It was a tricky subject 
which they avoided discussing.

‘Before Andrew – your boss – went away and you had 
to deal with the chef, did you like the job?’ asked Meg.

‘Loved it! It’s such a beautiful house – quite large – 
in an idyllic spot. Wait until you see it! And I liked 
doing something a bit different. I still have to count 
sheets and towels of course, but I deal with the guests, 
the staff, do the wages, look after the books. Anything 
that needs doing, in fact. And if I’ve got a spare after-
noon, I do some decorating.’

‘You’ve always enjoyed that.’
‘It’s because I so rarely get the chance to, always 

living in staff accommodation. But there are a couple 
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of bedrooms that I can do up in my own time. Andrew 
let me choose the wallpaper and the paint. They’re 
going to look lovely.’

‘It sounds as if there’s lots going on. Not the sleepy 
backwater I was imagining,’ said Meg.

‘Usually, it is a sleepy backwater, make no mistake. 
But at the moment, it’s the scene of high drama!’

Meg laughed. ‘This special lunch?’
Louise nodded. ‘It’s for fifty people, which is a lot 

for us.’
‘Why are you so worried? If the hotel has done this 

lunch lots of times before?’
‘But the chef hasn’t. And he’s sacked a lot of people, 

including a whole family, three generations, who’d 
worked for the hotel for years. He said he’s organised 
agency staff, that it’s more cost effective to just get 
people in when you need them.’

‘Well, obviously that’s really sad but the agency staff 
may do a good job.’

‘It’s possible, but the guests have been coming to the 
lunch for years and they like being served by the daugh-
ters of the men who they’ve known forever. It’s hard 
to explain, but Nightingale Woods is like a family, one 
that has been broken apart, and our guests will see that.’

‘Oh, Mum!’
Louise sighed. ‘I promised Andrew that I’d look 

after the hotel for him, and I feel I’ve failed already.’
‘But how on earth are you managing without the 

staff?’
‘It’s only been a couple of days, so we’ve coped. 

I’ve been serving dinner.’
‘And you can’t take anyone new on?’
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‘Not officially, no. But while I may not be allowed 
to hire anybody, Geoff can’t stop me inviting my 
daughter to stay! I asked Andrew before he left, in front 
of Geoff, and Andrew was positively encouraging.’

‘Mum, I know I’m good – no point in being modest – 
but I’m not sure I could replace a whole team of people 
who’ve worked in the hotel for years!’

Meg had always been able to make her mother laugh 
even with the most feeble joke, and her mother 
obliged. Then she suddenly slowed down the car. 
‘Look, there’s one of our permanent residents, 
Ambrosine. I’ll see if she’d like a lift to the hotel.’ She 
pulled up alongside an elderly lady in a hat that she 
had probably made herself and clothes that were either 
also home-made or came from a previous century. She 
was striding along with a basket on her arm. 
‘Ambrosine? Do you want a lift?’

‘Oh, Louise, it’s you! How kind. I’ve been to visit 
my friend the colonel. You could take my basket with 
pleasure, but I prefer to carry on walking.’

Louise opened her door and put the wicker basket 
on the back seat. ‘This is my daughter, Meg. She’s 
going to be staying with me for a little while.’

‘How nice!’ said Ambrosine, peering into the Mini. 
‘I look forward to meeting you properly later. But now 
I must get on and I expect you must too.’

‘She is a true eccentric,’ said Louise once they were 
driving again. ‘She’s over seventy but fit as a flea. 
Walks for miles every day. She’ll outlive us all. That’s 
what Andrew says.’

‘So, she actually lives in the hotel all year round?’ 
asked Meg.
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‘Yes. She has a couple of rooms in the old nurseries. 
She doesn’t pay to live here. It’s an arrangement 
made by Andrew’s father, I think. The colonel is her 
gentleman friend who lives nearby and who is 
possibly even more elderly. Talking of elderly people, 
have you got any news of Clover? I miss that little 
dog.’

‘Sad to say, I don’t think she misses you. She loves 
living with Lizzie in the country, being doted on, and 
being taken for lots of walks in the woods.’

‘I’d love another dog, I must confess. I’ll ask Andrew 
about it when he gets back.’

‘He may not like dogs,’ Meg suggested.
‘Of course he likes dogs! Would I like him if he 

didn’t? His old dog died and he hasn’t got round to 
getting another one.’

Meg was sorry she probably wouldn’t meet Andrew. 
If her mother was keen on a man, and all the signs 
were there that she was, she needed to give him a 
thorough inspection.

‘Look!’ Louise indicated a vista visible through a 
farm gate. ‘There’s the hotel, Nightingale Woods. Isn’t 
it beautiful?’

It was. A perfect specimen of a Georgian house sat 
in extensive gardens. Everything was symmetrical, 
three rows of windows with dormers in the roof. There 
were chimney stacks at both ends. Behind the building 
was woodland and in front a valley with a river at 
the bottom. It had a magical quality, and could have 
been in a painting by an old master, it was so pleasing 
to the eye.

‘It’s gorgeous. I can see why you fell in love with it.’
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‘I know. Even in a very small black and white photo-
graph it looked heavenly. I can’t believe I’m lucky 
enough to work there. I was so happy before Geoff 
started throwing his weight around, sacking people 
and being so unpleasant.’

‘That is such a shame. It’s a really beautiful building 
in a heavenly spot.’

‘I know. But, sadly, we’re not nearly as busy as we 
ought to be.’

‘Why on earth not? Surely people must absolutely 
love staying there.’

‘They do, if they come, but there’s another, newer 
hotel not far away that has more to offer – at least on 
paper.’

‘What sort of things? What could this gem be 
lacking?’

Louise laughed at Meg’s indignation. ‘We don’t have 
enough bathrooms, for one thing, and the other hotel 
has a swimming pool. I think it may even be heated. 
Younger people definitely want those things.’

‘I suppose so,’ said Meg, wondering if perhaps there 
could be changes made so this hotel, in this little patch 
of heaven, could attract younger visitors too.

‘Come and see Nightingale Woods close to,’ said 
Louise. ‘I want to make Ambrosine’s sandwiches while 
Geoff is on his break. Her colonel doesn’t always feed 
her and I think she should keep her strength up with 
all the walking she does.’ She started the car.

Meg couldn’t help feeling excited as they drove to 
the beautiful house on the hill, but at the same time 
she wondered what on earth she was getting into.
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Chapter Two

Once Meg had been shown the flat over the garages 
where her mother lived  – two bedrooms, a sitting 
room, a tiny bathroom and a kitchenette, Louise said, 
‘Right. If you don’t need or want to unpack or 
anything, I’ll show you around the hotel.’

As Meg followed her, she realised just how much of 
her mother’s heart was committed to Nightingale Woods.

It wasn’t very different from the large, rambling, 
fairly grand family home it had been, although there 
were a few obvious differences. The black and white 
tiled hall contained a reception desk, for example, as 
well as a couple of small sofas, some chairs and a 
stand filled with leaflets about local places of interest.

‘This is the hall, obviously,’ said Louise, ‘and that’s 
the morning room, where guests go after breakfast if 
they’re not going out. The sun streams in.’ She paused 
as she and Meg inspected the room from the doorway.

‘It’s lovely,’ said Meg, and she meant it, but she 
couldn’t overlook the rather faded air it had about it.

‘But it definitely needs to be redecorated,’ Louise 
said, who obviously felt the same.

Although they agreed about this, Meg could tell her 
mother felt invested in the house and would take any 

1ST_001_400_One_Enchanted_Evening.indd   11 27/10/22   4:38 PM



12

criticism personally. She decided not to offer any opin-
ions unless asked.

The ladies’ drawing room, another of the many 
reception rooms, was at the side of the house and 
had a big bay window looking out on to the garden. 
The furniture was antique and beautiful and looked 
as if it had always been here. But the sofas and 
chairs were quite shabby and possibly no longer 
comfortable, the curtains were faded and the rugs 
were threadbare in places. There was a grand piano 
near the window, covered with silver framed photo-
graphs.

‘Does the piano work?’ asked Meg.
‘Oh yes. It was tuned the other day, by a blind tuner. 

It’s really quite good, apparently, although not by a 
famous maker.’

‘I bet the new hotel doesn’t have a room with a 
grand piano in it,’ said Meg.

Louise rolled her eyes. ‘It’s probably got a Hammond 
organ that rises out of the floor! Now come and see 
the main drawing room. It’s about the same as this 
really. Old-fashioned, really quite shabby but somehow 
elegant,’ she said. ‘Let me show you.’

‘It’s really lovely!’ said Meg when they got there. 
This room looked out from the front of the house and 
the river could be seen glinting at the bottom of the 
valley. ‘I love the wallpaper. It’s like a mural, birds 
and flowers climbing up the walls. Faded, but all the 
more beautiful because of it.’

‘I’m so glad you feel the same as I do,’ said Louise. 
‘It just needs a lick of paint, and new curtains and 
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cushions. It wouldn’t take a lot of money. I’d make 
the curtains myself or even repair them. The carpets 
are ancient but genuine Persian so it doesn’t matter 
if they’re old.’

‘It has a lovely light,’ said Meg. ‘It’s like being in a 
picture from a book of fairy tales.’

Louise nodded. ‘I know what you mean. But it’s 
the dining room that makes us popular for weddings 
and larger events. Come and see.’

This room had been extended at some time in its 
history, the extension reaching out into the garden at 
the back of the house. It was far larger than the other 
rooms but light and welcoming and its decor was less 
tired.

‘Andrew told me that one of the brides who married 
into the family brought money with her and she was 
insistent on having a room where they could have 
dances.’

‘It looks as if it’s been redecorated quite recently,’ 
said Meg, admiring the beautifully painted cornices, 
pilasters and the huge ceiling rose whence hung a 
huge chandelier.

‘Yes. Andrew said he had to get out quite a large 
loan to do it as it needed a fair bit of repair as well 
as just decoration. But it’s the room that earns the 
money.’ She frowned suddenly. ‘I wonder why no 
one has started to get it ready for the banquet. It takes 
a little while to move all the tables and chairs into 
place.’

‘When is it?’ asked Meg.
‘Oh, didn’t I tell you? It’s tomorrow.’
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‘Yikes!’ said Meg. ‘That’s very soon!’
‘Let me show you the kitchen,’ Louise said. ‘Geoff 

is bound to be there prepping for the meal. I was so 
excited about you coming, I didn’t ask him how things 
were going this morning.’

Meg sensed her mother appreciated having her there 
as moral support.

A stocky man in grubby chef’s whites was talking 
loudly into a telephone. On the table was a box full 
of frozen chickens.

Meg looked around. It was a kitchen that had 
hardly changed, she reckoned, since it had been the 
engine room of the house, cooking for the family for 
generations. There was a large professional oven and 
one or two other more modern appliances but basi-
cally it was the same. A large wooden table, the 
surface ridged with decades of scrubbing, took up 
the middle of the room. A vast dresser covered nearly 
the whole of one wall, full of every kind of crockery, 
plate, dish, jug or jelly mould one could imagine. Two 
enormous sinks were located under the window and 
near these were huge plate racks. An old range, 
currently out of use, filled a fireplace big enough to 
roast an ox. It was a lovely room, Meg decided, but 
needed organising.

‘Fuck off!’ said Geoff and slammed down the 
receiver.

Meg instantly looked at her mother in shock. While 
Meg was quite accustomed to hearing such language 
in professional kitchens, she was horrified that her 
mother should have been subjected to it. Louise caught 
her gaze, equally embarrassed.
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‘Geoff?’ said Louise tentatively. ‘This is my daughter, 
Meg, who’s come to stay for a little while.’

‘Bastard agency has let me down,’ said Geoff, 
ignoring Meg. ‘You’ll have to go and see if you can 
round up a few waitresses from the local yokels.’

Louise gasped. ‘Oh my goodness, that’s terrible 
news! I knew it was a bad idea to sack them all.’

‘Well, if you know everything, go and sort it out! 
Get them back!’ said Geoff, directing his anger at her.

‘I can’t expect them to just come back at a moment’s 
notice after the way they were treated,’ Louise 
replied.

‘You know what?’ Geoff shot back. ‘I don’t care. I 
don’t have to stay around and deal with this fiasco. 
I’m off.’ He pushed past both women and left the 
room.

‘Do you think he’s been drinking?’ said Louise, 
white with shock and visibly shaking.

‘Going by the smell of his breath as he went past, 
yes,’ said Meg. ‘Do you think he’s just gone to get a 
bit of a break? Or has he actually left?’

Louise put her hands on the big old table to steady 
herself. ‘I don’t know. I can’t believe he’s just walked 
out! It’s so irresponsible. But I wouldn’t put it past 
him. How on earth are we going to cope with the 
lunch tomorrow without him?’

Meg didn’t hesitate. ‘You go and see if the staff – the 
local ones you told me about – will come back. We’ll 
need them even if Geoff hasn’t left for good. If you 
explain what’s happened, they may well take pity on 
you. We’ll be so nice to the people who come, maybe 
the others will follow.’
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‘There aren’t actually that many of them,’ said 
Louise. ‘Three permanent and a couple of extras for 
big occasions. But you’re right. If I throw myself on 
their mercy and tell them Geoff has gone, they might 
relent. They won’t want to miss doing the lunch as 
it’s so important to everyone.’

‘Then go!’ Meg gave her mother a friendly push. 
‘But tell me the menu first. I’d better start dealing with 
these frozen chickens.’

Louise gave her daughter a sudden hug. ‘I know I 
should be really upset about Geoff leaving, but in fact 
I just feel relief! He’s made everyone’s lives so miser-
able and difficult. But now you’re here, and I don’t 
need to worry any more.’

‘Off you go, Mum,’ said Meg, again. She wasn’t 
quite as insouciant as her mother about the departing 
chef; she knew that she would have to take his place, 
and cooking for fifty with no notice to speak of wasn’t 
going to be easy. ‘But before you rush off, tell me 
what’s on the menu?’

‘Oh, coronation chicken!’ said Louise and fled.
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Chapter Three

Meg really wanted to get changed out of the clothes 
she’d travelled down from London in but she 
remembered that her mother had locked the flat door 
and put the key in her pocket. Her means of getting 
in was currently travelling the country lanes with 
her mother, who was, as she had put it, ‘going door 
to door, begging for people willing to be waiting 
staff’.

She found an apron to put on over her ‘rather short’ 
dress and set about sorting through the fridge. She 
could do this while thinking about the menu. She’d 
found a large quantity of slightly stale bread – there 
wasn’t any fresher  – and was inspecting it when 
Ambrosine came into the kitchen.

Hello, my dear,’ she said. ‘I suggested to your 
mother that I came and gave you a hand. She said it 
was an excellent idea.’

Meg smiled. It was a sweet thought, but she did 
wonder what a woman in her seventies could do to 
help.

‘I know you’re wondering what I can do,’ Ambrosine 
went on, ‘but I can give you useful information. 
For  a  start, I know that your mother hides the egg 
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mayonnaise – if she’s had time to make some: behind 
the packets of margarine in the refrigerator.’

Meg put her hand to her mouth. ‘Oh! Mum was 
going to make you sandwiches in case you hadn’t had 
lunch. We both forgot all about it. I could easily make 
you some now.’ She retrieved the bowl of egg mayon-
naise. ‘Do we know if we’re expecting anyone for tea? 
It’s too soon to make sandwiches but I could get a 
batch of scones on.’

‘I don’t think there are any guests booked in for tea. 
Local people have stopped coming recently. Tea and 
a selection of biscuits from a tin aren’t very appealing.’

Meg was shocked. No wonder people didn’t bother 
to come if that’s all that was on offer. ‘How many 
sandwiches would you like? And how many fillings? 
I think I saw some cheddar in the fridge and there 
may be a cucumber or a tomato to go with it?’

‘Just one round of egg is all I require. I still find 
eggs rather a treat, after rationing in the war.’

As Ambrosine showed no signs of leaving the 
kitchen, even after the sandwiches were made, Meg 
suggested she took a seat and put the sandwiches on 
a plate for her. ‘Then I can go on asking you things 
without feeling guilty about making you tired.’

‘Thank you, dear,’ said Ambrosine and pulled out 
a chair at the big table.

‘Do you know anything about the lunch?’ Meg 
asked.

‘The locals tend to call it the banquet because to 
begin with it was a dinner.’

‘My mother told me that it was originally for the 
tenants to celebrate the squire’s birthday.’
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‘That’s right. Now it’s for the great and good of the 
neighbourhood. People look forward to coming all 
year. People see friends they don’t see at other times, 
which makes it especially important.’ Ambrosine 
paused and looked down at her plate for a second. 
‘This year is the first year that the colonel and I haven’t 
been invited. The chef said we took up too much space 
in the dining room. And he’s got a point. It’s a lovely 
event but always a little cramped.’

‘Well, I’m inviting you!’ said Meg. ‘If the chef could 
uninvite you, I can invite you. Now, I’ve got a menu 
here: vichyssoise, coronation chicken and chocolate 
mousse.’

‘Not sure who chose that,’ said Ambrosine. ‘Cold 
soup isn’t very popular with country folk, and choc-
olate mousse can be very indigestible.’

‘What about the chicken? Do you like curry-
flavoured mayonnaise with rice?’

‘I do, as long as it’s not too hot a curry. Although 
chicken can be a bit dry, can’t it?’

‘It can. But I know a way of cooking it which keeps 
it much more moist and I think if I’m careful I could 
get it going before it’s defrosted. I’ve no idea how Geoff 
thought that he was going to get it all done in time.’

‘He was expecting the food to be brought ready-
made from the agency. Cherry, one of the girls, who 
I really hope will come back when your mother asks 
her to, told me she heard him ordering it. He was 
negotiating a very cheap price for what was going to 
be a very substandard meal.’ Ambrosine raised an 
eyebrow. While enormously friendly, she had an aris-
tocratic air about her, Meg thought.
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‘Even the chicken?’
‘I suspect he had that in the freezer,’ said Ambrosine. 

‘He was a great lover of the freezer and the packet. 
The vichyssoise was coming out of a packet. And the 
mousse.’

Meg shuddered.
I know!’ said Ambrosine. ‘Absolutely frightful! He 

was doing the hotel no good at all, you know. Andrew – 
lovely man; his father was an old friend of mine – isn’t 
very interested in food. Some people aren’t, you know.’

‘How can you run a hotel if you’re not interested 
in food?’ said Meg.

‘You employ people who are interested,’ said 
Ambrosine. ‘So,’ she said brightly. ‘Now that dreadful 
man has left, what are we going to have for lunch 
tomorrow?’

‘I’ll have to stick to the menu we have, I think,’ said 
Meg, ‘Someone will have chosen it and be upset if 
they don’t get it.’

‘Never in life, my dear!’ said Ambrosine. ‘They 
won’t remember, and if it’s delicious, they won’t mind 
anyway!’

Meg exhaled. ‘I’m limited by my ingredients. I won’t 
have time to go shopping.’

Ambrosine waved a hand. ‘You have a garden full 
of vegetables.’

‘Have I? I had no idea. My tour of the hotel didn’t 
get as far as the garden. That’s really useful.’

‘Geoff got rid of the gardener but not very long ago 
and the vegetables will still be there.’

‘So we could have vegetable soup?’
‘Excellent idea!’
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‘Followed by the chicken. What would we like 
instead of the packet mousse?

‘Almost anything would be an improvement.’
Meg thought of the stale bread she’d taken out of 

the fridge. ‘I wonder . . .’
‘You look as if you’ve had an idea.’
‘It is a bit unusual for a formal event but what about 

bread-and-butter pudding?’
‘I can’t imagine anything nicer!’ said Ambrosine.
‘We would need an awful lot of bread, fruit, milk 

and cream, which might be difficult at short notice.’
‘If you telephoned them now, you could order the 

bread from the local bakery. They’d sell you today’s 
leftover loaves very cheaply.’

‘But there might not be any leftover loaves!’ 
protested Meg. ‘Don’t they have a good idea exactly 
how many they need to bake?’

‘You can but ask, my dear,’ said Ambrosine, who 
was obviously enjoying herself.

‘What about the cream, milk and eggs?’ said Meg.
‘There’s a very nice farm near here that always used 

to supply the house with all those things after we 
stopped having a home farm. I’m sure we could get 
everything we would need from them.’

‘You seem to have all the answers, Ambrosine,’ said 
Meg.

‘I’ve lived here for over fifteen years. It has its advan-
tages.’

‘Then maybe you can answer another question. It’s 
going to be quite hard to make bread-and-butter 
pudding look nice on a plate and we’d need some 
large dishes serve things in.’
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‘Come with me,’ said Ambrosine. ‘I know where all 
the crockery is kept.’

Meg followed the old lady down a passage into a 
storeroom.

‘Voilà!’ said Ambrosine, indicating a small room, 
probably originally used to store meat, or game. There 
were shelves from wall to ceiling stacked with every 
sort of dish and tin.

‘How do you know where everything is kept?’ asked 
Meg, looking at the shelves with wonder. ‘There’s so 
much here!’

Ambrosine didn’t answer this, pointing to the 
top  shelves. ‘Look, there are some pie dishes and 
there are the roasting tins from when we did 
Christmas lunch for everyone who worked for us at 
Nightingale’s.’

‘Well, I could certainly use those for the bread-and-
butter pudding. Are you really sure the dairy will be 
able to supply us at such short notice?’

‘I’ll telephone them. I’ll speak to the baker, too. Once 
I tell them what it’s for, I’m sure they’ll try their best 
to supply us. The banquet is important to all the local 
community – has been for years. Everyone will help 
out if they know there’s a bit of an emergency. How 
much cream and how many eggs?

‘My recipe book is in my suitcase,’ said Meg, ‘but 
I could make a rough guess.’

By the time Louise got back from her begging mission 
around the local farms and in the villages, Meg was 
a lot more familiar with her surroundings, not least 
because Ambrosine had given her a tour of all the 
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many rooms adjoining the kitchen  – cupboards, 
pantries, larders, stillrooms, as well as the servants’ 
quarters – which were felt necessary in times gone by 
to support a big house.

She’d also been led into the walled garden which, 
although showing signs of recent neglect, was still full 
of vegetables, herbs and, potentially, soft fruit. And 
against the walls were apples, pears and plums. One 
wall could be warmed by a system of flues built into 
it. A fire would be lit in a little house at the end and 
the smoke going through made the wall what they 
called ‘hot’. This wall supported a number of peach 
trees, apricots and a large fig tree.

‘Are you a gardener yourself?’ Meg asked Ambrosine 
as they were walking back to the kitchen, Meg holding 
quite a large bunch of herbs.

‘Alas, no, my skills are a little more esoteric, but I 
love the house and want to keep its history known 
by the people who live in it. I’m writing a little booklet 
about it.’

‘What a good idea!’ said Meg, curious about 
Ambrosine’s esoteric skills and hoping one day she’d 
be told about them. ‘I’d love to read it when its 
finished.’

‘Ambrosine was brilliant,’ said Meg when Louise 
reappeared. ‘She’s shown me everything, told me 
everything, and has arranged for a supply of eggs, 
milk and cream to be delivered tomorrow morning, 
first thing. She telephoned the local bakery and they’re 
happy to supply bread for the bread-and-butter 
pudding.’
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Ambrosine, who was sitting at the kitchen table, 
nodded in agreement. ‘I knew they’d all be happy to 
help when they knew what was at stake.’

‘You certainly have been busy!’ said Louise, looking 
at the many signs of activity.

‘We changed the menu,’ said Ambrosine. ‘Except 
for the chicken. We’re still having that.’

Seeing the chickens simmering in large pans on the 
stove, Louise said, ‘Isn’t it terribly dangerous to cook 
chickens when they’re still frozen?’

‘I’m fairly certain it’s fine as long as I take them out 
as soon as they’re cooked. And of course I’ll check 
they’re thoroughly done. You add half as much again 
to the cooking time.’

Louise was still worried. ‘It would be so awful if 
we poisoned everyone. We could wipe out the great 
and the good of the whole community. It would be 
like the Black Death!’

‘It’ll be OK, Mum!’ Meg was laughing. ‘I waitressed 
for a woman who said she never had time to defrost 
the chicken and as long as you cook it fairly quickly 
and don’t leave it hanging around in warm stock – the 
same for any bird – it’ll be fine.’

‘We’re having hot soup to start, not that cold stuff 
that tastes like wallpaper paste,’ said Ambrosine. ‘Cold 
soup always seems wrong to me.’

‘There are some lovely vegetables in the kitchen 
garden, including lots of herbs. If it all goes to plan 
every bowl will have a pinch of herbs and a swirl of 
cream,’ said Meg, hoping her mother would approve 
of the menu changes.
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‘Think how much nicer it will be to have soup 
made with our own produce instead of those 
dreadful packets full of goodness-know-what that 
Geoff was so fond of.’ Ambrosine seemed very 
happy. ‘And my favourite: bread-and-butter pudding 
to finish.’

‘I think we’re going to be fine tomorrow, Mum.’ 
Meg took a breath. ‘So, how did your mission to get 
us some staff go?’

‘Well, Susan, who is  – was  – our main woman, 
took a lot of persuading to come back. She was so 
offended by Geoff’s awful behaviour. But her 
daughter, Cherry, was there, and she was keen to 
serve at the lunch at least. Once they were on board, 
Susan telephoned her many local relations and 
people all agreed, although I’m not sure many of 
them will stay after the banquet. But it’s such a long-
standing tradition and, I gather, fun to serve at, we’ve 
probably got enough people. Some are coming this 
evening to set up the room.’ She frowned. ‘I suppose 
I should check to see if we’ve got anyone booked for 
dinner tonight.’

Meg’s heart lurched uncomfortably. ‘If we have, 
they’ll have to have omelettes.’

‘Don’t worry, dear,’ said Ambrosine, ‘the hotel never 
takes dinner bookings the night before the banquet. 
Anyone staying has to have something cold.’ She 
smiled, and Meg suddenly thought what a beauty she 
must have been when young.

‘Now everything is settled,’ said Ambrosine, ‘I’ll 
pop upstairs and take off my hat.’
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‘I do hope I’m able to “pop upstairs”, or indeed 
anywhere, when I’m her age,’ said Louise. ‘She’s obvi-
ously had a wonderful time helping you.’

‘At first I thought she might be a bit time-consuming 
but not a bit of it. She knows so much about the house, 
the garden, the hotel in its early days. She’s writing 
a history. And better than that, she found a cupboard 
with some very useful ingredients in it, including a 
slightly rusting tin of tomato purée.’

‘I haven’t seen her looking so happy and stimulated 
since I got here,’ said Louise. She sighed. ‘Oh, darling, 
what would I have done without you?’

‘I don’t know, Mum, but like Ambrosine, I am 
hugely enjoying myself. I love solving a crisis and it’s 
all going so well. Between us we can do anything!’
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